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A Shearer's Run

When shearer Lincoln (LJ) Tanner buys a failing contracting run, what he needs are the skilful hands of wool classer Poppy Fletcher to help convince farmers to book him. Plagued by concerns he is being pushed off the family farm by his brother, and his best mate’s death, LJ’s confidence is rocked by broken promises. With Poppy’s sassy mouth and striking looks, she’s the kind of girl who just might turn around his luck, and his grieving heart.




Devastated after wool test results that threatened to trash her reputation, Poppy flees to Tasmania, her confidence stripped. But a handsome contractor promising her work might be the answer, until her deceiving ex follows her, leaving her feeling exposed and vulnerable.




Farmers are refusing to trust LJ, so any chance of a turnaround for the run is doomed. When he breaks yet another promise, Poppy’s deepest fear—that her future might not be her own choice—takes hold. Will Poppy be able to follow her heart, and the man who hopes to claim it, or will LJ’s attempts to restore his reputation ruin any chance they have of finding true love?
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Chapter One

Panicked bleating cut through the evening air as Poppy Fletcher waded knee-deep into George O’Sullivan’s dam, her gumboots clinging to the stinky mud with each step. Face set, she lunged for the trapped sheep.


‘Come on, you stubborn—’ The words died as her boots sank deeper into the bottom of the mud like quick-setting concrete. Maybe wearing gumboots into the dam hadn’t been her brightest idea . . .


Planting her hands on her hips, she glared at the ewe before looking up at George, who wore a smile as large as a half-moon. ‘I don’t think you’re winning this round, young Poppy.’ His weathered face crinkled with amusement from the top of the bank, his walking stick tapping against his leg. ‘Better lose those boots of yours if you want to shift her.’ His kelpie, Rowdy, who had only a couple of weeks ago given birth to her pups, gave a quick bark, at her or at the ewe, she wasn’t sure.

She’d arrived to help George recover from his fall, and this was the thanks she got? She might love him like a grandfather, but wrestling sheep in a dam that was more mud than water—thanks to the drought—was taking things a tad too far in her opinion. But George deserved every bit of help she could give. He’d made it clear he didn’t want to go into a nursing home, so this was her way of helping him stay as long as he could.

The cool breeze caused goosebumps to ripple along her damp arms as she bent to wrestle her first foot free, the squelchy mud sliding between her toes as she wobbled back and forth. She sucked in a sharp breath as she fought to regain her balance, emptying the boot ceremoniously before tossing it to the water’s edge.

Narrowed eyes angled in George’s direction, and she ignored the chuckle he had a cheeky habit of using when she was in a pickle, which just happened to be more often than not. ‘You’re lucky I didn’t make you get in here,’ she said, pointing a waggling finger at him despite the smile she could feel rising on her cheeks.

She released the second boot from its suction grip, tossing it to the side of the dam before she inched her way towards the ewe again.

‘Baa.’

Poppy blew out a long breath, the mud clawing at her feet as her legs dragged against the dead weight of her soaked jeans. If she hadn’t done her routine check of George’s dams earlier that afternoon, this ewe might have been dead by morning.

She still might not make it.

‘Easy, girl. I’m here to help you.’ Gathering a breath, she launched herself, the ewe fighting against the suction grip of the mud to leap out of Poppy’s reach.

‘Watch her, Poppy,’ George warned. ‘She’s a bit cantankerous.’

‘You think?’ she growled as the ewe’s big, brown eyes widened and her head thrashed about.

Poppy puffed as she blinked against the splashes of water dripping down her face. She’d already had a big day, drenching George’s sheep and shifting stock to newly rested paddocks. He didn’t have that many sheep on the grand scale of things, but there was always enough for her to keep an eye on. The opportunity had been a godsend after . . .

Poppy looked up as the roar of a diesel engine came over the top of the hill. Twin headlights and a lightbar the length of a football field blinded her, and she squinted against the glare bouncing off the water, shying away as the ewe continued to thrash her head. The four-wheel-drive descended with a low chug, illuminating the entire dam.

‘Turn down your bloody high beams!’ Poppy muttered, grasping the ewe’s sodden wool as the sheep fought harder. She squinted at the ute curiously. She had been in Tasmania for two weeks and George hadn’t had any visitors. So why now?

The ute eased to a stop, the lights dimming, thankfully. Fighting to see through the jarring spots in her eyes, she saw a man hop out and stand beside George. His battered Akubra sat snugly on his head, casting a shadow, but she caught a flash of white teeth.

With muddied water dripping from her hair and her feet glued to the bottom of the dam, her patience snapped. The tighter she held on, the more the ewe fought, and Poppy glared at both men, not caring who the heck was with George or why he was there.

‘Well?’ she puffed, shaking the water from her face as she wrestled the ewe, her shoulders almost wrenched from their sockets. ‘Are you planning to help or just enjoy the show?’

‘All you had to do was ask.’ His voice carried lazy amusement. ‘Just hold on, okay?’ He strolled back to his ute—actually strolled—while she stood in this rank water with an increasingly desperate sheep.

‘Easy for you to say,’ she called back, shaking her head as more droplets shimmied from her hair. She glanced at George with a what-the-heck glare on her face, not missing the smile he was wearing with infuriatingly bright delight. She would be having words with him later, once she was out of this pitiful predicament.

George had been her one and only Tasmanian client, visiting each year and classing his wool to help him out. With some long, hard years and low wool prices, she wanted nothing more than to see him have a good year, enough to get back on his feet. And his shearing wasn’t far off from beginning again.

Poppy’s jaw clenched as the stranger returned from his ute, making a deliberate loop in the rope like he was demonstrating some fancy-pants knot at a country show.

The ewe kicked out beneath the water, connecting with her shin.

‘Ouch!’ Her yelp escaped before she could stifle it.

‘You okay there?’ His cheeks lifted in a lazy smile like he had all the time in the world to spare, his eyes never leaving hers despite the ewe continuing to wrestle her head free of Poppy’s grip.

‘I might be if you’d hurry up and help,’ she said, her teeth now chattering, the evening air seeping in deeper than her feet in the slimy mud. Drought be damned. She was going to need an hour-long shower to warm up, and free herself from this muddy stench.

He approached the edge of the dam as the glow from the ute lights highlighted the rippling water dancing about. ‘Here, take this and put it around her middle.’ He made to throw the rope towards her.


‘You seriously want me to ask the ewe, nicely, if she wouldn’t mind lifting one leg, then the other, all while I reach down below her, without her kicking me, again, and get that rope around her middle?’


Was he for real?

‘Well, I’d rather not get wet, so yeah, that’d be good.’ His damned smile, all warm and sweet, deepened, the cute dimple in his cheek unmistakable in the proximity they shared.

But his sheer audacity left her speechless—for a full three seconds. Then she smiled—the sweet smile she’d perfected especially for her four brothers when they were playing “piggy in the middle” . . . and she was the “piggy”. ‘Of course. How silly of me.’

Her tone must have broken through his casual confidence because his expression shifted, and with obvious reluctance, he dropped the rope, tugging off his work boots with careful precision, placing them neatly beside one another. Even his socks were folded. Poppy’s eyebrows lifted in disbelief.

He slipped into the water and sidled up beside the ewe, and his arm brushed hers. She jerked away instinctively as electricity raced up her arm before staring at him, and for a moment neither of them moved.

He tilted his head back just enough for her to catch his eyes in the dim light—darker than she’d expected, studying her with compassionate intensity.

Her pulse hammered against her throat. This was exactly what she’d come to Tasmania to avoid.

‘Right, let’s get this done,’ he said, and before she could react, he lifted the sodden ewe like she was lighter than a feather. Muscles corded along his forearms as he effortlessly held the still-struggling animal steady.

Poppy grabbed the rope, careful not to look in his direction or touch him again, threading the rope through the water and underneath the sheep. When he lowered the ewe back down, he took the rope from her, their hands brushing despite her caution.

She hiked an eyebrow before sharply looking away, perplexed by her unwanted feelings. She tried to focus on the ewe, but her distracted mind was calling her on a rebellious path she didn’t want to go down. She had seen his hands, calloused from hard work, maybe fencing? The thought did funny things to her insides, and she fought to shut it down. She didn’t want any romantic distractions in her life.

Ever again.

‘Now push her, and I’ll pull.’

Uh, what? She looked up at his expectant face, noticing the lines of concentration around his eyes. She saw it, the way he cared about the welfare of this ewe. A warmth filtered through her.

Poppy took a deep breath, mustering her strength before heaving the ewe forward as he pulled on the rope, his arms straining against the tension as though he’d done it a thousand times before. Together, they wrestled the panicking animal, puffing from the effort.

Poppy hauled herself from the water, teeth chattering as she hugged her arms around herself. She focused on emptying her boots—every last dribble—anything to avoid looking at him.

‘Won’t go in there with those on next time, will you?’ he said, smiling lightly as he hauled the dripping ewe into the back of his ute, laying her on her side. He’d done this kind of thing before?

‘Excuse me?’ She straightened, boots dripping. That lopsided smile was back, along with raised eyebrows that did nothing to slow her racing heart. Who was this guy anyway?

He needed a lesson in being a little less Mr Smarty-Pants and a whole lot more obliging, in her opinion.

‘Just sayin’.’

She tugged on her soaked boots, fighting off her building frustration before hobbling over to George’s ute. She was one-hundred percent about to be the proud owner of at least two very fat, angry blisters in her near future, but that wasn’t about to have her easing her pace.

Poppy managed a tight nod as she wrenched the ute door open, pulling George’s spare Driza-bone over her sodden clothes. The oil-slick fabric provided blessed warmth, but she could still feel this stranger’s gaze following her as he strapped the ewe’s feet together, all too aware of the broad shoulders beneath his checked work shirt.


Rick. The name popped into her mind with sudden caution. He had started with that same confident smile. She turned away, her stomach a twisted knot as memories surfaced once more.


‘Thanks for the help,’ she called without looking back, opening the driver’s side of George’s old ute.

George stepped up to the passenger door and cleared his throat, his keen gaze looking between them. ‘Poppy, this is LJ.’

The way “LJ” shifted from one foot to the other caught her attention, his focus turning from her to the ewe, his hand resting on her side until she finally stopped fighting against the rope. When he looked back up and offered her a soft smile, Poppy’s heart skipped an unexpected beat.

But she had to quickly remind herself why she had come to Tasmania. To forget men.

So why was this one, in nothing more than a passing moment, making that so damn difficult? She was here to forget Rick and get on with her life.

As a single woman.


Chapter Two

LJ watched George’s ute taillights steadily disappear over the rise of the hill as he started his engine. He hadn’t been distracted by a woman in the longest time, especially one with such depth in her gaze. After his breakup more than a year ago, any relationship other than for work was not what he needed.


No. This was a work proposal—plain and simple—brought to his attention by George. And if what he said about her ability was anything to go on, she could be the difference he was hoping for.


LJ trailed some distance behind George’s ute, pulling up in front of the ramshackle house the old man called home, and shook his head slowly. How George managed to live here baffled him. It was lucky the place was still standing.

With the ewe settled in the shearing shed, he walked up the steps to the verandah and knocked on the door, more out of courtesy—George would never have expected him to, but with Poppy in there, he felt it was right—took off his boots and went inside. In the kitchen, George stood at the cream AGA oven, stirring a pot of what looked like hearty vegetable soup. The rich, savoury aroma reminded him of home, and his heart grew heavy despite his taste buds making his mouth water. He pushed the thought aside, instead wondering if he could dare to hope for a dinner invite. It wouldn’t be the first time old George had offered him a seat at his table.

But then his gaze slid to Poppy, her back to him as she stood beside the stove, trying to get warm.

George turned, his smile both generous and understanding. The loveable bugger might be getting older, but he didn’t miss much.

‘You stayin’ for tea? Poppy here has made chicken and vegetable soup good enough to feed a shearing team, if you’d like some.’ George’s eyes glinted with a watery sparkle.

‘Uh, yeah. That’d be great.’ He gave a rueful smile, his eyes slowly lifting as Poppy cautiously looked over her shoulder at him. Her face gave nothing away, and his brow twitched in uncertainty. ‘If that’s okay?’ He pressed his lips tight, all too aware he was close to wearing out his short welcome if he didn’t tread carefully. He needed her. He couldn’t afford to stuff this up.

Her silence surprised him as she turned his way and slowly blinked, offering the slightest of nods before turning back to the stove, a small shiver rifling over her body.

‘The ewe is in a pen in the shearing shed, George. Reckon she’ll drip dry pretty well. Gave her a couple of biscuits of lucerne from your stash too, and some water.’

‘Good job, my boy. She’ll be right as rain now.’ He gave a satisfied chuckle.

‘Might go warm up in the shower.’ Poppy offered a guarded smile before disappearing. His eyes followed her, wishing he knew what was going on in that pretty mind of hers.

He and George were discussing cattle prices when Poppy returned, her cheeks flushed with warmth and dare he say it, an ever-so-slightly improved mood given the soft, yet reluctant smile she offered, her loosely-hanging hair wet around her shoulders. Her body shook with the odd involuntary shiver, and she moved in front of the oven once more, holding her slender fingers out in front of her, her face unreadable.

LJ swallowed back his sudden rush of interest in George’s wool classer. He was here strictly for business, but George had suggested it wasn’t going to be an easy sell. And he’d made matters worse for himself with their earlier interaction. But with no classer, the few jobs he was clinging to were going to disappear.

Fast.

His team were depending on him—the ones that had stuck around after he had bought the shearing run. He needed to do everything he could to keep them together.

And Sam.

He had to do it for Sam.


Chapter Three

Poppy stared at the spoon in her soup, dismayed by what she’d just heard. She lifted her eyes cautiously, the struggle to keep her apprehension under control all too real.

‘You . . . want me to work for you?’ The words slipped out in a shallow whisper.

‘I’d love it if you would. George said you were looking for work.’ LJ’s casual shrug contradicted the intensity of his gaze.

‘Oh, he did, did he?’ She shot George a pointed look as he shovelled soup like his life depended on it. She had kept her plans to herself, not willing to divulge any thoughts of her change of career to him. He’d been a long-time supporter of her classing passion.

Poppy played with her soup spoon, gathering what little emotional control she had left. She wouldn’t lie to herself. The thought of walking into another shed with a team of strangers was mildly terrifying, to say the least. Coming to Tasmania had been her chance for new horizons, a fresh start far away from the career her father had expected her to pursue.

Nursing. She had applied to the Royal Hobart Hospital to appease him, but what she’d really hoped was that helping George would give her the breathing space she needed to recover, at her own pace. She hadn’t expected a classing job to fall into her lap so easily.

Her father had been relieved she had mentioned taking up nursing, especially after everything that had happened. Her mind raced with the pros and cons. Would it be so terrible? She risked a glance at LJ, heat immediately rising to her cheeks when she found him watching her. He seemed to be a trustworthy guy, even if he was above average in the annoyance department, and her chest fluttered at the memory of their fleeting touch earlier. But he also unsettled her in ways she wasn’t ready to examine.

‘So, you have plenty of work?’ She still wasn’t convinced but maybe it was worth thinking about.

‘Yep, plenty for you. I prom—’ He shied from her gaze, as though something was troubling him. She narrowed her eyes at him.

‘Yeah, you won’t have to worry.’ His face shifted into a reassuring smile that he beamed her way, and she took a sobering breath. To have work immediately would be just what she needed, even if facing the thought of failure inside a shearing shed all over again threatened to send her into an instant panic. But, just maybe, George had done all right by her after all?

She used her spoon to swirl patterns in her soup, buying herself time to think and hide her flaming cheeks which were worsening by the second. If she took LJ’s offer, it would be her chance to prove—to herself—that she hadn’t lost her nerve. More importantly, it would show her father she could continue classing, regardless of the time it took to rebuild her confidence. All she had to do was keep quiet about it until she could ensure everything would be okay.

[image: A close-up of a hair clipper  AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

One week later, Poppy sat in her idling car, gripping the steering wheel as she stared at what she hoped was the Jenkins shearing shed. Sheep bleated through the motionless fog that had followed her from George’s place, their desperate calls the only sound breaking the heavy silence.

Why exactly had she said yes?

Her mind drifted to the things she still had to sort out, like ringing about accommodation. George’s hospitality had been godsent, but it was time to stand on her own two feet since his immediate needs had been sorted out for the time being. She hadn’t bothered calling “The Lone Pony” caravan park in Longford yet, but it wouldn’t be hard to secure a cabin there. The crotchety landlady had a special knack for keeping the place perpetually empty. She’d make that call at morning smoko.

Admittedly, she had come to Tassie in a rush, and George wasn’t the only reason. There were people she needed to leave in her past, and helping George care for his stock and prepare for shearing was as good an excuse as any.

Her chest tightened. Those people—the ones she had trusted with her life—it had all been for nothing. She bit down on her lip, slumping back into the driver’s seat. Two years of working alongside them, and she’d been completely blind to who they truly were. A lowly breath seeped from her lungs.

Squeezing her eyes shut, she drew on what little strength she still had, dreading what this new team might be like. How would she react if more snide comments and unfair jibes she didn’t deserve were thrown her way? Maybe she should just pursue nursing after all. Her father’s loving face haunted her thoughts, but deep down, she knew she would never be happy in a job like that. And she knew why.

Her Grandpa Isaac. He had been quite clear about that. ‘There’s no escaping it, my little nieta. Agriculture is in your blood. It’s a done deal.’

Besides, George was right. If she was going to stay in Tasmania, she needed money, quickly. This was the job she knew she could do well, or so she had thought. All she had to do was push through her unease.

Taking one final steadying breath, Poppy reached for the door handle and stepped into the nippy air. She grabbed her paddle and work bag, then headed for the shed steps, gripping the railing tighter than necessary. She could keep her head down, stay professional, and resist any romantic inclinations her treacherous heart might threaten to develop. Then she just might be able to reclaim the career she once loved with all her heart.

Cautious hope flickered to life as she took the steps two at a time, heaving the sliding door aside. The lanolin-infused air hit her like a soothing balm, and she breathed it in deeply. There was something about a working shearing shed, knowing thousands of sheep had run through it year after year, that entranced her every time, and her tense body began to relax.

The fluorescent lights in the shed made her squint as she gathered her bearings. The chatter of voices that had filled the atmosphere a moment ago faded.

The shed fell silent.

A lone wolf whistle echoed, followed by the sound of a solid thump.

‘Ow. What was that for?’ came the offended voice from the far end.

‘Keep your eyes to your bloody self, Whippet,’ warned an unapologetic female shedhand.

Despite her nerves, the interaction brought a careful smile to Poppy’s lips.


Her eyes swept the long line of empty wool bins, her heart picking up tempo. What’s in the past, stays in the past, she murmured, lifting her chin.


A battered wool press bore the scars of countless shearings, and old cobwebs, doused in dew, hung like dreadlocks from the rafters, abandoned by their makers. Steadily, her apprehension began to lift. Grandpa Isaac had been right, she smiled, the relief palpable. This was in her blood.

But doubt clung tight as she walked to the wool press, placing her gear against the wall behind it. Not telling her father she was returning to classing, especially after what had happened with Rick . . . Was she even thinking straight? He had been so relieved to hear she was finally talking about nursing, and dare she say it, proud. Guilt settled heavily on her shoulders.

This had better not be déjà vu, she warned herself. Heavy footsteps echoed from the sliding door behind her, and she slowed. Was it LJ coming to say g’day? She ignored her flutter of anticipation.

A tall man stopped in front of her as she turned, pausing before he spoke. ‘Name’s Ralph. I take it you’re the wool classer.’ His gaze swept over her with suspicious appraisal. ‘New, I see.’ His voice was flat, disapproval glinting in his eyes.

The urge to grab her gear and run almost overwhelmed her. Through no fault of her own, her reputation had been destroyed by Rick’s careless words and devastating actions, the icing on the cake she had been blindsided by.

And now, with this man staring at her like she was the prey he’d lined up for dinner, well, she didn’t need it . . . and she didn’t want it.

‘Hope you know what you’re doing. It’s a valuable clip.’ His bushy grey eyebrows drew together as he looked down his nose at her.

Poppy chose the positive approach, holding out her right hand. ‘I’m Poppy Fletcher.’ She summoned her best I-do-know-what-I’m-doing smile, hoping it would portray some confidence—which was dissolving at a rapid rate.

‘This is . . . the Jenkins shed, isn’t it? LJ’s directions were so bloody sketchy, he’d be lucky to get a homing pigeon to base camp,’ she said lightly, hoping for a chuckle in return. It had been near impossible to read LJ’s mud map—she’d taken a chance on this shed being correct based solely on it being the only one in the area showing signs of activity, plus what looked like LJ’s ute parked out the front.


‘I’m Ralph Jenkins,’ he said, offence creeping into his voice. ‘Female wool classer . . . haven’t had one of them before. S’pose I’ve got the contractor to thank for that.’ His eyes shifted to the shearing board, and the entire team fell silent, watching like spectators at an accident. Her throat constricted.


What had she been thinking?

‘I’m used to the men.’ His unforgiving tone snatched her attention back, and she struggled to maintain her composure behind a strained smile that was rapidly fading.

Her core tensed at his sceptical stare. Maybe she should quit after this shed. Stepping away from the industry for good might help her to forget the man she thought she was going to spend the rest of her life with back in Sydney. She had spectacularly misjudged that, and now this. It was all beginning to feel like a big, fat mistake.

As if unsure what to do next, Ralph about-faced and in three long strides, stepped towards the small table opposite the wool press where the specification book waited. He grabbed last year’s records—an account of all the lines of wool that had been made—studying them with his back to her.

‘This is last year’s speci. Dougie knew what he was doing. Damn shame he had to pull out, sickness and all.’ He paused meaningfully. ‘I’ll be wanting him back next year.’

Had Rick’s poison already spread to Tasmania? Was word out that she was incompetent? Her heart flooded with despair, alarm filling her eyes. This grower had all but written her off before she’d classed a single fleece. Or was it simply because she was a woman?


Her jaw tightened, recognising the familiar prejudice. Yup. This whole idea was absurd—she’d known it would be. Her father’s words from two years ago echoed in her memory, when she’d returned from shearing at Grandpa Isaac’s property, eyes bright with excitement about the wool.



‘What do you want to do agriculture for, sweetheart?’ he’d said to her. ‘You could build a real career in something civilised and clean. I don't like the idea of my daughter breaking her back and developing muscles where they don’t belong.’ His eyes had almost pleaded with her.



Real career! Pfft. Poppy sighed at the memory, inadvertently glancing down at her thin arms. And there it was. She loved him deeply, but he was trapped by old stereotypes. She needed to show him how outdated they were. More and more women were entering agriculture every day, achieving incredible things.


Ralph Jenkins turned to her with a troubled frown, and a sudden urge to feel sorry for him flickered through her.

‘Not sure how this will go, but I’ll take what I’m given. For now.’ His disappointed gaze drifted past her to the shearers.

And in a flash, the sympathy evaporated as her eyes narrowed.

He assessed her once more, a displeased grunt escaping his lips before he thrust the booklet into her hands and promptly stalked out of the shed.

Poppy fought to keep her mouth from falling open as the sliding door clanked shut behind him. She closed her eyes, pressing her fingers to her temples as a headache began building. If she couldn’t perform to standard, not only would she be out of work—she’d be letting LJ down.

She would see this through, not only for this shed, but for herself.

Jimmy’s voice echoed in her mind, his words settling over her like a warm embrace. ‘Don’t let anyone rattle you, Popps. You’re brilliant at what you do. Believe in yourself a little more. They’ll soon see.’ Of her four siblings, Jimmy was one year older and guardian of her little secret. And she needed it to stay that way until the lies that were making her deeply uncomfortable could be set free.


Chapter Four

LJ ran a hand through his hair and turned his back on his new classer and Ralph, letting the icy air cool his emotions. Shit. Wasn’t there some rule against wool classers being so distractingly attractive? Despite his best intentions, he took another glance.

Nope. The graceful way she moved, the long waves of dark hair trailing from her ponytail—Damn it, he was in trouble. He’d known it from the moment he’d laid eyes on her at George’s. A skitter of nervous energy coursed through him, and he ran a hand over his face, urging himself to think straight as he stood in front of his shearing stand amongst his team, the ones he was desperate to keep in work. They had stuck by him when things were getting tough, and he couldn’t thank them enough.

The purr of the shearing plants vibrated the handpieces sitting on the wooden floor of the shearing board as they sat in neutral, warming up ready for the day’s work. He forced himself to focus on the familiar sounds, the comforting routine, anything but the woman efficiently organising her workspace.

‘Hey LJ,’ Jase said. ‘What’s up, man?’

Trust the young bloody shearer—he never missed a trick. LJ’s smile swiftly dropped away as the truth of the shed became his all too real reality, suddenly remembering who should have been standing beside him on stand one.

His best mate.


‘Nothin’,’ he said, giving Jase an unconvincing nod. ‘Just gettin’ ready to start.’ He spun the handpiece in his hand, his attraction to the wool classer sharply replaced by the team’s loss . . . his loss, so raw and so deep. It was the team’s first day back after the funeral.



Sammy . . . He stole another breath. Why’d you do it? LJ bit down hard on his jagged emotions, working to ignore Jase’s well-meaning but concerned gaze settling on him. Had it been too soon to come back to work after the accident? He’d thought he’d be okay.


Bloody promises. They were too dangerous to keep.

LJ stared down at the open chute where he’d be sending his shorn sheep, running the back of his hand along his face to remove a rogue tear before anyone noticed. There had been enough of those. The shearing run had been as much Sam’s dream as it was his, and Sam would have wanted him to move forward, keeping it alive and the team in work. They were family after all, and family stuck together no matter what. He’d been grateful to have landed this job.

A sudden twang of guilt surged through him. Without Sammy beside him, even this victory felt hollow. LJ cautiously searched the faces of the rest of the team, his heartache propelling forward because he knew the truth.

His best friend’s death hadn’t been an accident.

He’d let it happen.
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The moment the grower left the shed, murmurs and soft chuckling filled the air, sending easily spooked sheep scattering over the grating in their pens. Poppy’s cheeks burned as she sucked in a tight breath. The whole team had watched her receive a serve from the cranky old farmer, and all she wanted was to disappear.

But the way she saw it, she had two choices. She could either hightail it back to the mainland for good—heaven knew it was way too small a community for her failings not to travel—or she could stay and face it like a warrior. The thought lifted her. Jimmy would say that.

Then again, country towns had a way of highlighting the good, the bad and definitely the ugly when it came to indiscretions. She knew that while their intentions might appear helpful, even genuine, the results weren’t always kind.

Poppy ignored the whispers floating in the air as she studied the specification, keen to see how Dougie—the previous classer—had named the lines of wool. She glanced towards the clock at the far end of the long shearing board. She didn’t have long. The shearers would start at 7.30 a.m. sharp.

She looked towards LJ, hoping he might inform her how the shed ran, but he appeared to be in conversation with the shearer to his left. So instead, she approached the workers standing around, waiting for the run to begin: shedhands, holding paddles for sweeping the wool away from the shearers’ workspace. She chose the friendliest face, or so it seemed.

‘Hi. I’m Poppy.’ She offered a smile as her breakfast churned in her belly. The way her nerves were behaving, it was like this was her first classing job.

‘Yes, we heard that earlier,’ the woman said, raising her eyebrows at another woman leaning against a support pole, arms crossed and a sneer in place. Poppy switched her gaze between them, her eyes narrowing.

‘So, have you worked in this shed before?’ She kept her voice light.

‘Ah, yeah. Duh.’ The woman rolled her eyes, her head bobbing with exaggerated disbelief as she grinned at her friend.

Real nice. Poppy resisted shaking her head despite her frustration bubbling. She had met difficult shedhands before, but this one carried extra attitude that she knew would either make or break her ability to do her job properly. And she had a sneaky suspicion “break” was going to come out the winner.

With a deep breath of resolve, Poppy lifted her chin. ‘Great. Would you mind showing me where you’re putting the shanks and locks?’ She met the woman’s stare, waiting for a response.

‘Find ’em yourself,’ the woman sneered, looking Poppy up and down dismissively. Poppy could feel all control slipping away and sucked in yet another steadying breath, dismissing the roar of her throbbing headache. She stepped back, hoping to find someone more affable when she backed directly into a chest—of someone tall and solid and far too close for comfort.

Her heart did a double skip as she jumped forward, spinning around to face the one guy who had stopped her in her tracks only days ago. Sadness rested in his eyes despite his kind smile.

Regret settled on her. What had she been thinking coming to this job? She fumbled over her words. ‘I . . . I’m sorry,’ she blurted, aware her eventful arrival had the team’s tongues vigorously wagging. She didn’t need to add to their morning entertainment.

‘All good,’ LJ said, a blend of concern and amusement subtly crossing his features. ‘Lucky I caught you.’


‘Lucky? Excuse me?’ Poppy immediately planted her hands on her hips as she stared at him. She was no damsel needing rescuing by a long shot. She could change a tyre . . . if she had to.


And now she found it impossible to hide her frown as her gaze zeroed in on him.

‘Do you need a hand with anything in the shed?’ He raised his eyebrows.

Despite herself, his suggestion only fuelled her frustration. And why did she get the feeling he was studying her like some kind of impossible puzzle?


‘I’m fine, thanks.’ As if she was going to ask for his help now. He had done a dandy job of that with George’s wet sheep, and she was not coming back for a second helping. She stared at him, unable to decide if he was enjoying getting a rise out of her or if he was being genuine.


‘Right then, I’ll leave you to it.’ He nodded politely, making her feel like she was being dismissed.

Her mouth opened, ready to give him a mouthful of . . . what exactly? Now she wasn’t sure. He paused, eyebrows rising in a curious arc as he looked ready to enjoy whatever was coming his way.


But annoyingly, she had nothing. And that never happened. She snapped her lips together and turned away. Remember, sworn off men, forever.


Glancing towards the clock, her eyes widened. She searched desperately for help and spotted an older man standing in the shadows, small and wiry, with a cautious expression. She pulled out a bright smile, pushing LJ to the dark depths of her mind as she approached him. If she read this other man correctly, he was hoping she’d leave him alone. But right now she had little choice.

‘Hi. Would you mind telling me where everything goes in the shed? I’d appreciate your help.’ She gave him an encouraging look, rolling her shoulders to shake away the numerous sets of googling eyes she could feel watching her back. He gave an apprehensive nod, his wary glance sliding to the other shedhands.

Poppy smiled, hoping to put him at ease. ‘Thanks. That’d be great.’

The little man’s eyes were wide as he pulled his head back to assess her, and Poppy could have sworn he looked astonished.

‘Um,’ he hesitated, ‘name’s Little Trev. Pretty obvious, I guess.’ He offered a shy smile before he shrugged, looking down at his boots.

She suppressed a small smile. The man was barely five feet tall.

No sooner had Little Trev finished showing her around than a booming voice rang out. ‘Righto, boys, let’s do this.’

Poppy swallowed hard as the five shearers strode into the pens, snatching their first sheep of the day and rolling them onto their backs before dragging them through the catching pen doors and onto the shearing board.

Another female shedhand brushed past, calling out towards her as she continued. ‘I’m Bianca.’ She gave Poppy a brief but genuine smile.

Warm puffs of air danced in front of Poppy’s face as she exhaled, nodding at the woman, her nerves buzzing. Had she lost her nerve for the job after everything that had happened back home? And more importantly, was it planning on coming back anytime soon?

She watched as each man tucked a sheep’s leg behind the back of their thigh, picked up their handpiece and pulled the cord.

But there was no changing one fact. Shearing had begun.


Chapter Five

Poppy was rattled. Half an hour into the run, she still couldn’t find her rhythm. She’d never struggled to keep up with the rapid pace of five shearers before, but a barrage of fleeces kept launching themselves her way. If she didn’t find a new gear, she’d never catch up, leaving her to be the standing joke of the shed . . . again.

And she knew exactly where the problem was stemming from.

She wiped her brow as she jogged, tightly pushing the fleece in her hands into the appropriate wool bin. It wasn’t just her livelihood on the line—as the contractor, LJ had employed her for her skills. They paid him to do the organising and complete the job to a high standard. But with the grower already unhappy about having a female classer—a fact she was finding hard to ignore—LJ’s reputation was also at risk.

The shed layout wasn’t helping. Instead of the usual setup where she would work alongside others at the main tables, she found herself isolated at a smaller wool table behind the main sorting area. It was meant to streamline the workflow, but working alone left her feeling exposed and vulnerable.

Six shedhands worked in this shed. Two swept the board and picked up the shorn fleeces. The other four positioned themselves at the two main wool tables where the fleeces were thrown. And that’s where her trouble was brewing.

Poppy frowned as another fleece landed in front of her. The two not-so-adorable shedhands she had met earlier were placing fleeces in front of her, greasy wool still attached as well as matted wool that did not fit with a fleece acceptable for sale. Each time they dropped off another fleece to her table, they snickered to each other, dumping it carelessly in front of her before swaggering away. More than once, she caught the middle finger aimed her way.

So, it was time to try out the new classer, see what she’s made of was it? But she didn’t have the time to redo work that should have been done correctly in the first place, especially when she had given them clear instructions before the first fleece had left the shearing board.

Poppy paused, hands deep in the warm fleece in front of her as she watched the two women work. And her concern grew. Shedhands could make or break the quality control of the wool—and her reputation as a new wool classer in Tasmania. Right now, it didn’t matter whether she was staying or not. She did not need to be hauled over the coals about the contents of her wool lines for a second, humiliating time.

At the other table, Little Trev and another man worked steadily, their fleeces arriving perfectly skirted and rolled. A distinct pattern was emerging; their fleeces completed without fault.

Poppy blew a stray hair aside with a puff of air as the shearing plants wound down, quiet washing over the shed as morning smoko arrived. Chatter drifted from the tearoom, punctuated by hushed voices and muffled laughter. There were no prizes for guessing who they were talking about.

A mountain of wool glared at her from the small table. She heard her name being discussed and glanced towards the voices, her arms stilling as she stared at the overwhelming pile. Randomly, fleeces toppled to the floor around her feet.

She was the fool to think she could come back and do this. Maybe it was too soon. If she had given herself a little longer to heal, she might have been okay. Why hadn’t she listened to her instincts? How long would it take for her heart to recover and her confidence to return to the job she was sure she was born to do?

Heavy footsteps stopped beside her and Poppy’s heart jumped as she recognised those boots.

‘What’s going on here?’ Ralph’s voice was eerily quiet, but the tearoom chatter instantly dropped to whispers. Poppy clenched the wool in her hands and resigned herself to face him, hoping she wouldn’t say something she’d regret.

But as she opened her mouth to speak, a familiar voice cut in from across the table.

‘Ralph. It’s her first run. How about you go have a cuppa? Everything will be sorted when you get back.’

Poppy watched Ralph’s heavy boots disappear from behind lowered lashes before turning to LJ, irritation immediately flaring.

‘I could have handled him myself,’ she snapped. How dare he swoop in like he was her rescuer. He wasn’t as eager to rush in the other night. Although quietly, the relief was real. She’d had enough confrontation in her career, aimed at her with judgy fingers. She looked away, mortified at her reaction. Was it always going to be like this around him?

‘Right, let’s get this sorted then, shall we? I need a coffee after that run.’

She turned back, unable to stop a tight gasp escaping her lips as his eyes twinkled and that devastating smile settled on her.

‘You don’t need to help me. It’s not your job. You’re just a—’ She caught herself. ‘I mean, you need your own break.’

She cringed inwardly. Had she really almost called him “just a shearer” when he was her boss?

‘No. I don’t have to, but I will. You’ve had a rough morning, and I’d like to help.’

Poppy started classing again, but her attention wandered. The way he had stepped in—twice now—when she had felt overwhelmed . . . Was he naturally the protective type, or did he think she couldn’t handle herself? She glanced his way, taking in his kind eyes and the fresh scar at the side of his head, deep and scabbed over.

Then she quickly reminded herself why she was here. To gather back the confidence she’d lost, even if it did require a little lie . . . or three.


Chapter Six

LJ slouched on the seat in the tearoom, running a slow hand down his face. During the run, he’d found himself glancing towards the classer’s table, watching the shed dynamics unfold.

And frowned.


The behaviour of his two new shedhands was unacceptable. He didn’t need workplace drama on top of everything else. He scratched at his itchy week-old stubble, hoping the tension would sort itself out naturally. But what he couldn’t work out was why his new classer had left what he had to assume was a secure job to come to Tasmania.


His mind drifted back to this morning’s scene when he’d watched Ralph giving Poppy grief. He’d been about to intervene when she’d made that crack about his “good as gold” mud map he’d given her at George’s place. A contemplative frown crossed his face. No one had ever complained about his directions before. When she’d backed into him with her dark, long locks and surprised chocolate eyes, his insides had practically groaned.

And her perfume . . . It was potent, sending shivers through him that he didn’t want to acknowledge. If the boys knew, they’d string him to the rafters with baling twine. Even his ex had never affected him like that.

‘Don’t worry. Whatever it is, you’ll work it out, my boy,’ Cookie said, giving his shoulder a sympathetic squeeze as she passed him, her basket laden with all manner of goodies for smoko. Her motherly presence had been a godsend since she had joined the team with the takeover.

The aroma of her fresh sausage rolls, sandwiches, and cream jam sponge filled the tearoom, reminding him how grateful he was for his camp cook. Through the doorway, he watched Whippet reach out and pinch Bianca on the backside, earning himself yet another solid whack on the upper arm.

‘Don’t bloody do that here, Whippet. How many times do I have to tell you?’

‘Aww, c’mon, Tweety Bird. It’s too damn cute not to.’ His wide grin wasn’t enough to get him forgiven as she gave him a long glare.

Tweety Bird? Sheesh. LJ wanted to know how long his sister had let the shearer get away with that nickname. It would have earned him a clout on the ear.

The thought of Poppy’s embarrassed smile eased his worries slightly. If things were different, he might have the mental energy to explore these feelings stirring for his new wool classer.

If only . . .

He turned his attention to a small grey mouse poking its curious nose through a gap in the skirting boards at the far corner of the tearoom, its whiskers twitching as it searched the aromas in the air.

LJ took a long sip of his stale instant coffee, cringing at the taste as he watched the brave creature tug its fat belly through the hole, pause, then scamper towards the cover of a fallen newspaper lying next to the bin. LJ absently chewed on his mouthful of sausage roll as the rodent peeked out from behind the other side of the rubbish bin, beady eyes brimming with hope. It darted out, snatching up a lonely pastry crumb before racing along the skirting boards, finding cover behind the metal ashtray tucked in the far corner.

‘What’s on your mind, Boss?’ Bear asked, stuffing his sixth sandwich into his chubby cheeks while eyeing the biggest piece of remaining sponge. He sat back, with his legs stretched out and crossed at his ankles, chewing contentedly.
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