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Chapter One
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Adam removed his Akubra from his head and twirled it through his fingers. Crowds of people rushed by him, huddled into their coats against the wind that howled through the quay. A constant buzz of bees in a hive. The one thing he disliked more than the city was the five-hour drive to get there. But he'd do anything for Meg Moonie, and to see his cousin so happy with Jack was reward enough to make the long trip into Sydney for a suit fitting. 

Adam sighed. Meg had roped him in for many things this July — the wedding, the Christmas in July celebrations... Just as well he had some time on his hands now that he'd finished sowing his crops. 

He dodged people juggling hot coffees, laptop bags and backpacks as he strode against the tide moving into the city to attend their corporate jobs in dull, grey concrete buildings and wished he was back in Bindarra Creek. Ahead, Tulle and Tiaras Bridal Boutique loomed like a portal to hell. 

He stopped outside the shop window next to a woman with raven-black hair tied back against the wind into one of those scrunchie things and huddled into an elegant black wool coat totally out of character with her hot pink Ugg boots and matching knitted beanie. Her head tilted to one side, a smile softening her mouth, she watched a tall woman with a kind face and trendy hair fiddle with a wedding dress in the window. 

Adam studied the profile of the woman next to him. Long dark lashes, smooth ivory skin, lips shining with balm for protection against the biting wind. “Getting married?” 

She laughed. “No way!” 

“You have something against weddings?” Finally, a kindred spirit. After months of being subjected to wedding talk, he was about ready to strike it off his to-do list for good. 

“Not at all. It's just not on my agenda right now. I like to stop by on my way to work to watch Bessie turn bridezillas into princesses for a day.” 

“Bessie?” 

“Bessie Lovelace. She's the store owner. If I was to get married one day, I'd choose one of her dresses, for sure.” 

“If I ever get married, it will be in jeans and boots, in a marquee in the paddock. Hi, I'm Adam.” 

“Bonny.” She turned to hold out her hand to shake his. “I can tell you're not from around here.” 

He grinned. “What gave it away? The hat, the jeans, the flannel-checked shirt, my scuffed boots, or my very well-worn sheepskin jacket?” 

“Your hands, actually.” 

Facing him with her chin tilted up, he found himself staring into rich hazel eyes and lips he wouldn't mind being on the receiving end of at the upcoming Mary Moonie’s Kissing Booth. “My hands?” 

She turned the hand she'd shaken over in her palm. “Callouses that come from hard outdoor work, not soft hands that work behind a desk all day. Where are you from, Cowboy?” 

“A small town somewhere between Armidale and Moree. Bindarra Creek.” 

“Sounds lovely. Much quieter than the hustle and bustle of the city.” She smiled up at him. 

“Depends on who you ask. It’s a quirky town full of characters and old-fashioned charm. At least until you visit the Riverside Pub, or go to Bingo nights at the CWA hall, or find yourself roped into the Christmas in July activities. Then it’s noisy, crowded, and lots of fun.” 

“I've never visited a small town before. I've always been a city girl. I have this picture in my head that small towns are empty shells of forgotten times and stubborn residents who refuse to leave.” 

“I guess you could see it that way.” Adam shrugged. “Most of the residents do have family roots all the way back to when the town was founded. But we do have some fresh blood too.” 

“Fresh blood? Sounds creepy. Do the hills have eyes too?” Her smile teased as her eyes twinkled with humour. 

“Ah, so you’ve seen that movie, have you?” Pity she was a city girl. He could use this kind of banter around the farm. His cows didn’t appreciate movies and country music the same way he did. 

The light flickered out in her eyes. “It was one of Mum’s favourites.” 

“Was?” 

“She died this past spring.” 

“I’m really sorry to hear that.” Adam reached out to touch her arm briefly. 

“Thank you. Well, Adam, it was very nice chatting to you, but I need to go, or I’ll be late.” 

Disappointment crept in as he realised he wasn’t quite ready to wave her goodbye. She’d brought a bit of sunshine to the grey, and now her eyes were sad. “Hey, I’m a little early for my appointment, so why don’t I walk with you. Where are you headed to?” 

She reached for the violin case propped up against the wall. “To the Sydney Opera House.” 

He looked up at the sky. “Seems like a nice day for a stroll along the quay. Would you like me to carry that case for you?” 

“Um ... okay, thank you.” 

Adam took the case she handed him, leaving her hands free to button her coat against the biting wind that blew through Circular Quay. They walked toward the Opera House in silence for a while. He slowed his long stride to match hers as his phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out and checked the number. With a groan, he looked at Bonny. “It’s my cousin. She’s getting married next month. Do you mind if I take this?” 

“Of course not! Go ahead.” 

He thumbed the green tab to answer the call. “Hey, Meg. What’s up?” 

“You’re not going to believe this! The wedding singer we hired? She’s had to cancel.”

“Ouch. What about Aunty Phyllis?” 

Meg scoffed. “You’re kidding, right? I love Aunty Phyl, but Bennie’s dog sings better than she does.” 

“Ah, that’s right. She’s the first person to be permanently banned from the choir.” 

“And that’s the other thing. The wedding singer was supposed to stay to open the Christmas in July Carols by Candlelight.” 

Honestly, he loved his town, but they had a habit of planning way too many events to happen all at once. Weddings, Christmas in July... “And you’re telling me this... why?” 

“Because you’re the solutions guy and I’ve got so much still to do before the wedding. Help me out here, Adam. Surely you know someone who can step in?” 

“If you want a soulful country singer at your wedding, sure! But that’s not what you want, is it?” 

“I might be desperate enough. I’ve searched the Internet and all the singers I’ve tried in the area are booked out. I don’t know what to do.” 

“Leave it with me. As soon as I’ve organised my suit, I’ll see what I can do.” 

“You’re a lifesaver, cuz. Thanks.” She hung up and probably zoomed off to do something else the way Meg did. 

“Trouble?” Bonny asked as they neared the steps of the opera house. 

“It’s my cousin Meg’s wedding. She’s marrying the love of her life and trying to manage her Christmas in July commitments all in one month. The girl is a dynamo, but she seriously takes on too much at times. Since I’m the best man, and we can’t leave things to Aunty Phyl to arrange because who knows what crazy ideas she’ll pull out of her hat, I’m the go-to guy.” 

“Ah, so that’s why you’re outside the bridal boutique. You’re being fitted for a suit.” 

Adam grimaced. He hated suits at the best of times. A suit felt more like a strait jacket. Offloading to a stranger, knowing his gripes wouldn’t make it back to Meg via the Bindarra Creek grapevine, felt good. “Not just any suit... Meg, in her wisdom — bless her — couldn't have a normal country wedding. No, as the proud owner of the Mary Moonie Museum, she had to recreate an 1842 wedding ceremony in a nod to the year the town was established. So, now I’ll be attending the wedding dressed like some Victorian toff in a brown Prince Albert coat, yellow vest and checked brown trousers with straps under my instep that will make wearing shoes torture.” He took a deep breath as a laugh escaped from behind Bonny’s hand, fingers to her lips, trying to keep it in, and failing. 

“Feel better now?” She arched a perfectly shaped eyebrow at him. 

He grinned back at her. “Actually... yes. Sorry about that. I do love Meg. She’s more like a sister to me, and I would do anything for her.” 

“Even wear a suit that makes you look like a ‘toff’?” 

“Yes, even that.” 

“Then she’s very lucky to have you.” Bonny stopped at the base of the stairs and reached for her violin case. “It was lovely to meet you, Adam.” 

He handed the case over. “The pleasure was all mine.” He reached into his pocket, pulled out his wallet and extracted a business card. “If you’re ever in the area, look me up and I’ll take you on a tour of the town and Mary Moonie’s newly renovated museum.” 

“Sounds delightful, thank you.” Bonny read the card in her hand and smiled up at him. “Well, Adam McGuigan from Yarraman Downs in Bindarra Creek, I guess I’ll be on my way then. Thank you for helping me out.” 

A twinge of regret leeched into his soul as she moved away to walk up the stairs, the violin case gripped firmly in her hand. His heart skipped a beat when she turned around and came back. 

Reaching into her coat pocket, she pulled out a piece of paper and held it out to him. “If you’re in town overnight and have time to spare, why don’t you come to the concert? This is a complimentary ticket for you.” 

His fingers brushed hers as he took it from her. “Thank you. I will.” 

“Good.” She walked away again, leaving the wind to swirl around him. “See you later, Cowboy.” 

He stood looking up at her; thumbs hooked into the belt loops of his jeans, his sheepskin jacket barely blocking the chill, his Akubra threatening to blow off into the water. She gave him a little wave before opening the door to the Opera House and disappearing inside. Around him, tourists chatted excitedly about the view, business professionals in suits rushed past him as the doors closed behind her. She was classic city girl, he was country. What did it matter that she’d taken his breath away? Adam looked down at the ticket she’d given him. Sydney Philharmonic Orchestra and Choir presents: Top Hits of the 1940s featuring lead violinist and singer, Bonny Taylor. The only concerts he’d ever attended were the annual country ute musters. He’d need another suit.
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Bonny slipped off her coat and beanie and hung them on the coat rack in her dressing room, her thoughts on the man she’d left standing at the bottom of the stairs. A country boy with blue eyes, sun-kissed skin, hair the colour of ripened wheat and a voice full of bass, tone, and perfect equalisation. 

His town sounded a little crazy. It sounded like fun. She tugged down the skirt of the little black dress she wore for concerts. Crazy was what other people did, not something Bonny Taylor, lead violinist with the Sydney Philharmonic Orchestra, would do. Crazy wasn’t something she had time for when every spare moment she had was spent with the orchestra and, most recently, the choir too. Anything that prolonged her return to the two-bedroomed apartment she’d shared with her mum on Shelley Street. A tiny, square box full of silence and memories. 

The Sydney Opera House, usually a hub of energy and a mix of music and voices, today felt like a hollow shell. The grandeur of the stage, the hushed anticipation of the audience, the roar of applause — none of it excited her anymore. It was simply something she did every day to fill the void.

The music itself, once a source of joy, had become muted with technical precision. The passion, the fiery intensity and energy she’d always injected into her performances, had drained from her soul, leaving behind an echo of emptiness long after the final notes had faded. The demanding schedule, once a welcome challenge, blurred into rehearsals and performances, leaving her no time to think, no space to breathe, no opportunity to simply be. And that’s what she’d wanted, right?

She slipped off her Ugg boots and swapped them for her black heeled pumps, removed the scrunchie from her ponytail and twisted her hair into the bun required for the performance. There. All done. 

Picking up her violin case, she made her way to the stage to take her seat. Four hours of gruelling practice before the curtain went up. Countless stops and starts until the conductors of the orchestra and choir were satisfied that the performance would be nothing less than perfect. Every minute of it worth it for the sacrifices her mum had made to get her into the principal violinist’s chair.

Bonny retrieved her violin from its case and tuned it as other members wandered in to take their seats, the polished mahogany cool against her fingertips. She traced the curve of the instrument, the smooth wood a familiar comfort. Positioning her bow across the strings, she wondered what Adam was doing right now. She smiled as she played a test piece, her fingers firmly on the strings. Most likely reluctantly trying on his ‘toff’ suit. 

Satisfied her violin was in tune, she picked up her mobile phone and searched for directions to Bindarra Creek. A train ride would get her there and she’d see some countryside along the way. She followed links to the town’s tourism website and clicked on the post about Christmas in July. With a month-long break looming between performance seasons, a trip somewhere away from the city appealed. 

Those breaks had once been filled with taking Mum to all the places she’d wanted to go, knowing their time left together grew shorter every day. The empty apartment mirrored the hollowness she felt inside as it echoed with the absence of Mum’s laughter, the scent of her baking, the warmth of her presence. 

Most evenings after rehearsals or performances, she sat alone in the lounge room and listened to the silence, broken only by the hum of the city on the streets below. Even Sydney’s vibrant energy felt oppressive now, amplifying the sense of isolation. 

The article on Christmas in July in Bindarra Creek sparked a flicker of curiosity. The idea of escaping the city, the constant pressure, the endless cycle of rehearsals and performances, grew in her mind. A quaint country town, the warmth of a community, and a change of scenery would provide a tempting distraction. Drawn to the photographs of the town’s whimsical charm, she wondered if she could take that leap, that departure from her carefully constructed routine, and go on an adventure. 

The idea of a mid-season break somewhere out of the city appealed more and more with each scroll through pictures and events on the website. A place where the impersonal structure of the concert hall would be replaced by the warmth of community. A chance to start breathing again, to rediscover that part of herself she’d lost, a space to begin healing and living again. 

“Will you be joining us today, Miss Taylor?” Willem Olof’s softly spoken words interrupted her musings. 

Bonny dropped her phone into her open case and picked up her violin. “Yes, Maestro.” 

“Good.” He raised his baton. “We start with Tuxedo Junction and then, in the middle, we throw in White Christmas. This is something we will never see here in Sydney unless it is in July, no?” 

A laugh ran through the seats as everyone raised their instruments to start, and Maestro signalled the upbeat. For the next four hours of rehearsal and the duration of the performance, Bonny lost herself in the music, putting the man and his town aside for later. 
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The concert hall emptied out quickly after the three encores, leaving one last member of the audience in his seat as the spotlights turned off and the main lights brightened. Bonny returned to her seat to pack up her violin and sheet music, catching sight of Adam in the front row with a bouquet of roses in his lap. Her heart skipped a little beat as she closed the leather case and secured the catch before walking down the steps to the side of the stage. 

“Nice suit. I wasn’t sure you’d make it.” She took the seat beside him. 

“How could I not when Bessie went to so much trouble with her makeover? Right down to referring me to a good barber.” He grinned at her and handed her the roses. “These are for you. Apparently it’s tradition. The man who sold them to me said it was bad luck not to give a performer flowers after a concert.” 

Bonny laughed. “The cheeky old con artist. He’s been pulling that stunt with concertgoers for years.” She buried her nose in the bouquet and inhaled the subtle scent for a moment. “Thank you. They’re beautiful. Did you enjoy the performance?” 

“I never thought big band swing would be my thing being a country music lover, but yes, I did enjoy it. You’re very talented... Singer, dancer, violin player.”

“Thank you. It’s all part of the entertainment to keep the audience awake and invested.” She looked around as activity on stage dwindled and fellow performers disappeared to make their way home. “We have to go, or we’ll get locked in here tonight.” A yawn grew and escaped as the long day took its toll. “Sorry. It’s not the company.” 

“Too tired for a quick coffee? I’ll see you home safely after.” 

Bonny thought about the emptiness she’d go home to. A long, hot soak in the shower to ease her muscles before lying awake waiting for sleep to come. “I can do a quick coffee. No need to see me home. I have a regular taxi driver who gets me there safe and sound after late performances.” 

“Great. Shall we?” He stood and held out his hand. 

She placed her hand in his, amused when he helped her up before placing her hand in the crook of his arm. “Sure, why not? Practising the manners to go with your toff suit?” 

“As coached personally by Ms Bessie Lovelace this afternoon, ma’am.” 

“You’ll be signing my dance card in no time at all then. There’s a coffee shop just outside on the Quay that opens late. We’ll head there. I’ll just collect my violin case.” 

She let him carry the case for her again while she cradled her bouquet of roses in one arm, aware of his fingers brushing her free hand as they walked. A little part of her wished he’d hold her hand, that this unexpected romantic event in her otherwise uneventful relationship sphere could be even briefly real. They ordered their coffee and found a table in a cosy corner of the shop away from the wind and cold. 

“I see from the program I picked up that this was your last performance for a while.” Adam took a sip of his coffee. “Oh... That’s good stuff. What do you do between performances?” 

Bonny wrapped her cold hands around her mug. “I’m not sure. I haven’t made any plans this time.” 

“Then I have a proposition for you... You sing and play the violin beautifully, and I need a wedding singer and a VIP to open the Carols by Candlelight event. Why don’t you come to Bindarra Creek for Christmas in July, all expenses paid?” 

“I’m not sure... I mean, I don’t know you...” 

“I’ll answer any questions you have, even give you a few names you can contact as referees. I’d have to give you Meg’s number anyway so she can tell you what songs she wants. She can vouch for me.” He reached across to cup her hands with his; a warm, gentle touch that reached right inside her heart. “Help a bloke out here. I’m dealing with a bridezilla and a community that knows just how to turn the thumbscrews when they want something. They won’t let anything stand in the way. Do the whole town a favour and save us from having Aunty Phyllis sing at the wedding. No one could possibly survive that without damage to their eardrums.” 

Bonny laughed as she withdrew her hands from under his. “You’re exaggerating.” 

“Am not!” He sat back in his chair to cradle his coffee mug. “You said you’d never seen the countryside, so here’s your chance. It won’t cost you a thing. Well, unless you support the Kissing Booth, or Edwina’s fortune-telling tent, or stop by the food trucks for a bite to eat on Bonfire Night. We have an awesome collection of culinary delights from all over the world lined up. Or, if you’re feeling creative, you could learn how to make gingerbread houses with the children?” 
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