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AUTHOR'S NOTE AND CONTENT WARNINGS




You are about to embark on a small town romance. One I hope you enjoy immensely. There are, however, themes of childhood abuse and trauma one of the characters is still working through. There is also implied attempted, and threatened sexual assault. These scenes are not graphic, but it is clear what the character and her family experienced growing up. I have attempted to treat this subject with the sensitivity it deserves. If this is potentially triggering for you, please don’t read Jamie and Cami's story. 

Blackwood Valley is a series of interconnected standalones, so you can absolutely read them independently. My recommendation, though, is to read them in order to get the full experience of all the characters — I think you'll love them.

Also, I am an Australian author, and you will find Australian English is the foundation of my books. As with everything, though, there is an exception! I cannot and will not use ‘arse’ over ‘ass’. There is nothing sexy about ‘arse’ and (sorry!) there are no pirates in this story so ‘ass’ it is.










  
  
For those of you who have made promises for what you think is the greater good while, at heart, you know they don't serve you. This is your sign to live your life for you … and maybe take home the hot bartender who looks bloody good on a horse! x










  
  

Chapter one

CAMILLA





Devoid of soul. That’s how I’d describe my tiny university apartment. 

It’s not the size that worries me – I grew up on a large station but was mostly confined to my room by circumstance, anyway – it’s that it lacks any life. I tried to add some greenery at one point, but the plants struggled when I left for home over the breaks, as much as I struggled while I was here. 

The only thing that sparks a tiny flicker of interest for me is the dark blue truck I can see in the concrete car park below my kitchenette window. She’s bigger than most of the other cars here, and I just know she’s seen more life – more country, more sky, more space.

I turn away from the car park and the vehicle that could take me home, shoving aside the knowledge that I’m not in the right place as if I can shrug it off like a coat.

It’s the last stretch, I remind myself. One last subject and then I graduate. It’s both a relief and a concern. A relief to be done with studying, and this concrete block I live in. But the worry about my next move is mounting. While the others in my year are excitedly preparing to apply for permanent roles, many in the schools they’ve done placements in, I’m … stalling.

Part of me would love to see the world, but how much of that can I do as a teacher? Probably more than I give the profession credit for, but it doesn’t inspire me anymore. No, I either want to be at home, or travelling the world doing … I rack my brain for an answer.

A shrill sound cuts from my phone and I flinch, almost spilling the hot tea in my hands as I race to silence my morning alarm. I’m so often up before it.

Missed call: Aidan mobile 12.36 am

I delete the notification and finish my tea, hoping the warmth will help me carry my memories of home and sustain me through this final subject.

Let’s go, Camilla. Just one more.


      [image: ]The university campus is quite beautiful. Old buildings, large green trees, and park benches amongst the gardens. There’s still a lot of concrete though, but by now I understand that’s just part and parcel of being in the city. The city Kade wants me to build my future in. He means well, I know. There’s no part of him that doesn’t. And making sure he has as much happiness as he can find is important to me.

‘Cam!’ a male voice shouts from somewhere across the quadrant, the sound seeming to echo around me.

I smile as Aidan waves me over, huge coffee in hand, to where he sits with a small group of others from our year. Something in my chest tightens a little as I join them, quietly wishing I had a reason to say ‘no’. But then, that’s not the way to make friends, is it? Not that I’ve really gotten there over the years we’ve been studying together, so why would now be any different?

They all say some variation of ‘Hey, Cam,’ before returning to the conversation as I slip onto the bench seat beside Aidan.

‘Last night was so good,’ Jess says, elbows on the metal table and fingers pressed to her temples, ‘but my head is not my friend right now.’

The others laugh, and I try to quell the sting of not knowing anything about what happened last night. But would I have really wanted to go?

Aidan nudges me. I try to find a rush that he’s touched me – I almost had it when we first started studying together, but it never quite evolved.

‘I tried to ring you,’ he murmurs, as the group relives the night before. 

‘Ah, yeah, I didn’t see that till this morning, sorry.’ I glance up at him, noting his conventionally handsome face. ‘I got in late from home and just crashed.’

His eyes light up. ‘You’ve just given me the best idea. Guys,’ he says, turning his attention back to the group, ‘for graduation, we should go to Blackwood Valley. Cam’s brother runs a bar there that I hear is pretty good.’

I shift, sitting on my hands as I try to swallow around the lump that just appeared in my throat. It’s not just Kade who runs Meadow and Velvet.

‘Cam!’ Jess squeals. ‘You’ve been holding out on us! Yes, yes, yes! Let’s do it. Where can we stay?’

Blinking rapidly, my mind scrambles through how these two worlds I’ve kept very, very separate might suddenly come crashing together. But I have time.

‘Oh, there’s a few nice places,’ I reply vaguely, hoping I don’t sound territorial. This is, after all, exactly what I want for Blackwood Valley – to introduce it to new people, boost tourism, show off Meadow and Velvet. I just didn’t expect it to be this group, and I’m not sure why it makes me feel weird.

‘Send us some thoughts,’ Aidan says. ‘I can add you to the group chat.’

The group chat?

I stifle the knowledge that I’ve spent almost four years with and around this group and had no clue there was a group chat.

‘Sounds great.’ I stand and adjust the midi skirt that lets my cowgirl boots show. They’re a little dustier than they probably should be for city wear, but then … I’m not really part of this city.

My phone pings, and I smile at Aidan as I see the ‘hey there’ he’s written to me in the chat. I let my chest warm a little. This is good. If I’m really going to move on from Blackwood Valley, this is how I need to do it. Steeling myself to be absent from those I love back home, and the township itself, I let my smile grow.

‘Actually, there’s a pretty amazing flower farm in Blackwood Valley we could go to,’ I hear myself say. ‘And I could organise a gin tasting.’

Jess loops her arm in mine as she stands. ‘Yes to it all.’ She beams. ‘It sounds like the perfect end to our years here. Let’s have some time out in a quaint little town with flowers and gin. What more could we want?’

As we walk to our first lecture, me still arm in arm with Jess, I wonder what the answer to that question could be. What more could I want? I have study, I’m good in the classroom and confident I could get a job, and I can go back to Blackwood Valley during breaks like I do now. It’s everything a lot of people would wish for.

And maybe I’ll make some deeper friendships with this group. I glance at Aidan. Maybe … well, maybe I should give it a shot. After all, I nearly didn’t end up back here – I wouldn’t have, if my grandfather had followed through with his threats to Kade.

But as their conversation filters around me, I can’t help noticing a quiet gnawing in my gut. Like I’m missing something and I can’t put my finger on what it is. Missing something that even all that on-paper greatness about study and jobs and people can’t quite replace.








  
  

Chapter two

JAMESON





My thighs burn as I finish my last set of squats, the weight bar clanging as I drop it back into position, my breath rough. I wipe my face with my quickly dampening towel and run through the rest of what I need to do today. I’m always the first at Meadow and Velvet, arriving early and wading through our business administration while Kade works the horses. 

Now he’s with Temperance, the horses – one in particular – have changed, but the timing hasn’t. He’ll arrive in time for the last preparations for lunch service, help run the booked-out dinner, and make sure our patrons enjoy the vibe we’re getting known for: rustic smoking room minus the smoking, add in the country music. All the while, we’ll be quietly prepping for the Night Market tomorrow.

Now that the season has turned, and summer is officially behind us, the autumn markets come into their own. Traditionally, I’d have said we were heading into a quieter period for Meadow and Velvet. But the success of Juniper’s hometown gig and our national write-up has meant a steady stream of visitors, both to the bar and to the town. I’m grateful for it. We’ve had some lean years, and it’s finally starting to feel like we’re hitting our stride. The work that comes with owning a business, though … it’s exhausting, even when the revenue isn’t rolling in.

I’ve been nurturing a desire to hire assistance for sometime now, but while Camilla is returning to the Valley during breaks in her study, I want to hold the place for her. Not to mention, she’s the one who both inspires and comes up with ideas for our bar. I could get administrative assistance, wait staff, help in the kitchen. All those things would be great. But I just don’t think Cami’s passion for our bar, and her creativity in how to approach it, could be replaced.

She can’t be replaced.

I stifle a groan. Camilla always dominates my thoughts after she’s been here. It’s a process I’ve learned I need to let run its course for a few weeks before I lock that shit back up. But damn if it isn’t a fucking pain in the ass in the meantime.

The shower I run is bloody cold, and I curse as I get in, wondering who decided this was supposed to be good for you. But my heart rate settles as I wash, forcing my breath into a calmer rhythm and letting the cold water awaken all my senses.

At the same time, it helps me bring some clarity to my thoughts. 

And steer them away from Camilla Wilder. 


      [image: ]‘Hey, girl,’ I murmur to my mare. I throw her some lucerne hay, and Raya nudges her soft nose into my hand before she tucks in. My chest warms. I don’t ride her enough, and she deserves better. But between the bar, and the fact that my block is much smaller than the ranches in the area – meaning I’d really need to float her somewhere to make it worthwhile – just … the time seems hard to find. 

I run my hand over her withers as she nibbles away at the hay. ‘How about after this weekend?’ I ask her, and Raya’s ears flick to me. ‘Okay.’ I smile. ‘We’ll make it happen.’

The bar is quiet when I arrive. It always is this early in the morning, and I make my way to the office in the back. As I do, I try not to think about Cami – all the thoughts I’d tried to wash down the drain of my freezing shower. There’d been no word on Walter following through on his threats before she left for university, so there was no reason for her stay, and I watched her drive away. 

Like I do every time.

I’ve gotten used to it, in a way. Having her here for a time and then extended periods without. The times she’s here, it’s like the sun is shining on the entire township, lighting up even the dullest corners. But the true miracle is that I make it through without stuffing up our friendship, or mine with Kade, each time. That I don’t overstep. I’m forever the doting ‘brother’s best friend’, like a brother to her too – in their eyes, anyway – and nothing more. 

They both know, even without the additional layer of complication, that I’d do anything for them. In Camilla’s case, when I can’t show her how far I’d go for her, the fact that she knows has to be enough. 

But as I scan the office in all its tidiness and order, while knowing that an overflowing inbox and ‘ideas folder’ sits on the laptop in the centre of the calm … I almost laugh. Order without, stemming the chaos within. 

I mentally shake myself as I turn on the computer. Cami’s back at university, living the life Kade wants for her, and that’s what’s best. Even if I know in my gut that it’s not the life she’d choose. Meadow and Velvet … well, my bar and me have our fill of the places I’d like to take her. I just need time. And maybe some more support, a position that doesn’t compete with Cami when she’s here.

Not so long ago, Kade mentioned Beckett could be enticed to town. Kade and Cami’s cousin is no stranger to chaos, which fuels my reservations, but he’s bloody good in the kitchen and, goodness knows, directing that team is not my forte. It’s their loyalty to Kade and me that has them cooking the best upscale pub food in the region, not my leadership or guidance. 

Food, I add to my notes list. I wonder how I could get our food at the Night Markets alongside Kade’s gin. 

Staring at the notes on my phone, I rack my brain for some gourmet food option we could do at the markets. It would need to be easy to transport, not need cooking on site, and be easy to eat …

I come up blank, my mind constantly tugging in the direction it always does – Cami – and switch to my messaging app instead.

Me: Happy first day back. 

Mentally, I add sweetheart at the end. It’s something I’ve let slip in the past, but would never dare put in writing.

My heart races harder than it should as I hit send, and I remind myself that I can do this. Show her I care, sit back in the ‘brother/friend’ space, and support her living her dream life. If I can do that, I support Kade too.

His upbringing was much more traumatic than mine, but sometimes I wonder if the Wilders really understand, to this only child of a forever-working single mum, just how much my family they are too.








  
  

Chapter three

CAMILLA





Though I’ve walked it a hundred times, the long hallway feels narrow and suffocating. While it’s been some time since I felt passionate about teaching, I’ve still enjoyed every moment of being here. But as my sneakers squeak on the lino floor, I know each of those moments will now amount to something far less than they should. Because while I’d thought Walter’s influence hadn’t reached this far, having made it through my first day of lectures and tutorials, I’ve now been summoned. 

‘Come in,’ my professor calls after I knock on his door.

His office is plain and a little dishevelled, nothing like the opulence of some academic scenes I’ve seen in movies.

‘Take a seat, Camilla.’ He gestures to the dark blue fabric-covered seats in front of his desk.

I remain silent as he takes his glasses off, placing them on his timber desk, and rubs his eyes before turning his attention to me.

He sighs heavily, and my heart sinks a little further towards my stomach. I’ve worked hard for this degree, spent years of my life to get it, and I’ve gotten so close to the end. And now—

‘We’ve found ourselves in a predicament,’ he says without preamble, my mind snagging on the we. Apart from helping Kade stand up to our grandfather, something that was not only justifiable but absolutely necessary, I haven’t done anything.

Nothing but work my ass off.

Now the weight of knowing my professor’s about to strip me of the finish line at my grandfather’s request makes it harder to swallow. I focus on his greying hairline to compose myself. I wasn’t expecting this to be so disappointing. I’d promised Kade I’d finish – finish and have a shot at a different life before I can follow my own dreams – and now my plans feel further and further away. 

‘You’ve got one more unit to go, correct?’ he asks.

I nod and clear my throat. ‘Yes, I’ll be done before the end of autumn.’ I stare at him. ‘I had my first lectures yesterday.’

Happy first day back, Jamie had texted me.

My professor gives me a long look. ‘Tell me, why is it you want to finish? Why do you want to teach?’

My mind goes virtually blank. Why do I want to finish? Because I deserve it. But why do I want to teach? Umm … I don’t?

Fuck. How do I say that to a literal professor who teaches teaching?

His gaze softens. ‘Be honest, Camilla. I can assure you I have heard it all, and you will get no judgement from me.’

My lips quiver a little at his permission to say out loud what I’ve told almost no one.

‘I want to finish because I’ve given almost four years of my life to this and I want something to show for it.’ I don’t tell him I have no real friends here, no meaningful job – unless making coffee for entitled suits counts – and no sense of attachment to the city.

‘And I want to teach because …’ Kade’s excitement at my opportunities to go anywhere fills me. How the relief that I got into university relaxed his shoulders for the first time. ‘Because it’s the right thing to do.’

Professor Neill studies me, and I wonder what it would have been like to be a child in his classroom. ‘For whom?’

I blink. ‘For … me.’ My voice cracks a little. I know the room is dripping with the lie, but I can’t seem to say anything else.

He lets the quiet settle for a moment, and I shift in the uncomfortable chair. ‘I’m just going to cut right to it – your grandfather has made it clear he doesn’t want you to finish. There are … things … that mean he has more power to make that happen than he should.’

He taps at a piece of paper on his desk, and a wave of nausea ripples through me. I’d pushed this possibility so far down I hadn’t let myself think about it, as if that act alone would mean it couldn’t happen. But the truth is, Walter Wilder always does what he says.

‘I know,’ I say quietly. ‘I’m sorry you’ve been caught up in it.’

‘Well.’ He leans back in his chair. ‘That’s the thing. From what I can ascertain, neither you nor your brother should’ve been caught up in it either, but here we are.’

I search his face, wondering where that statement is supposed to leave me – and how he knows about Kade. ‘I don’t want my years here to have been wasted,’ I murmur instead. ‘I’ve put in the effort, Gavin, I – shit. What am I looking at?’

He purses his lips, full cheeks moving with the action. ‘I know you’ve done the work, Camilla, nor would I wish your time to be wasted.’ Professor Neill shifts forward again so his elbows are on the table and, despite saying he was going to cut right to it, he seems to be silently debating something. ‘I’ve become aware that you haven’t been placed.’

I frown. ‘Placed?’ Even as the question leaves my mouth, it dawns on me. My final placement, the one I need to graduate.

‘It would be worse than a fail,’ he continues, as if he can see the realisation on my face, ‘because there is no option to retake something you’ve never been enrolled in. You would be, at this institution at least, perpetually short on units to graduate. I’d just need to sign this document that doesn’t include you in my final list of students.’

‘I could transfer,’ I suggest, shifting in my seat and trying not to wipe my sweaty palms on my jeans. ‘Or … report you.’

‘You could do either, absolutely. In any other situation, I would be encouraging you to report misconduct immediately. But you’ve missed cut-offs for transfers anywhere nearby for this session. If you’re happy to wait a few months, I’m sure you could get your work here counted towards their requirements.’ 

I rub my forehead. Months? And does he want me to report him?

‘But I also know how hard you’ve pushed to move through your assessments, so I don’t believe that’s the best outcome for you, either.’

I blow out a breath, scrambling for what to say, for how to manage my goalposts being yanked so far down the line. What would Temperance do if she were here instead of me? Juniper would probably have some passionate, irrefutable argument she could make.

‘I don’t understand where you’re going with this, Professor. I don’t want to wait, and so far, you don’t seem to be forcing me to. What are my options?’

‘Let’s move you online,’ he says, and I stare at him. Could it be that easy?

‘Really? Will I still graduate as planned? Get a placement?’

‘Yes.’ His voice is now full of conviction. ‘Let’s do that. I will transfer you to online in the system. You’ll have a different course convenor, which, honestly, could solve both our problems. But if you’d like it, I’d be very happy to mentor you off the record. The assessment for the online unit is structured a little differently, but I think you’ll manage it admirably. Then you’re officially out of my in-person tutorials and no one will be any the wiser. Does that work for you?’

My shoulders drop with my exhale. ‘Yes.’ I smile. ‘Thank you. I can make that work.’

‘Camilla, the truth is, teaching isn’t for everyone, and nor should it be. There is literally zero shame in that. Teachers aren’t all angels, I can assure you of that. Deciding not to teach doesn’t make you a bad person, nor is it an acknowledgement that you’ve failed.’

My breath shudders through me. ‘Thank you, sir.’

He nods, folding his hands on his desk before him. ‘You’ll likely have to give up your residence hall apartment. I can’t influence that, I’m sorry. I assume you can work something else out?’

I grin. Staying at Lamona’s bed and breakfast isn’t ideal financially, but I’ll make it work. At least I can go home. I’ll pick up some shifts at Meadow and Velvet, or as a ranch hand if I need to. Or maybe Doris could use a barista at the bakery.

‘Thank you, Gavin, truly, I—’

‘Camilla,’ he cuts in, standing. ‘I am yet to find the perfect way to teach this, but we don’t let bullies remain bullies.’








  
  

Chapter four

CAMILLA





Packing up my one-bedroom apartment doesn’t take me as long as I thought it might. But I guess that’s a symptom of never really setting up home here. My heart has always been in Blackwood Valley township, however differently Kade would like me to feel. I’ve never been able to convince him with words, so, in the end, I promised to do what he wants: leave, get qualified, and try a different life before I make a decision about staying. 

I know he thinks I’ll find something new, maybe even someone new – or someone at all. And I also know I need to give my brother this, the knowledge that he’s set me up as best he possibly can. There’s no doubt in my mind that he only wants what’s best for me; he just doesn’t accept that what’s best is to be right where he is.

As I load the last of my stuff into my truck, I wonder what he’d think of Aidan. He’s classically handsome, I guess. Light brown hair, strong jaw, nice smile. But while my heart raced a little when I first saw him, I haven’t been able to build on that. Perhaps because he’s run a little hot and cold with me too. Or maybe it’s all been in my imagination.

‘Hey,’ I say when Kade answers my call from my loaded truck. ‘I have news.’

‘Oh?’ Kade’s voice is deep and a little bit grumbly, but it makes me smile to think about how happy he is with Temperance. And now I get to see that happiness every day.

Deep down, I know I won’t be home forever. It’s only one subject to complete, after all. Perhaps it will be even harder to leave when it’s done than all the times I’ve left before.

‘I’m coming home.’

‘Yep. In a while.’

‘No, right now.’ I can’t help the joy from spilling into my words.

My overly protective brother curses. ‘Did he get to them?’

I check my blind spot before turning onto the highway. ‘Well, yeah. But Professor Neill came through and he’s shifting me to online study. Walter will probably never even know until it’s too late.’

Kade sighs. ‘Online. Where are you going to do that from? What happened to transferring?’

‘I did transfer, in a way. I’ve transferred, and I get to come home.’

‘Online,’ he repeats, like he’s rolling the idea around in his head. ‘I thought you agreed doing it face-to-face was best? Get out of the Valley?’

I grip the steering wheel with a twinge of regret. I did tell him I agreed at one point, only because I could see how much it was weighing on him. Getting me out of town was his sole focus for so long, the only way he thought he could protect me from Walter. Truth is, part of me thinks he was right. But I’ve never told him about that one night he was away on school camp and— 

‘I’ll still be studying alongside Aidan and the others while they remain face-to-face too, so I won’t lose everything. The important thing is, I’m going to finish.’

Kade huffs on the other end of the line. ‘Well, I’m hardly going to complain about having you here, as long as you remember your promises. I can talk to Temperance about you staying with her. Or Jamie would have you, of course.’

I suck in a breath at the speed my heart rate kicks up. ‘No, no,’ I mutter quickly. ‘I’m good. Lamona’s is good.’

I’m not exactly sure why the mention of staying at Jamie’s on my own steals my breath. Jamie is just the third – vital – part of our triangle, and there’s no reason for my reaction. I shove the shimmy away and focus on the white lines on the road in front of me. Jamie and his friendship with Kade and me is far too important to indulge in some fanciful thoughts. Jamie could have his pick of the women of Blackwood Valley, and far beyond, and so he should. Goodness knows he’s given us both enough. He needs things for himself too. 

I drag my mind back to safe territory: Aidan. I should text him when I get home and tell him what I’m doing.

‘Let’s talk when you get here.’ Kade’s voice reverberates through the cab of my truck. ‘You can start your stay at Lamona’s if you want, but I don’t like it as a medium-term option.’

Hanging up, I can’t help but smile as the land stretches out around me and I wind down the window. Suddenly, with my truck full of all my belongings, my favourite country music blaring, a university I don’t have to return to, and a way to finish my degree without interference from my grandfather, I feel almost free.

Almost. 

Because while I might be back in Blackwood Valley for a time, I won’t be free of my grandfather while I’m there, and I certainly won’t be free of my promise to Kade. And that promise is to leave again.


      [image: ]Lamona is on the porch of her office when I pull into the drive at the B&B. She mostly rents out rooms in her two-storey, white weatherboard house, but she lets me have the separate studio. It’s bordered with large trees, and it’s as close as I’ve gotten to feeling like I have my own place.

‘Welcome home,’ she says in her raspy voice when I get out of my truck.

‘Hey, Lamona, thanks for having me back.’

She waves me off. ‘Always got room for you, girlie. You know that.’

I grab what I can carry before following her to the studio, its bright yellow door like a beacon.

She unlocks it before ambling in and popping the key on the small dining table for me. 

‘Haven’t had anyone else in here since you, but everything’s been cleaned all the same. And Doris left you some pastries.’ She nods towards the white cardboard box on the kitchenette bench.

I glance at the box, my stomach grumbling at the thought of what’s in there. But there’s something underneath what she’s saying – something about not having anyone stay here since me.

‘How’s business?’ I ask, putting my first load of stuff down and heading towards the kitchen, purposefully not looking at her to give her space to respond.

‘It’s fine, love, nothing for you to worry about.’

That’s what seals it for me. Whatever I can do to get more people staying in places like Lamona’s, I’ll do it. There might be a bit of an epidemic of dying rural towns in the rest of our country, but Blackwood Valley township is going to continue to buck that trend.

I just wish I could be here long enough to see it.








  
  

Chapter five

JAMESON





‘Hey, Mum,’ I say, phone tucked between my ear and shoulder as I wash up my morning dishes. ‘How’s the trip?’ 

She laughs, sounding slightly far away, and then sighs. ‘Aside from you, my darling, this is the best thing I’ve ever done. I truly wish I’d done it sooner.’

I make a dubious sound at her. ‘You mean like I’ve tried to convince you to do for the last seven years? Longer?’

‘Possibly. Yes, okay, you were right.’ She laughs again before diving into a list of all the things she’s been doing on her tour, the friends she’s making, and the places she’s yet to see. 

I finish washing up as she talks, then awkwardly dry my hands and stand at the sink, listening to her talk now about the food and drinks.

‘A negrona? I think that’s what it was called?’

‘Negroni. I’ll make you one of mine when you’re in town next.’

‘How are things there?’ she asks, and I can hear her shifting around, probably on a sun lounge somewhere. ‘Camilla gone back to school?’

I pause, staring at my faint reflection in the kitchen window. Dark eyes boring into themselves.

‘Yes, Mum,’ I reply, a slight monotone creeping in. ‘You know she goes back around now. Please tell me that’s not why you called? Camilla is my friend, and I’m happy for her to be following her dreams.’

I don’t tell her that the way the light dims in her eyes when she leaves tells me there is nothing ‘dreamy’ about what she’s doing. 

‘She might be a friend, Jameson. But I know she’s an important one and … look, mothers just know things, okay? So, yes, I was calling just to say hello, and to see how you are.’

The line is silent for a few beats, and it’s comforting in a way I can’t quite describe. I’ve always adored my mum, and being able to help her finally take the trip of a lifetime will go down as one of my biggest achievements. But sometimes I wish she didn’t know quite so much. The less she knows, the less I have to admit, and the more likely I am to be able to leave all this Cami stuff behind.

I almost laugh. 

If only.


      [image: ]‘Do you think we need more serving staff?’ Kade asks as we clean up after lunch. Another booked-out session of day-trippers.

‘Maybe,’ I muse. ‘But we’ll also be coming off our normal peak season soon. We’ll need to start thinking about what our drawcards are for the rest of autumn and into winter to keep up the momentum. Juniper’s gig was awesome, but I’d like to build on it. Good to keep the nighttime activity levels high too. I’ve got a few ideas, I just need some time to—’

Kade gives me a look from across the floor. ‘You and Cami really would make a formidable team.’

My chest constricts. That’s not a thought I can entertain, so I huff a laugh instead. ‘If she were allowed to stay.’

His expression falls. ‘I know, man. But seriously, would you choose a small-town bar for her? Somewhere Walter could get to her the minute my back is turned?’

The question strikes me hard, right in the ribs, and I shift on my feet. ‘Fuck your grandfather.’ I pause a beat. I know I don’t have to explain it to Kade. So I add, ‘I like our bar.’

‘You and me both, mate – on both fronts. But I want more for her.’

I turn back to the glasses that need stacking, my heart sinking with the truth in his words. I can’t express them the same way, but I get it: Cami deserves the world. ‘I know.’

‘You’re right, though.’ He sounds closer than before, and I glance over my shoulder to see him sitting at the bar behind me. He’s the second person today to tell me I’ve been right. ‘We do need a plan, and we can pick her brain while she’s here.’
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