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      Evie - almost 6. (Four months to Christmas)

      ‘Cam Jennings says Santa’s not real! And he’s a big kid in grade two.’ I didn’t mean to blurt it out, but I wanted to take Mummy by surprise. I watched her face carefully. Sometimes her neck goes red when she’s keeping a secret. But it didn’t go red and she just smiled in a sweet-but-sad kind of way and knelt with her arms open.

      ‘I really want to know the truth about Santa!’ My voice wobbled as she pulled me against her. She smelt like fresh-baked bread, which is a good smell. Sometimes she smells like horses, which isn’t exactly horrible, but it’s not nice either.

      When she didn’t say anything, I tried again. ‘Woz says Santa is real and he says he saw reindeer footprints in the front garden last year. But we had Christmas here too, Mummy, and I don’t remember that.’

      Mummy leaned back, but kept hold of my hands. Her neck wasn’t red, or even pink. I waited.

      ‘It was all a bit of a rush for us last year Evie, I’m not surprised you don’t remember.’ Mummy kissed the top of my head. I used to love that but I’m a big girl now, not a baby.

      I frowned at her. ‘Don’t kiss my head.’ I almost stamped my foot but the last time I did that she got upset. No. Not upset. Kinda sad. I like it better when she’s all smiley and happy.

      ‘Is. Santa. Real? I want to know, Mummy!’ I had my hands on my hips and used my sternest voice. The one I use for BlueDog when he chases the chickens.

      Mummy smiled when she answered. ’You know how I think all of Barrington is a little bit magic?’

      I nodded. She says that a lot.

      ‘Well, if you believe in magic, Barrington magic, why would Santa not be real?’

      I thought about that. Why couldn’t Santa be real? Woz says he is.

      I nibbled my bottom lip and tried again. ‘But why does Cam Jennings say he isn’t real?’

      Mummy sighed. But she was still smiling. ‘Perhaps Cam doesn’t believe in magic. It only works if you believe.’
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      Samantha

      Curled up on the sofa beside Jamie, Samantha remembered the conversation with Evie earlier in the day, and sighed.

      Jamie nudged her. ‘What has you sighing? The children are asleep in their beds and we’re all alone on this very cosy sofa.’ As if to illustrate his point, he pulled her onto his lap. Samantha giggled, then tipped her face up. She was rewarded with a slow, gentle kiss.

      ‘Evie. She asked about Santa again this afternoon, while you and Woz were feeding the horses.’ Sam shook her head. ‘Part of me wants to tell her the truth.’

      Jamie raised his eyebrows but his words were soft. ‘We’ve talked about this, Sam. She’s never had a proper Christmas. One she could be excited about and look forward to. Last year was such a whirlwind, it was upon us before we had a chance to make it special for her. We said we’d give her this one, if we could, so she could experience Christmas magic at least once in her life.’

      Tears formed in Samantha’s eyes as she snuggled into Jamie’s shoulder. ‘I know. I want her to have that. The excitement, the build-up. The magic.’ She shook her head. ‘But some of the bigger kids at school have told her Santa isn’t real. And we still have four months until Christmas.’

      ‘They’re young for such a short time, Sam.’ Jamie gazed into the fireplace. ‘I can still remember the anticipation I felt in the lead up to Christmas when I was little.’ He kissed the tip of her nose. ‘And Woz believes. He told me what Cam Jennings said to Evie, but emphatically stated that Cam has it wrong.’ He chuckled and Samantha relaxed.

      ‘Woz. He’s such a good brother to Evie. I couldn’t love him more.’ Samantha wriggled out of Jamie’s embrace. Standing, she held her hand out to him. ‘Or you, Jamie Tait. Let’s turn in. There’s something I need you to do for me.’ She gave him a look. A hot look. She’d been shy at first, but after more than six months living together, she’d begun to come into her own. The book club girls talked a lot about the power of being women. Some of their stories made her blush, and many made her giggle.

      Jamie was on his feet in seconds. He scooped Samantha into his arms and nuzzled her neck as he carried her to their room. ‘What happened to the shy young mother I met a year ago? You’re quite bold these days, Sam.’ He kissed her again as he lay her gently on the bed.

      ‘I’m using my power for good, instead of evil.’ Samantha giggled as she shimmied out of her jeans. Jamie had no words.
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      Hannelore

      ‘Are you going to the Chamber of Commerce meeting tonight Mum?’ Hanna poked her head out of the kitchen. ‘Kristen is, and we’ll stay on and have a bite of dinner at the pub afterwards.’

      Millie paused, one hand hovering over the coffee machine she was wiping down. ‘I was going to, but it’s so quiet today, I’d be happy to close early and go out to Finn’s. He’s sending Lucas in for the meeting.’

      Hanna frowned. ‘Are you alright Mum? You look a bit hot and bothered.’

      Sighing, Millie wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. ‘Bloody menopause. I’ve been having hot flushes all day. I don’t feel like sitting through a meeting tonight.’

      ‘Oh, Mum.’ Hanna walked across and patted Millie’s shoulder, then giggled. ‘Sorry, but is that why you were in and out of the cool room this afternoon? Kristen said she thought you were cleaning.’

      Leaning against the countertop, Millie gave her a sheepish grin. ‘I put that empty milk crate in there last week. I’ve been sneaking in and sitting on it for a few minutes, when I can.’ She raised her chin. ‘It helps.’

      Trying not to laugh, Hanna nodded. ‘We thought you were standing on it to clean the top shelves.’

      ‘Nope. No cleaning. Just enjoying the cool air.’ Millie chuckled, while fanning her face with one hand. ‘But if you’re going to the meeting, they won’t miss me. And you can catch me up on everything tomorrow.’

      ‘Alright. Why don’t you head off Mum, we’ll finish up here. The meeting doesn’t start until five thirty.’ Hanna paused as Kristen joined them. ‘About the meeting … they want ideas to boost visitors to town. It’s been tough, with the drought going on so long.’

      Millie straightened, her face had gone red again. ‘The bookshop midweek tours have helped, to some extent. Maybe we need more activities for visitors that don’t rely on rivers and waterfalls. She exhaled. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m just going to check the light is off in the cool room.’

      Millie marched out the back and Hanna and Kristen giggled when they heard her use an expletive as she closed the cool room door.

      Hanna turned to Kristen. ‘Our figures are down too, but thank goodness for the small weddings and events that bring in extra.’

      ‘Hanna, I’ve lived here all my life and the rains will come. They always do. We just need to ride it out.’ Kristen undid her apron, bunching it in both hands. ‘Turn the sign to closed, we can be done here in twenty minutes.’
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      They found Lucas at the bar. ‘What will you have girls?’ He nodded towards the smaller dining room that had been set up for the meeting. ‘There’s a few people here already, but we’ve got ten minutes before it starts.’

      ‘Red wine please Lucas.’ Hanna peered across to the meeting room. ‘Meggie is in there already. We may as well go in.’

      ‘Same for me, please.’ Kristen moved her tote bag from her shoulder to her hand. She was treasurer of the Chamber of Commerce and had brought her laptop.

      Reaching for the glass of wine, Hanna was startled when two strong arms wrapped themselves around her from behind. Harry nuzzled the back of her neck, growling, ‘Just where do you think you’re going, Hanna Tucker?’

      Turning carefully in his arms so her wine didn’t spill, she batted him playfully. ‘Chamber meeting. And I know you know that because we discussed it this morning at breakfast.’ She kissed him quickly on the mouth and took a step back.

      ‘Maybe I’ll come to the meeting too. Could be more interesting than waiting for you to finish so we can have dinner.’ Harry shrugged and looked over her head to Lucas.

      Hanna stared at Harry, then Lucas, then back to Harry. ‘The meeting? You? Why Harry Stewart? You’ve never shown interest in our local chamber of commerce before?’

      Shrugging again, Harry spoke over her head to the barman. ‘Beer please Baz.’ Lucas and Kristen had begun walking toward the meeting room. Hanna waited while Harry paid for his drink, then followed the others.

      Stopping, Hanna nibbled her bottom lip. ‘Actually, it’s really nice that you’re interested. But Harry, I think you need to be a member to come to the meeting.’ She frowned. ‘We’ll only be an hour. Just wait for us out here.’

      ‘Yeah. Nah.’ Harry opened the door to the meeting room and stood back to allow Hanna to walk in first. Always the gentleman, Harry Stewart.

      Kristen called out. ‘Come on you two. We’re about to start.’

      Meggie Hamilton-Masters was the President, and she waved them in. Hanna wanted to tell Harry to wait at the bar, but Meggie was already speaking as he slid into the chair next to her.

      Hanna noted a bigger turnout than usual. The main item of business was the drought, and how all the main street businesses were struggling. Some had already laid off casual staff, with business owners working longer hours themselves.

      The owner of the bakery, Merv Andrews, raised his hand. ‘We’re working seven days, Meggie, now that we’ve had to let some staff go. I’ve spoken to a few others here, and we think we should go back to the trading hours we had before.’

      Hanna was confused. She mouthed before? to Kristen, who gave her an I-don’t-know look.’

      Ben Evans cleared his throat, and all heads turned to him. ‘Do you mean trading until noon on Saturday and closed on Sunday, Merv?’

      ‘Yes. Exactly. A lot of us are owner-operators and the effect of the drought is making us work longer hours, for less income. We’re struggling. And that’s not just because visitation is down, but locals are doing it tough and not spending as much either. For those of us without staff, we need a day off. Weekend trade is not covering casual wages.’ Merv folded his arms across his chest.

      Hanna raised her hand.

      ‘Yes Hanna?’ Meggie smiled encouragingly.

      ‘I understand if some, like you Merv,’ she gave him a nod, ‘want to reduce trading hours. And of course it’s your choice. But it would be our choice, or Millie’s choice anyway, to keep the café open. It worries me that if a large portion of the main street businesses choose to close, the word might get around, via social media and so on, that Barrington doesn’t open after twelve on Saturday. And I think that would further discourage visitors.’ She felt a slight pressure from Harry’s leg against hers. From the corner of her eye, she saw him nod. ‘And once it does rain, building business back up with mixed messages in the marketplace, may be harder.’

      ‘Accommodation places, like The Lofts, would struggle to sell their Saturday nights if there is nowhere to get breakfast or coffee on Sunday.’ Ben shifted in his seat, speaking directly to Merv. ‘It would set us back twenty years, Merv.’

      Merv sighed, and hung his head. ‘I know Ben. But we’re struggling if we work every day ourselves, and going backwards if we use casual staff at the weekend.’

      In the end Merv didn’t move a motion to restrict main street trade and the meeting ended with everyone promising to look for ways to boost visitation while they wait for the drought to break.

      Leaving the meeting, Harry took her hand in his. ‘I’m hungry, let’s get a table. Lucas is staying too, and Kristen.’

      ‘Sure Harry, I’m hungry.’ And a bit despondent. Hanna worried for Merv and his wife. They had a great business but they were close to retirement age. She understood their dilemma but agreed completely with Ben that it would set their little town back years. Decades.
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      Harry

      Harry could feel Hanna’s gaze on him as they settled into a booth and picked up the menus.

      ‘Anyone fancy sharing pizzas tonight?’ Kristen pointed to the menu. “Maybe a garlic and two others?’

      ‘I’m in.’ Lucas was quick to answer and Harry was pleased when Hanna readily agreed. They chose quickly and Lucas went to order. He was getting drinks too, and they’d split the bill at the end.

      When they were all settled, Harry nudged Lucas and grinned at Hanna and Kristen. ‘Ladies, we’ve got something we want to tell you. Lucas and I have an idea. For a business.’

      ‘What?’ Hanna raised her eyebrows. ‘You already have a business, with your Dad. Building.’ She turned to Lucas. ‘And so do you, with your Dad at the winery.’

      ‘And you have a business too, Hannelore Tucker. And you work with your Mum in the café.’ Harry was miffed. He’d though she’d be excited for him.

      As if she could read his mind, she laughed out loud. ‘You’re right, I do.’ She grinned at him and across at Lucas. ‘Okay…spill. What are two of my favourite blokes up to? What’s your idea?’

      Harry took a deep breath. He and Lucas had discussed it several times in the last two weeks, and he’d thought about it a lot. He’d messaged Lucas today and they were keen to see Hanna and Kristen’s reactions. They hadn’t told their fathers…yet. ‘Wine tours.’ Hanna looked confused and glanced at Kristen.

      ‘Go on.’ Kristen leaned forward, so Harry focussed on her as he spoke.

      ‘Actually, the idea came about because we were chatting about the affect the drought was having on businesses. We were throwing ideas around about activities for visitors that don’t need fast flowing rivers and waterfalls to hike to.’

      Lucas chimed in. ‘We were thinking about that demographic. You know, younger people, groups of friends and couples who like kayaking and touring to see waterfalls. And we don’t get a lot of them, that demographic, at Barrington Ridge Wines. Mostly slightly older couples and friends who are in the area for the scenic stuff, but also the wine, beer and local produce.’

      ‘And why don’t young people.’ He winked at Hanna. ‘Our age, do cellar door tours?’

      ‘Um. They’re not wine drinkers?’ Hanna still looked perplexed.

      ‘Maybe they’re not. Maybe they’re still learning about wines.’ Harry sipped the beer in front of him. ‘Like me. I only started taking an interest in wine when I met you, Hanna, and Finn and Lucas. But I was unsure about wine at the start. You know, how do I tell if it’s good or not?’ He shrugged.

      ‘And we think a lot of younger people, blokes like us, would feel like that. And maybe their girlfriends have a more sophisticated palate.’ Lucas picked up the glass of red in front of Hanna, raised it towards the light, swirled it, then eyed it critically. ‘Smooth red, tannins in the bottom of the glass.’ He took a sip. ‘A hint of berry as it hits the back of the tongue.’

      Hanna reached across, removing the glass from his hand. ‘Just as well we’re almost family Lucas. No one messes with my wine.’ She returned the glass to the table. ‘But I get it, and I think you’re right. Young people don’t want to do a tour with a bunch of older, er, wine snobs. They want to have fun, possibly learn a bit, but not be out of their depth.’ She nodded at Harry.

      ‘But it might not be the best time to start a new business, with the drought affecting trade. Visitation is down more than fifty percent.’

      Kristen leaned forward. ‘Hold on Hanna. Starting a business at a low time can be a good thing. If they can build the business slowly, with low overheads and, you know, try out their ideas. By the time the rain comes and the tourists are back in numbers, they’ll have their business model right.’

      ‘And that’s the sort of advice we need Kristen.’ Harry looked at Lucas, who nodded. ‘Will you be our accountant? On the books? We’re putting in some seed money to get started.’

      Bouncing in her seat a little bit, Kristen nodded enthusiastically. She clapped her hands. ‘Yes! I will. Tell us more. What do you need to get started?’

      ‘The name.’ Harry nudged Hanna. ‘We have some ideas, but you’re good at this. And a bit of help with branding, website and marketing. We’ll register for an ABN as soon as we’ve locked the name in.’

      ‘What are you thinking? For the business name?’ Hanna rested her chin on her steepled fingers. Harry was sure she was beginning to see the possibilities.

      ‘Wine for Blokes. Unpretentious wine and food tours in Barrington.’ Harry sat back, hoping he looked nonchalant. He and Lucas had been drinking together when they came up with the name, but it still rang true for Harry, even in the light of day.

      ‘Oh gosh!’ Hanna clapped a hand to her mouth, stifling a laugh. ‘That’s fun…and funny…and clever.’ She leaned over and kissed Harry loudly on the mouth. ‘Mwah! I’d do that tour! The name says it all!’

      ‘Brilliant!’ Kristen picked up her wine. ‘The pizzas are here. Let’s chat while we eat. I’m starving!’

      Harry demolished a slice of garlic pizza, then a gourmet chicken piece. He pointed to the pizzas. ‘We’re thinking small groups, maximum of ten. Breakfast at the café, then the cheese place on the other side of town. Lunch at Barrington Ridge wines with an informal tasting. Drive them back to town via a lookout, through the state forest. Then recommend dinner here at the pub. We can do full day, half day and two-day tours. But we need a minimum of four people.’ He pushed the pizza closer to Kristen. ‘That’s where you come in. To make sure we have our costings right.’ He took another slice himself, this time the prosciutto and rocket. His favourite. It had a swirl of caramelised balsamic across the top. ‘And you Hanna, can you help with the price points? How to create packages to make it attractive.’

      Hanna was frowning. ‘Up to ten people. You’ll need a minibus. Have you factored that in?’

      ‘Actually, we’ve already got a vehicle lined up that we think will work.’ Lucas slid another slice onto his plate. ‘Harry has been offered a Landcruiser Troop Carrier. Four-wheel drive, eleven seats.’

      ‘A troop carrier?’ Hanna looked confused.

      ‘Neil Jennings has one for sale. It has bench seats in the back, for eight, and three seats in the front. Now that his older boys have their licences, he doesn’t need the extra seating. It’s in good condition, the price is right, and it’s white, so it will be easy to add signage on the sides and back.’ Harry watched her face. She was processing, then he saw her slowly nod.

      ‘So just weekends then, to begin with?’ Kristen was making notes on her phone, her plate pushed away.

      ‘No. We’re going to try for a mid-week tour, even just one day. Lucas will do that, when the Cellar Door is quiet. And I’ll keep my job with Dad, but will do the weekend tours.’ Harry smiled at Hanna. ‘You work a lot at weekends too, so it shouldn’t affect, um, us.’

      Kristen looked at her watch. ‘I must go. I promised to call Callum.’ She looked up. ‘Is it okay to tell him, about this?’

      ‘Yes. But ask him to keep it to himself for now.’ Harry scratched his chin. ‘We need a meeting with you Kristen, to set up the accounts. We’re putting seed money into a partnership account and we’ll use that to buy the vehicle.’

      Kristen slid out of the booth, picked up her tote bag, then paused, looking directly at Lucas. ‘Callum told me last night that Freddie is coming home next month. She hopes to get some work at the Vet Clinic with Angus and Max.’ She placed her hand lightly on his shoulder. ‘I thought you should know.’

      Lucas nodded and smiled. ‘Thanks Kristen. Good to know. Yeah. Good. Thanks.’

      Harry could see his friend had been taken by surprise and wondered if he still had feelings for Freddie. Harry hoped he didn’t. Freddie was shamelessly wicked and she’d broken Lucas’s heart last time.

      Wanting to take the attention off Lucas, who had gone pale, Harry turned to Hanna. ‘And the branding? Should I ask Laura for a logo? Or Meggie?’

      Hanna nodded, then wiped her fingers on a serviette. She picked up her wine glass and finished it. ‘Why don’t we go home to my place Harry, and I can muck around with some ideas on my laptop? Do you want to come over too, Lucas?’

      Lucas stood up. ‘I’ll get the bill.’ He grinned at Harry. ‘Wine for Blokes will cover this. It was a business strategy meeting.’ He shook his head then. ‘I’m going home too. If you and Hanna come up with some ideas, just shoot them through to me.’

      Something about Lucas’s posture had Harry groaning inwardly. Oh no, he still has feelings for Freddie.

      As they walked across the road to Hanna’s apartment in the top of the post office building, Harry wondered, not for the first time, when they might make a home of their own. Together.
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