
		
			[image: little-cafe-by-the-lake-cover.jpeg]
		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			For Grant and Sarah … always …

		

	
		
			Contents

			GLOSSARY

			CHAPTER ONE

			CHAPTER TWO

			CHAPTER THREE

			CHAPTER FOUR

			CHAPTER FIVE

			CHAPTER SIX

			CHAPTER SEVEN

			CHAPTER EIGHT

			CHAPTER NINE

			CHAPTER TEN

			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			CHAPTER TWELVE

			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			CHAPTER SIXTEEN

			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

			CHAPTER NINETEEN

			CHAPTER TWENTY

			CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

			CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

			CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

			CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

			CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

			CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

			CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

			CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

			RECIPES

			ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

			ABOUT THE AUTHOR

			COPYRIGHT

		

	
		
			GLOSSARY

			Because I wrote this book using Australian/New Zealand spelling and grammar, it may contain some words and phrases which are new to you. A few of these are below:

			All Blacks – the New Zealand rugby team

			Autumn – fall (season)

			Bach – holiday house, pronounced as “batch”

			Barbie – barbecue

			Biscuits – similar to American cookies

			Bro – a term of endearment – usually used between male friends

			Cheese roll – not what you’d think. A snack most commonly found in the south of the South Island, a cheese roll is almost like a Welsh Rarebit turned inside out and rolled up into a tube before cooking.

			Chilly bin – an esky (Australian) or portable (usually hard-sided) container that keeps food and drinks cold.

			Chips – this is where it gets confusing depending on who you’re talking to. Chips are hot chips (but not French fries) like the ones you get in a fish and chips shop. Chippies are crisps or sometimes even potato chips. French fries are skinny hot chips sold at McDonald’s. 

			Chook – chicken

			Dairy – a corner store that sells convenience items as well as (usually) pies and sandwiches. 

			Eh – pronounced ‘ay’. A common way to end a sentence and is usually said with an upward inflection as if asking for affirmation. ‘It’s nice weather, eh?’

			Good as gold – an affirmative answer.

			Hooly Dooly – an Australian phrase expressing surprise or amazement.

			Jandals – flip-flops or thongs (the kind you wear on your feet)

			Kumera – Sweet Potato

			Munted – broken, ruined. It can also refer to someone being intoxicated.

			Ruck – a rugby term for a loose scrum

			Scone – similar to American biscuits

			Section – block of land, the land on which a house is built

			Snag – sausage

			Stoked – happy, chuffed

			Sweet (or sweet as) – good, great as in ‘that’s great’

			Track – a hiking (tramping) trail. 

			Tramp – to hike

			Yeah … nah – I hear what you’re saying, but no, that’s not going to happen

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			‘What if I ask nicely?’ Jess rested her bum against the stainless-steel bench in the mezzanine kitchen of her café, Beach Road.

			‘No, Jess, I’m still not doing it.’ Dan didn’t take his eyes from the poached egg he was carefully placing on top of the bacon that sat on a potato rosti. The craggy potato had been cooked to perfection with the crunchy bits golden against the white serving plate. After drizzling some hollandaise over the egg and checking the leafy garnish, he gave the plate a quick wipe with a clean cloth and pushed it to the front of the bench.

			Holly, Dan’s sous chef, sneaked past him and placed a generous bowl of granola and yoghurt on the bench, adding some pansies and nasturtium flowers, before pressing the buzzer that would have Marty or Paula bounding up the stairs to collect the order.

			‘It would take you hardly any time at all,’ Jess continued, trying to catch Dan’s eye. ‘A piece of kumera, maybe some pumpkin?’ 

			Dan looked up briefly from plating up the next order, his eyebrows raised. ‘It hardly seems worth the effort.’ Flicking his attention back to the hob, he flipped some mushrooms in the pan. ‘Holl, how are you going with that smashed avo?’

			‘Coming right up,’ she replied, pushing across the plate. ‘French toast will be three minutes.’

			‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘We have another two bennies, a hotcake, three smashed avocado specials, two pea fritters, a veggie stack and a scrambled egg with a side of bacon.’

			‘On it.’

			Jess remained leaning against the bench, watching as they worked together, a smile of satisfaction curling her lips. One of her brother Richie’s closest friends, Dan, had become her closest friend in the time they’d worked together at Beach Road. Like Richie, Dan had gone travelling after completing his apprenticeship and hospitality qualifications. Unlike Richie, though, he’d come home to New Zealand within a few years – the rush of London kitchens quickly losing their appeal – and arrived back in Queenstown just in time to take on the job as head chef at Beach Road Café on the shores of Lake Wakatipu.

			It was Dan who’d helped her through those first couple of years as she slowly built the business and Dan who had helped bring her vision of how Beach Road could be to life. Now, four years later, the café was unrecognisable. Jess had replaced the pine furniture with one long communal table with bench seating and a scattering of smaller timber tables with an assortment of mismatched chairs. Outside, on the lakefront, she’d opted for outdoor furniture, with patio umbrellas to provide shade during the sunniest part of the day and outside heaters and tartan blankets for chillier days.

			Instead of plastic-wrapped sandwiches and ordinary coffee, from seven each morning to three in the afternoon, an all-day breakfast menu was available with an ever-changing board of seasonal specials, all ingredients sourced locally where possible. The kitchen also prepared a daily selection of pre-made rolls and wraps and soup in the winter months. A local baker supplied them daily with a range of savoury tarts, pies, sausage rolls and pasties. A few days a week, Richie’s partner Maxine (everyone called her Max) came in and baked up a storm in the kitchen to stack the boards and cabinet with cakes, scones, slices and biscuits. 

			As a result, Beach Road was now a destination café, with Dan and Holly’s plates (and Max’s bakes) appearing regularly on Instagram feeds. 

			‘What are you thinking?’ Dan asked with a grin. He straightened and rolled his shoulders, pushing his spiky blonde hair back from his forehead with the back of his hand. ‘I always worry when you’re quiet.’

			Jess chuckled, pushed away from the bench and sat on the stool directly opposite Dan. ‘I was just thinking how far we’ve come and how I couldn’t have done it without you.’

			‘I’m still not cooking perfectly good vegetables for you to play games with,’ he said, the dimple in his left cheek showing his amusement.

			‘But it’ll be fun,’ she coaxed. Dan raised a shoulder once to show his care factor was close to zero on this one.

			‘What’s this about?’ asked Holly, joining them at the bench.

			‘The game, of course,’ said Jess. ‘It’s a blindfolded taste test for the baby shower this afternoon. I’ll put it into little jars, get a heap of spoons and the guests have to pick the mush correctly.’

			‘Between kumera and pumpkin? Not much of a taste test,’ said Dan, pressing the buzzer for service.

			‘Well, I don’t know what babies eat,’ said Jess. ‘Holl, what do babies eat?’

			Holly flashed a quick grin in Jess’s direction as she expertly spooned avocado onto toasted sourdough, made sure the micro herb garnishes were all in place and pushed the plates forward. ‘How would I know?’

			‘Your sister’s got a couple of kids, hasn’t she?’ asked Jess.

			‘Yes, but I’ve never paid a lot of attention to what they eat. Why don’t you google it?’

			‘Great idea,’ said Dan. ‘That might keep her quiet for a little while,’ he added under his breath.

			‘I heard that,’ said Jess, already busy on her phone. ‘And, for your information, I’m capable of talking and googling at the same time. It’s called multitasking. Here you go.’ She held up her phone triumphantly. ‘Babies also like mashed avocado, mashed banana, mashed stewed apples or pear, and porridge made with breastmilk. Where would I get breastmilk from? I could probably use formula, I suppose,’ she mused.

			‘You’d buy a whole tin of the stuff just to make some porridge with?’ Dan stopped what he was doing and looked at her, his nose scrunched. ‘You can’t make people taste that.’

			‘Okay, maybe not the porridge, but we could do the rest. Come on; it would be fun to watch.’

			‘But I won’t be watching it because I’ll be at Tom’s winery drinking with the boys – which is why I’m not mashing anything for you. It’s a busy morning, we’re closing early, and I want to get out of here on time. If you’d thought of this before today, I might’ve been able to help, but now it’s a no.’

			Realising Dan wasn’t going to budge, Jess turned her attention to Holly. ‘What about you, Holl? Surely you’d help me?’ Jess coaxed.

			‘Sorry, Jess. I’m with Dan.’ Holly’s cheeks flushed with colour, and she concentrated harder than she needed to on spooning berry-swirled yoghurt onto the raspberry-topped French toast.

			‘Why don’t you do it yourself? Even you’re capable of microwaving some vegetables and mashing some fruits,’ said Dan. 

			‘Because I’m taking Max out for a spa morning – god knows when the last time was she saw her toes, let alone could paint them.’

			‘Well, get Nathan to do it then,’ suggested Dan. ‘I take it he’s here this weekend?’ 

			‘He sure is.’ Jess couldn’t hide the smile that burst out whenever her boyfriend came up from Stewart Island to spend time with her. ‘But he can’t do it either. After breakfast, he’s off to the lake house to help Richie. Secret men’s business or something.’

			Jess didn’t know whether Dan’s shrug was to say he didn’t know what the secret men’s business was about or to show he didn’t much care what Nathan was up to, but figured it was more likely to be the former than the latter.

			‘I don’t think we need the taste test,’ said Holly. ‘You’ve organised plenty of games, and your mother and Nathan’s mother have been baking up a storm. You have a competition to guess the size of Max’s tummy, little string bracelets for every time someone mentions the word baby, and that’s before we paint the bibs and singlets. We won’t have time for another game.’

			Jess didn’t miss the complicit look that Holly and Dan exchanged, and even though she was being gently manipulated, she nodded slowly. The blindfolded taste test had seemed like a great idea when she thought about it in the shower this morning, but Holly was right, it might be overkill. ‘Okay, you win.’ she said. ‘I’ll be off then. Holl, have you finished icing the cookies? I’ll take them over to Mum’s when I pick up Max.’

			‘I sure have. I did them yesterday afternoon. They’re in a tin in the pantry.’

			The tin was on the shelf directly in front of her as she walked in. Lifting the lid, she exclaimed, ‘These are fabulous – you’re so clever!’ Inside, butter cookies were cut into the shape of teddy bears, bibs, baby playsuits, prams, rattles, and bottles. She’d iced them mostly in white with alternating pink and blue detail.

			Impulsively, she rushed across the kitchen and kissed Holly’s blushed cheek. ‘Thank you.’ 

			She opened the lid again so Dan could peer inside. ‘Good job, Holl,’ he said before switching his attention back to his pans and the line of orders, in the process missing Holly’s beaming smile of pride.

			Jess closed the lid of the biscuit tin. ‘Okay you two, I’ll get out of your hair—’

			‘At last,’ Dan said in a dramatic stage-whisper.

			‘And get over to Mum’s to pick up Max. I’ll see you later, Holl.’

			‘You sure will,’ said Holly.

			‘And you make sure my brother and my boyfriend behave themselves this afternoon,’ Jess said to Dan, grinning at the mock salute he gave her.

			She got halfway down the stairs before remembering her other reason for being there, whirled around, and headed back up. As she would’ve opened her mouth, Dan said, ‘Breakfast?’

			‘Yes, please. There’s nothing in the fridge at home except—’

			He waved away her excuses with a grin, knowing she and Nathan always ended up having breakfast here at least once on the weekend.

			‘The usual for Nathan?’

			‘Please. You know he can’t go past your eggs bennie. What’s on the specials today?’

			‘Holly’s smashed avo with crispy fried eggplant, some fried leek and a poached egg. You’ll have to give it a go – the eggplant’s like a hash brown on the outside and soft and smoky inside. It’s inspired.’

			Jess grinned as Holly’s cheeks coloured again at the praise from Dan. ‘How can I resist a review like that? You two really do make the perfect team,’ she said, somehow keeping her expression deadpan as Holly’s cheeks went from pale pink to almost fluorescent.  

			‘Are you on track next week?’ asked Dan.

			‘I’m in on Monday and Tuesday, but then on track – the last back-to-back for the season. Routeburn from Wednesday and then Milford from Saturday morning.’ 

			‘You’ll be glad the season’s done,’ said Holly. ‘I don’t know how you manage to juggle it all – the guiding and the café.’ 

			‘I’m lucky I have a good team here,’ said Jess. ‘I couldn’t do it without you guys. Anyway, I’ll be back on deck on Thursday.’ 

			‘No problems,’ said Dan. ‘See you then.’

			Jess raised her hand to give them a wave and headed back downstairs.

			Nathan had secured them a seat in the corner near the front door. The seats outside overlooking the lake were always the first to be filled when the sun was shining – as it was today. Jess paused for a second and admired him as he sat reading a newspaper, concentration on his face, his broad shoulders filling out the khaki t-shirt – the one she loved because it brought out the golden tints in his hazel eyes – his tanned arms and the way the light streaming in through the window hit the sun-bleached tips of his brown hair. Having met on the Milford Track late last year, they’d only been together a few months, but Jess didn’t think she’d ever get tired of looking at him like this. 

			She kissed as close to his lips as she could manage from this angle and slid into her chair. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘That took longer than I expected, but I’ve decided not to worry about the blindfolded taste test. Holl’s finished the cookies, though, and they look amazing.’

			Nathan looked up from the newspaper he was reading. ‘Let me guess, Dan refused to mash vegetables for you.’

			Jess returned his grin, not at all embarrassed at being caught out. ‘Something like that.’ She drained her coffee cup, screwing her nose up. ‘I must’ve been up there for ages – my coffee’s gone cold. I’m so sorry.’

			‘It’s okay,’ he said. ‘I’ve been catching up on the news.’ He folded the paper and laid it on the seat beside him. ‘To be honest, it’s something I get used to – and before you bristle, it’s all good, I get it.’

			Jess searched his stubbled face for something more, and upon finding nothing, sprang up from her seat. ‘I’ll get some more coffees underway,’ she said, giving a slight frown when Nathan opened his paper again without saying a word. 

			When Dayna saw her approach, she said, ‘Another two coffees?’

			‘Yes, please.’ Jess examined the contents of the savoury window, her brow furrowed. ‘Is it my imagination or have Johnson’s pies started to look a little, um—’

			‘Mainstream?’ finished Dayna.

			‘Yes, that’s exactly it! The sausage rolls are too thin and perfect. Something a bit more artisan would be great; keep the basics, but amp up some of the other flavours, maybe? Give them more of a handmade look?’

			Dayna nodded, focusing on the glass display cabinet. ‘At the moment, they look a bit out of place with everything else. The tarts are okay, but I agree, the pies and sausage rolls are too neat.’

			‘Okay, I’ll have a chat with Dan, see what he thinks, but I’d like to see some local flavours and ingredients being used.’ 

			As she picked up the coffees to take back to Nathan, she noticed a man at the front of the queue. There was something familiar about him, but Jess couldn’t put her finger on what, and he was staring at her as if he knew her too.

			‘Do I know you?’ she asked, stopping in front of the man.

			‘I was wondering the same.’ He smiled confidently, and her feeling of recognition grew stronger. ‘What’s your name?’ he asked.

			‘I’m Jess Fletcher. I own this place.’

			His eyes widened in surprise. ‘Are you any relation to Cameron Fletcher?’

			‘Yes, he’s my father.’

			‘That explains it then.’ The stranger’s grin was wide, and his accent was English. ‘Your father and I were friends years ago back in Australia.’ He bit his top lip and frowned at the ceiling as if trying to catch hold of a thought or memory. ‘Of course! I remember hearing he and Melinda had moved here. What’s he doing with himself these days?’

			‘Well,’ said Jess hesitantly. ‘He and my brother Richie run Lakeview Landscaping. It’s out on the Frankton Road towards the airport – you can’t miss it.’ She paused and raised a quizzical brow. ‘What’s your name? I’ll tell Dad you were asking about him.’

			‘No, don’t worry about it,’ the man said with a shake of his head. ‘I’m only passing through, so probably won’t have time to drop by.’ He took his coffee from Dayna. ‘It was nice to meet you, though.’ 

			‘Yes, you too,’ said Jess, but he’d already turned and headed out the door.

			‘What was that about?’ asked Nathan when she slid into the seat opposite him.

			‘Nothing – just some guy who said he used to know Dad.’ The lanky stranger was still standing out the front of the café, sipping his coffee. ‘I thought he reminded me of someone, but he’s probably one of those people who always looks like someone you know,’ she said. 

			Before she could think any more about it, Marty was at the table with their breakfast. ‘Your usual bennie, with an extra hash brown,’ he said, placing a plate in front of Nathan, ‘and one smashed avo special for you, Jess.’

			‘Thanks, Marty,’ said Jess. Once they were alone again, she said, ‘So what are you and Richie up to this morning that’s so secret?’

			Nathan put his elbow on the table and rested his chin on the palm of his hand, his eyes crinkling at the sides. ‘Well, I could tell you, but …’ 

			His grin was wicked, and Jess’s insides dissolved into a molten mass. ‘How about we finish this and go back to mine so I can show you just how nicely I can ask?’

			‘And I can show you how much I’ll miss you next week when you’re off counting sharks. Sadly though, both of us need to be places this morning.’

			Jess’s breath caught in her throat at the intensity in his eyes, the gold flecks almost glowing, his words stroking along her skin in a way his hands would when next they were alone.

			The ringing of her phone broke the spell. 

			‘Hey, Mum,’ she said and mouthed, ‘sorry’ to Nathan, who just smiled another of his slow, sexy smiles, dropped his eyes from hers, and gave his full attention to his breakfast. ‘What’s up?’ 

			‘Nothing, darling,’ said Milly. ‘I was just wondering what time you’ll be by this morning.’

			Jess took a glance at her watch. ‘Is that the time?’

			Her mother’s soft chuckle came down the line. ‘I had a feeling you might’ve lost track of it.’ 

			‘I certainly have. I’m leaving now,’ she said, grinning when Nathan reached over to spear the last piece of her eggplant. 

			‘See you soon,’ her mother said and rang off.

			‘I have to go,’ Jess said to Nathan, swiping some of the hollandaise he hadn’t quite finished mopping up.

			‘So do I,’ he said, watching closely as she sucked the sauce off her finger.

			‘And you won’t tell me what you guys are up to?’

			‘Nope. I’m sworn to secrecy.’

			‘Does Mum know?’

			‘No.’

			‘What about your mother? Does Kate know?’

			‘No.’

			‘Max?’

			He rolled his eyes. ‘Hardly, it’s her surprise. You may as well give it up, Jay. I’m not telling you.’

			‘Fair enough.’ Jess shrugged, stood and slid her phone into the back pocket of her jeans, and swung her bag over her shoulder. ‘I’ll see you tonight.’ She leaned over and kissed his lips, wiping a rogue drop of sauce from the corner of his mouth with her finger.

			‘I’ll look forward to it.’

			On the way out, she remembered she hadn’t spoken to Dan about the pies. As she would’ve twirled to head back up the stairs, Nathan said, ‘Go! Whatever it is can wait.’

			She glanced up the stairs and back at Nathan. Yes, it could wait until Monday. Blowing him a kiss, she left.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Richie rested his paintbrush on the lid of the tin and nodded in satisfaction. Even though it still smelt of paint, the room looked amazing. He shook the white timber cot he and Nathan had wrestled to put together last weekend. Yes, it was sturdy enough; and thankfully the mobile that his sister Cate had sent over from Sydney – a teddy bear asleep in the crescent of a moon amidst plenty of fluffy white clouds – was hung far enough over the cot not to hit him in the eyes. 

			The shelves on the wall were straight – as were the six garden-themed prints that had caused him and his father so much grief during the week. Lining them up in the two rows of three Max had wanted had been a nightmare. At one point Fletch had asked, ‘do they really need to be level? Why don’t we stagger them instead?’ 

			Richie was glad they’d persevered. He tilted his head to one side, squinting, and checked them with the spirit level one more time to be sure. 

			The wing armchair they’d commissioned had also given him a few worries when the supplier had phoned to warn him about potential delays in delivery. He hadn’t had the heart to tell Max and thankfully it had been delivered on Thursday, so he hadn’t needed to. Max had been right – the patchwork blue, soft green and paisley fabric worked well against the light sage walls. He closed his eyes briefly, imagining her sitting in the chair feeding their baby, a lamp on the small round table beside it casting a soft light. 

			The pièce de résistance, though, was the mural he’d spent so many hours creating and then painting. In hindsight, it had been easier to paint than it had been to come up with reasons to stop Max from coming out to the house this week. He’d never been able to lie to her successfully, and there were only so many nights he could plead he was working late – especially when his boss was his father, and he had made it home in time for dinner each night. Thankfully, Fletch was in on the secret and had invented a new client who was only available for consultations after hours. Another night, Fletch said he needed Richie to attend the local Chamber of Commerce meeting on his behalf, and on Thursday night, Richie took advantage of Jess dragging Maxi along to a book launch at Kate’s bookshop in Arrowtown, Cover To Cover, to get some more painting time in.

			Now it was done, and the white lies he and his father had told were worth it.

			He stepped into the doorway and, leaning against the doorframe, took it all in – the woodland scene a nod to Max’s English heritage and Brookford, the village in The Cotswolds where she’d grown up. 

			It had amazed Richie at the amount of “stuff” a baby needed. Sure, he’d known about the cot and assumed he or she would also need a pram, a car seat and somewhere to keep their clothes, but until his mother had begun buying things like bouncy seats and change tables, he hadn’t realised how much a baby accumulated before they were even born. 

			Max had bags of clothes stashed away that had been purchased or gifted, and Jess was always coming home with something new that she just happened to see when she was out and about. Given that Jess spent all her time either at Beach Road or on track, she had very little opportunity to randomly be “out and about”. The purchases were all part of her campaign to be elected godmother – as if he and Max would consider anyone else for the role.

			His mother was just as bad, and Max had shown him only a fraction of what would soon fill the shelves in the wardrobe. He couldn’t wait to see it all in there, to complain good-naturedly in the way he was supposed to about the number of bibs, bonnets, booties and tiny singlets. Piglet, as they’d taken to calling the baby, would be here in weeks and Richie couldn’t wait. He was even looking forward to the night feeds and being able to watch Max bond and snuggle with the baby he’d never thought would be theirs. 

			Even though he’d spied the wedding ring on her finger, Richie had fallen in love with Max the minute he laid eyes on her five years ago. She’d cycled into Blossom & Buds, the garden centre he managed in Brookford, with absolutely none of the horticultural qualifications he’d been looking for. Thanks to the hours she’d spent at the local allotment scheme working alongside her grandfather, Horrie, and a cast of local characters, there was, however, little she didn’t know about growing vegetables – and even less about creative ways of cooking them. He’d hired her on the spot. They’d quickly become close friends, and despite Max’s husband, James, spending much of his time working in London or travelling, Richie had never tried to take advantage of James’s absences. He’d convinced himself he was happy being “just friends” and had dated other women from time to time to prove it to himself. Despite his best efforts, no one had come close to Max – and inevitably, it was his friendship with her that ended every (short) relationship he’d had in Brookford.

			But when James announced last January that he’d accepted a job in New York, Richie knew it was time to come home to Queenstown and give up on his dream that one day she’d recognise her husband for the two-timer he was and grow to love him instead. He would never have thought that just over a year later, he’d be putting the finishing touches on the house by the lake they’d be living in together and looking forward to greeting the baby they’d created. Every night when he held her before they went to sleep and every morning when he kissed her awake and brought her the cup of English breakfast tea without which she was incapable of starting the day, he gave thanks for the circumstances that had bought them together. 

			Richie smiled as he pictured the look on her face tomorrow when she saw the completed room for the first time. 

			A hand come to rest on his shoulder. ‘You’ve done a good job, Rick,’ said his father, who’d snuck into the room. ‘Max will love it.’

			‘You think?’

			Fletch nodded. ‘No doubt about it. If you don’t believe me, ask Tom and Nathan.’ The two men poked their heads around the doorframe.

			‘Sweet.’ Nathan nodded. ‘She’s going to love this, dude.’ A wide grin filled his face. ‘But Jess is going to kill me when she finds out I’ve been keeping it a secret from her!’ 

			‘As will Kate,’ said Tom. ‘I told her we were putting together some flatpack furniture.’ 

			Fletch chuckled. ‘Wait until Milly works out I’ve been covering for Rick.’ He slapped Richie on the back. ‘She’ll be so proud of you.’

			Nathan prowled around the room, opening cupboard doors and letting out a low whistle at the stack of nappies on the shelf. ‘Man, babies need a lot of shit,’ he said. He picked up a basket under the change table, sniffed suspiciously at the talc and held up a tube of cream. ‘What do you reckon this is for?’

			Fletch chuckled. ‘You don’t want to know.’

			The four men gazed around the room for a few seconds more before Tom said, ‘I know it’s early, but this calls for a beer.’

			‘Absolutely,’ Fletch said, slapping Tom on the back, ‘although just the one – we have to head back and help Milly move furniture about for the party. Rick and Nathan are staying here to finish the last of the jobs.’

			‘When’s the baby actually due?’ Tom asked when they all had beers and were settled outside on the garden furniture Nathan, Tom and Fletch had just finished putting together. 

			‘Four weeks,’ said Richie.

			‘Nothing like taking it down to the wire,’ said Nathan looking around at the newly finished house. 

			While Richie hadn’t done any landscaping, he was pleased with how the house sat on the section of land, perfectly positioned to catch the expansive views of the lake and the mountains rising behind it. The exterior was a mix of timber, local stone and cladding and would blend into the environment once the garden was complete.

			‘Tell me about it, but I really wanted for us to be in and settled before the baby comes. It would be nice if Max could relax for a week or so at least.’

			Nathan nodded thoughtfully while Tom and Fletch looked at each other and grinned.

			‘You have no idea what you’re in for,’ said Tom.

			‘None at all,’ said Fletch. ‘But on that note, we’ll be off.’

			‘See you two later at my place,’ said Tom. ‘While the girls are eating pastel coloured food and playing baby games, we’ll light up the barbie and the firepit and open some red wine.’

			‘Sounds good,’ said Richie, standing to shake hands as they moved to leave.

			When the two older men had left, Richie and Nathan sat outside for a while longer, both seemingly content to relax for a few precious minutes. On the adjacent section blackbirds scratched about looking for insects. Voices from anglers in a small fishing boat down on the lake drifted up in the breeze.

			After a time, Nathan said, ‘I can’t imagine what it must feel like to know you’ll be a father in a few weeks.’

			Suddenly unable to answer, Richie couldn’t meet Nathan’s enquiring eyes, and he hoped the panic that had been simmering close to the surface these last few weeks and was now rising to choke him didn’t show on his face. 

			Nathan lightly punched his arm. ‘Hey mate, are you okay?’

			‘Yeah. It’s just…’ Richie wasn’t sure how to explain the enormity of what he was feeling.

			The day Max told him she was pregnant ranked up there with one of the best days of his life – right up there with the first time they kissed, the first time they made love, and the first time she told him she loved him. But when Max told him he would be a father … Richie hadn’t been able to stop the emotion from bubbling over or the tears leaking out his eyes. And watching their child grow within her, the way her (much fuller) breasts filled his hands, the smooth roundness of her belly, the soft curve of her hips, the feel of the baby kicking when he laid his cheek against her tummy – he’d loved every minute. 

			Maybe it hadn’t been quite as great for her – she was regularly sick for the first few months and tired easily, and now she complained that turning over in bed was like trying to manoeuvre a large ship – the Queen Mary, she said. Despite all of that, she’d bloomed – and was hornier than ever. Insatiable even – not that he was complaining. 

			‘Is Max alright?’ Nathan’s brow was furrowed with concern.

			‘Yeah, she’s fine. Says she’s having problems moving about, but apparently that’s normal. She keeps going on about big she is, but I don’t think she’s ever been more beautiful.’ He let out a short chuckle. ‘Man, that sounds soppy, but it’s the truth. It’s just…’ he to find the right words. ‘It’s just I’m beginning to worry about what happens, you know.’

			‘When the baby comes?’ Nathan guessed.

			He nodded; his lips pursed. ‘I don’t know what to do and I don’t know how I’ll handle seeing her in pain. And then there’s what happens when we bring Piglet home. Up until now it’s all been a bit of a rush, but now…’

			‘It’s got real?’ 

			Richie nodded. He and Max had gone straight from the bubble of new love to the bubble of early pregnancy. It didn’t surprise Richie it had taken so long for reality to seep through.

			‘You’ve both been busy, it’s no wonder it’s only just hitting you now,’ said Nathan.

			‘I know. We’ve both been flat chat for the last six months. I’ve been working with Dad trying to learn the business – and trying to convince him to take on more design work.’ Richie rolled his eyes to indicate how that was going. ‘Max is at Beach Road three days a week and is also keeping your mother supplied with scones and whatever else she bakes for the coffee shop at Cover To Cover. Then there’s been the rush to get this place built before Piglet arrived.’ He opened his hands and waved them in the direction of the house. ‘We’ve been lucky it was such a fine summer…’

			They’d spent every weekend either sourcing furniture and fittings or painting and decorating. The few bits and pieces Max had put into storage before she left England had arrived a month ago, and the house was now all but done. Their bed would go up next; this afternoon, and tomorrow night they’d spend their first night in their new home – right on target. 

			It was only now when the finish line was so close that the little tendrils of fear curled around his brain. Most of the time, he could pretend it wasn’t there, that they’d be okay, but there’d been nights when he held Max in his arms, lying awake, willing the anxiety to go away.

			Nathan’s voice cut into his musing. ‘I reckon I’d be petrified too.’

			‘You? You dive with sharks – there’s not much that’s scarier than that.’ 

			‘Not yet – I’m scheduled to do my first cage dive next week. But I’ll have a cage around me and a clear set of processes, so I know what I’m doing. Babies, from what I’ve heard, don’t come with instruction manuals.’

			Richie nodded slowly and fiddled with the label on his beer bottle. ‘To be honest, mate, I’m shit scared. It’s different for Maxi; she’s carrying it, Piglet’s part of her, but what if I’m like my father and can’t handle it?’

			Nathan gave a slight shake of his head, a blank look on his face. ‘But Fletch?’ Richie could pinpoint the exact moment when the penny dropped. ‘That’s right; Jess told me Fletch isn’t your or Cate’s father. Sorry mate, now I’ve gone and put my foot in it.’

			‘It’s okay. Fletch is the only dad I’ve known.’

			‘What happened to your birth father … if you don’t mind me asking?’

			‘It’s cool. It’s all ancient history. Apparently, he cheated on Mum when she was pregnant with me, and he left when I was still a baby. I haven’t seen him since.’ He paused before saying, ‘I just want to be a good dad, you know?’

			‘You will be, mate.’ Nathan punched his arm lightly. ‘Mum once said good fathers are made, not born. She also said when I came along, she had no idea how to be a mother, but I knew how to be a baby, so at least one of us knew what was supposed to happen.’ 

			Richie snorted a laugh and rubbed at the back of his neck. 

			‘I mean it – you will be fine. You adore Max and will always treat her right, so you’re halfway there, I reckon. Your primary job is to look after her so she can look after the baby – but hey, what do I know?’ He contemplated the label on the bottle in his hand. ‘I can’t imagine being in your situation – Jess is the longest relationship I’ve ever had – although I’m not sure I should be admitting that to her brother.’

			Richie laughed at the sheepish look on Nathan’s face. ‘She doesn’t have such a great track record either. She used to fall for the seasonal guys – the winter snow boys or the summer adventure seekers. The most meaningful relationships were with her café and her hiking boots until you came along.’ 

			Nathan turned away and drained the last of his beer. 

			‘Hey, there’s nothing going on with you guys, is there?’ asked Richie. ‘You’re not planning on buggering off back to Queensland and breaking my sister’s heart.’

			‘Somehow, I think the opposite is more likely.’ 

			Nathan grimaced, and Richie wondered what Jess was playing at – not that it was any of his business. The pity was he liked Nathan – he was one of the good guys – and he treated his sister better than anyone else had done in the past. Maybe that was the problem. Richie made a mental note to talk to Max about it – see if she could get anything out of Jess. If he asked Jess what was going on, the discussion would only end one way – and it wasn’t a good one.

			‘Okay,’ Richie said, finishing his beer. ‘Let’s get this bed built and head over to Tom’s. I hope someone’s remembered to make cheese rolls because I’m starved!’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			‘Thanks so much for helping with this.’ Milly Fletcher carefully placed small squares of lemon crumble shortbread slice onto a plate. ‘I know Max wishes her mother could’ve been here for her baby shower, so it’s important to me it’s as perfect as it can be.’ 

			‘And that’s completely ignoring the fact that this is your first grandchild, and you love Max as if she was your own daughter.’ Kate grinned and poured chocolate ganache onto the top of a double-layered chocolate cake.

			Milly giggled. ‘You’re right, of course, on both counts. And nor has it anything to do with the fact that Max brought Rick back home to us. But my original comment stands – I really appreciate you helping.’

			‘It’s no problem at all,’ said Kate. ‘I love doing things like this. It reminds me of the high tea we put together for Ash before she got married.’ She paused, the palette knife she’d been using to smooth the ganache held in the air. ‘It seems like another lifetime ago, but it wasn’t even twelve months ago.’ Sadness flitted across her face, followed by an imperceptible shake of her head and the squaring of her determined jaw. 

			‘You miss her,’ said Milly. ‘I know how much I missed Cate when she moved to Sydney, I can only imagine you felt the same when you left Ash there.’

			There was something about daughters. What was that old saying? Something about how you lost your son when he found a wife, but a daughter was forever. She smiled to herself – she’d been lucky enough to not only regain her son but find another daughter in Max.

			Kate nodded, refocusing on the cake. ‘I do, but I know she’s happy, and we talk or text every day.’ She opened her mouth to say something else, then closed it.

			‘You miss him too,’ Milly guessed, quickly touching her friend’s arm. 

			Kate began expertly smoothing the ganache along the side of the cake, but not before the tell-tale glitter of tears formed in her friend’s eyes. ‘Yes, it’s different now to how I used to miss him, though, and sometimes I feel guilty because I forget to miss him all the time.’ 

			‘It hasn’t even been a year yet, Kate, you’d still be adjusting. I can’t imagine what you must have gone through – to fall in love with Neil all over again only to lose him so suddenly.’ She smiled gently at her friend. ‘Besides,’ she added. ‘It was beautiful that you and Nathan were able to walk Milford Track in his honour.’

			Kate blinked a couple of times. ‘Sometimes I feel as though it was Neil guiding me to do that hike. After all, Nathan and Jess met and fell in love, and I did too – with this community. I don’t know what I would have been doing if I’d stayed in Sydney – but it certainly wouldn’t have involved running my own bookshop.’ She let out a short, rueful laugh. ‘I know I shouldn’t, but sometimes I feel guilty about the way things have worked out too. 

			‘And Tom?’ Milly asked. ‘Do you feel guilty about Tom?’

			Kate shook her head. ‘No, although sometimes I feel guilty because I don’t feel guilty. Meeting him on the walk was so unexpected. He’s a good man – and makes amazing wine. He’s had his own things he needs to work through, so we’re taking things slowly. It probably sounds weird or as if I’m trying to justify being with another man so soon after Neil passed, but I think Neil would be happy for me. It’s all he ever wanted.’ She flashed Milly a quick, rueful smile. ‘Even during the years we were apart, Neil wanted me to be happy.’

			‘Are you happy?’

			‘Yes, I think I am. I know it’s early days, but I love my cottage and am pleased with the way Cover To Cover is going. As for Tom and me, well, it’s nice, he’s nice. I don’t know if it’s love yet – whatever that means at our ages – but it’s good.’ A delicate pink flushed Kate’s cheeks. ‘It’s also been great having Nathan here as often as he has been, and now that he’s based down at Stewart Island, I get to see even more of him – as does Jess. It must’ve been hard on them both with him travelling back and forward from Cairns.’

			Milly opened the fridge and took out a rolled lolly cake. She began cutting the soft “cake”, placing the slices so the pastel bright of the sweets caught the eye. ‘I know Jess said something about Nathan working with sharks – what’s that about? They get some real monsters off the coast of Stewart Island.’

			Kate grimaced. ‘I was much happier knowing that the marine animals he was researching in Far North Queensland had far fewer teeth! But yes, it’s an ongoing research project around the migration of the great whites that congregate off that coast during the late summer and early autumn – and what makes them so huge. I don’t like the idea of him swimming with them – cage or no cage, but he tells me we’re not their natural prey, so I don’t need to worry. I’ll be very glad when he’s done with that project, though.’

			‘It’s definitely short term?’ Milly felt Kate’s eyes on her as she asked the question.

			‘In other words, is he heading back to Australia afterwards?’

			‘Was I that transparent?’

			Kate stopped what she was doing and offered a gentle smile. ‘I’d think the same as you do if it were my daughter. Nathan hasn’t said a lot to me, but I know he’s serious about Jess, which is why he’s taken a leave of absence from his job for a few months to see if they can make it work. He’s committed to this project until April and after that?’ She shrugged. ‘I know he’s due back in May. The humpback migration is from June – and he was also talking about a national coral census on the reef – but to be honest, I have no idea what he’s thinking. I don’t think he is thinking too far in advance.’

			‘Hmmm,’ said Milly. ‘He’s said more to you than my daughter’s said to me.’  

			‘You’re worried that someone will get hurt?’

			Milly covered the plate of lolly cake with cling wrap and put it back into the fridge. ‘Let’s just say Jess has a habit of falling heavily into short-term relationships with men she knows are going to leave. Not that it seems to worry her – she dusts herself off and does it all over again. This time with Nathan seems different – and I hope she realises it is different. Nathan has certainly made some compromises for her, but she can’t expect to have it all her own way.’ She smiled quickly at Kate. ‘Anyway, that’s their business, I suppose. Right, what else do we need to do?’

			Kate picked up the list they’d made the previous week. ‘The chocolate cake is done, there’s the lolly cake, the crumble slice, the Louise cake, some scones, and these gorgeous cookies that Holly made – even though I know Jess said we weren’t to have any baby-themed food.’

			‘Jess also said we weren’t to arrange any baby-themed games, and she soon forgot about that too,’ chuckled Milly. ‘But in typical Jess style, once she decided the shower was happening, it became all her idea.’ The front door shut. ‘And our timing is perfect – here’s Jess and Max back from the beautician.’ She took off her apron and fluffed her short brown hair. ‘Let’s get this show on the road.’

			Jess leant against the doorframe surveying the mess. Max sat on the lounge surrounded by what seemed like the wrapping from a million presents. What was it about wrapping paper that was so voluminous? With her pixie-short hair, green eyes and massive baby tummy, Max looked like an elf who’d had a very naughty time of it. There was a splotch of paint on the sleeve of the tight white t-shirt she wore under her olive dungarees and a dab of a different colour on the tip of her little upturned nose, and looped loosely around her wrist was the length of string they’d used to measure the size of her belly. Was it possible to be any more pregnant than Max appeared to be? 

			While not conventionally pretty, Max had always struck Jess as being naturally and effortlessly attractive – if that was such a thing. She rarely wore make-up, and Jess had never seen her wear heels – despite being just a few inches over five feet tall and Richie being a foot taller than that. After going straight from working outdoors in the European summer to a warmer than usual summer here in New Zealand, her perfect English rose skin had lightly tanned, and Max was blooming. As clichéd as it sounded, there was no other word for it.

			Jess had fallen under Max’s spell the minute she met her. Max made Richie happy and, Jess thought without a trace of envy, if Richie was happy, her parents were happy. And if her parents were happy, so was Jess. That was the thing about Max – people liked her, even though she didn’t seem to make any effort in that regard. Milly loved her as if she was one of her own, and, after a misunderstanding at the beginning, Fletch too thought of her as a third daughter. She’d had Dan eating out of her hand within a day, and Holly worshipped Max almost as much as she worshipped Dan. The regulars at Beach Road liked her, and since she’d also been helping Kate out at the bookshop, the regulars there liked her too – and virtually all of them had come along today. The only two people who hadn’t taken to Max were Amy, who Max had taken over from at Beach Road, and Jodi, Richie’s ex from years ago. The former because Max cooked way better than she did and was more reliable, and the latter because she’d wanted Richie and Richie only had eyes for Max.

			Other than Kate and Holly, the guests had left.  Kate was moving around the room with a garbage bag, collecting wrapping paper and stray pieces of rubbish. Milly, who had string bracelets all up her arm, had taken control of the cards and had written on each what gift had been bought – knowing Max, she’d probably send a personalised email of thanks to everyone – and Holly was packing away what was left of the food into Tupperware containers and Ziplock bags. 

			 ‘Alright, you lot,’ Jess announced, having had enough of all the baby talk. ‘The important people are still here, so I say we ban all talk of babies for the rest of the afternoon and open a bottle of something bubbly; you can bet the boys would be onto beer by now, and there’d be no deep and meaningfuls happening there. And yes, I know you can’t drink it, Max, but you can pretend to be okay with that.’

			Milly opened her mouth to chastise Jess, but a wide grin spread across Holly’s face. ‘Christ, yes, I need a drink.’

			‘I thought you’d never suggest it,’ said Kate.

			‘Oh, go on then,’ said Milly. ‘Make mine a large glass.’

			Jess poured champagne into glasses and found a non-alcoholic sparkling wine for Max. ‘Here’s to Max and her Piglet,’ she said. 

			‘To Max and Piglet,’ the others chorused.

			From her spot on the lounge, Max beamed. ‘It was a lovely party, and thank you for making it happen,’ she said, ‘but can we please talk about something other than poo and breastfeeding? I’m going to see the contents of Piglet’s nappies soon enough that I don’t want to imagine it right now.’ She used the arm of the chair to lever herself into a standing position. ‘I need the loo so often now, but sometimes the effort of getting up to go is just too much. I’d hold on, but Piglet is dancing a jig right on my bladder.’

			‘Too much information,’ cried Holly.

			‘Just you wait,’ said Max with an impish grin. ‘It will happen to you one day.’

			‘I’d have to have sex for that,’ said Holly with an exaggerated sigh, ‘and let’s just say I’m in the middle of a very dry spell.’

			Max laughed and disappeared in the direction of the bathroom. 

			Jess finished her champagne and poured another, leaning across to top up Holly’s glass. As she did, a speculative gleam came into her eyes. Now, there was an idea. ‘Holly, when are you going to pull your big girl undies on and ask Dan out for a drink. Everyone knows you’ve been in love with him for as long as you’ve worked at Beach Road, so I think it’s about time you did more than lust wistfully after him.’

			‘Jess!’ chided Milly. 

			‘Does everyone know?’ asked Holly, her eyes wide with shock. ‘Does Dan know?’ 

			Jess gave a quick nod and caught Max’s as she waddled back into the room. ‘You know, don’t you Max?’

			‘Don’t bring me into it,’ warned Max manoeuvring herself back into a comfortable seated position on the lounge, ‘but yes, I had noticed. I don’t think everyone knows, though.’ She smiled reassuringly at Holly.

			‘Actually,’ said Jess, ‘I think you’ll find that they do; they just haven’t said anything. Dan’s the only one who doesn’t know.’

			‘Typical,’ said Kate. ‘Just like a man. Maybe he needs some help.’

			‘I don’t know,’ said Max. ‘Some things are better left to unfold of their own accord.’ 

			‘And we’re just the women to point him in the right direction,’ said Jess, ignoring the warning in Max’s tone.

			‘It’s hopeless,’ said Holly. ‘I work so close beside him, and he’s never looked at me in that way. The girls I see him out with are the opposite to me.’ 

			Jess grudgingly admitted that was true. Rugby-playing Dan, who was over six-feet tall, went for girls almost as tall as himself and definitely as fit as he was – the girls who breezed up and down the ski slopes, who came to town for the bungy jumping and adventure sports and partied all night in short skirts and high heels. Holly, who looked younger than the
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