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      Dear Reader,

      

      Welcome back to Elizadale! Three months have passed since Ana found her home with Liam and now, her sister has arrived in town to help plan the wedding. Natalia is a young GP keen to establish herself in a rural practice and she hopes Elizadale will provide her with a fresh start like it did her sister. But she didn’t count on having her own romance with Liam’s cousin, Adam.

      

      Adam and Natalia’s story has troubled me for some time. Originally, it was told in a different light, but new ideas develop, the world changes, and even though it was a tough journey, I’m glad that I discovered what the core of their story was and am proud to be able to tell it.

      

      Adam and Natalia have both experienced sexual harassment. Their situations are different and they’ve each responded in keeping with their character. However, while Adam and Natalia may both be suffering, their shared experiences help them conquer their pain in a way I hope is respectable and reflective of society. Please note, this book contains no graphic detail of abuse, rather it focuses on the emotional response to inner turmoil, which is the heart of romantic fiction.

      

      Yet a Shadow Creek book isn’t complete without a furry friend, so I’m excited to introduce you to Rusty. Adam’s dog is a Jack Russell, but he shares similar characteristics to my fox terrier, Timmy. Timmy may have been my mum’s baby, but he protected us against snakes and was a skilled rat catcher. These are traits I have brought out in Rusty, although the little farm dog doesn’t particularly like cuddles. Maybe he’s in need of a mummy?

      

      I hope you enjoy Adam and Natalia’s emotional journey to their happy ending as they open their hearts to achieve dreams that they never thought possible.

      

      Happy reading,

      

      Rachel
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      Adam Maguire never needed to justify a night out with his mates, but at least his birthday provided a legitimate excuse. The shots may have been too much though, which was probably why Cade had bailed on him. Typical. The man ordered the sambuca, then he piked out.

      But the night was still young, in the literal sense of the wee hours, when he and his new friends left the Royal Hotel.

      ‘To the park!’ the foreign guy called. Adam couldn’t remember his name. He’d just met the bloke and there were many overseas workers who passed through Elizadale. ‘Nothing better than partying in nature!’

      Adam swigged from the rum bottle as they walked, the warm liquid filling his belly to battle the cold evening. Or morning. Whatever. Adam didn’t particularly care as he stumbled into Elizadale Memorial Park.

      The pretty girl beneath his arm pressed her hand to his chest. ‘Steady there. If you fall over, there’ll be no picking you up.’

      ‘I’m good.’ He pulled her to his side and pressed his mouth to her temple, inhaling her sweet scent of shampoo and roses. ‘You sure you don’t want rum?’

      She shook her head, her dark hair swishing. ‘You know I don’t like rum.’

      ‘Dunno why.’ He took another swig. ‘Rum’s gooood.’

      Laughing, she squeezed him around the waist. Adam hadn’t planned on hooking up tonight, and if he hadn’t already started on the shots when he’d met her at the pub, he may have taken the woman home. But it was too late for that and he wanted to dance.

      ‘Anyone got music?’ the foreigner asked. ‘Should get some Trollfest playing around here. They’re good for drinkin’.’

      ‘Nah, mate, this is ‘straya.’ The other man laid his hand on the foreigner’s shoulder. ‘We sing Slim.’

      ‘Yes!’ Adam cheered and thrust the rum into the other bloke’s hand. ‘Drink up, bud. We’ll teach this Euro bloke about good music.’

      His mate lifted the rum, but the other woman in their group quickly snatched it away.

      ‘What do you think you’re doing? Don’t share your rum. It’s your special birthday present.’

      ‘Aww, come on,’ Adam said, grasping the bottle as she thrust it back at his chest. ‘I’m just being friendly.’

      She smiled widely and shimmied closer. ‘If you want to be friendly, we can ditch this lot and go back to my place.’

      She pressed her mouth to his and forced his lips apart as her arms snaked up around his neck. Adam blinked, his hands tightening around the bottle between them. He drew away and stumbled backwards. ‘No. I told you, I want to party.’ He took another gulp of rum. ‘And we’re not … I don’t want …’

      ‘Leave him alone.’ The warm, kind woman wrapped her arm back around his waist. ‘We’re having fun here and Adam’s not going anywhere with you.’

      ‘Stay out of this. What’s between Adam and I—’

      ‘There’s nothing between you and Adam. And he’s not leaving.’

      Adam shook his head. ‘No. I’m not.’

      ‘We wanna dance!’ The foreigner spun around on the grass holding his vodka bottle in the air. ‘Come on!’

      A familiar guitar riff sounded from the other bloke’s phone and Adam grinned. ‘Hell yeah! Line ‘em up!’

      ‘Fine.’ The woman threw her hands in the air. ‘Be like that.’

      Adam wrapped his arm around the guy’s shoulders, forgetting about the woman as he sang Aussie classics at the top of his lungs and shared his bottle of rum. The music didn’t stop. Nor did the drinks. There was laughter. More kissing.

      Next thing Adam knew, light speared into his consciousness. He squinted, his throat dry and head pounding as the grass itched at his back. Groaning, he rolled over and glanced around.

      The park? What was he doing in the park?

      Adam winced. Fuck, he felt like shit. His head, his guts. Had he drunk the whole bottle of rum?

      He shivered, his bare skin cold against the grass. Where was his shirt? He curled his toes. No shoes. Pants? Yes, he was wearing pants. Thank fuck.

      Gritting his teeth, Adam forced himself to sit, blinking until the dizziness eased. There was no sign of his shirt. Nobody else around. He’d slept there. Alone?

      Bile rose in his throat, and he dropped his head into his hands. What the fuck had happened last night?

      Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out his phone. It was mid-morning and he had missed calls from his brother. Groaning, Adam called him back.

      ‘Hey,’ Jack said, sounding rightfully pissed. ‘Where are you?’

      ‘The park.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Dunno. Can you come get me?’

      Jack made a sound Adam had heard many times before, a mix of a grunt and a sigh, likely accompanied by an eye roll. ‘You had a big night, then?’

      ‘Must have.’ Exhaling, Adam ran his hand down his face. ‘Can’t remember, though. Where were you?’

      ‘I left after dinner when you and Cade went to Smithy’s.’

      Adam scratched his head. That made sense. He’d had dinner with Jack and their friends at the Royal Hotel, then he and Cade had moved on to the other pub, Smithy’s. But after that … he couldn’t recall a single thing.

      ‘You ’right, mate?’ Jack asked.

      ‘Dunno. Feel like shit.’ Adam’s gut tightened and he forced out a breath. ‘You coming?’

      ‘I’m on my way.’

      They hung up. Adam pushed to his feet and his vision blurred. Rubbing his eyes, he scrolled through his phone and called Cade. His mate answered after a few rings, yawning. ‘How’d you pull up?’

      ‘Where are you?’

      ‘Home. Why?’

      ‘Did you come to the park?’

      ‘Why would I go to the park?’

      Adam frowned. ‘Well, I did. You weren’t here?’

      ‘No, I left you at Smithy’s with a bunch of farmers. You were talking about going back to the Royal. Don’t you remember?’

      ‘No. I don’t even know how I got here. Head’s all fuzzy and—’

      ‘Shit, mate.’ Alarm filled Cade’s voice. ‘What the fuck did you drink?’
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      Natalia Hamilton strolled off the plane and into Cairns Airport, ignoring the flutters in her belly. She’d already overthought this move and enough was enough. She’d arrived in North Queensland and would soon be in her new home of Elizadale.

      A small town.

      A small rural town.

      A small rural farming town.

      Where she’d be stuck for two years.

      Natalia sighed. Yes, she’d never imagined she’d leave the raging metropolis of Sydney, but Elizadale had its advantages—fewer people, a sense of community, and tight-knit friendships. If she couldn’t find value in her work and respect as a doctor in a small town, where would she?

      Emerging from the airbridge, she heard her name called. ‘Nat!’

      ‘Ana!’

      Natalia grinned as her sister ran towards her. Embracing, they swayed from side to side, holding other tight. It had been far too long since Natalia had seen Ana. She’d moved to Elizadale in January and a lot had happened in the seven months since. Not for Natalia, but Ana had settled in as a schoolteacher, had met a bunch of lovely people, and was now engaged to Liam Maguire, the tourism director of his family’s banana farm, Shadow Creek. There had also been the incident when Ana’s ex-fiancé had sought revenge upon her after they had released him from prison, but Natalia didn’t want to think about that. Rick was serving out his longer sentence, and Ana was happy.

      Natalia drew away. ‘I’ve missed you!’

      ‘Me too! It’s been ages. You look great!’

      ‘I went to the salon before I left.’

      ‘Good, because our hairdresser is closed for almost ten weeks! Can you believe it? Claire’s gone away to do a beauty course.’

      ‘Ooh, sounds promising. Maybe we’ll be able to get our eyebrows done.’ She looked Ana up and down. ‘You look great too. I guess the engagement adds this extra glow? Now let me see the ring!’

      Ana’s grin turned cheeky as she bounced on her toes and extended her left hand. ‘Don’t you just love it?’

      Natalia’s breath caught as she grasped her sister’s fingers. She’d seen a picture, of course, but it was nothing like the real thing. The three-quarter carat princess cut diamond sparkled beneath the airport lights.

      ‘It’s stunning. I’m so happy for you!’ Ana deserved nothing less than the wonderful man and home she’d found in Elizadale. Natalia only hoped that one day she might find the same things.

      She swallowed a laugh. If only. It’d take a special man for her to make such a commitment. A man who didn’t bother with pretence and who saw past her ‘pretty face’. A man who was strong, kind, had a sense of humour and was downright sexy—at least in his own way.

      But since such a man didn’t exist, Natalia had decided it was easier to swear off them entirely. Men weren’t worth the effort.

      ‘Thanks.’ Ana looped her arm through Natalia’s, grabbed her suitcase, and led her away from the gate. ‘I’m excited. And I’m so glad you’re here! Just wait until you see Elizadale. This town, these people … But seriously, Nat—’ Ana’s face sobered ‘—you in a small town?’

      Natalia’s chest tightened. Ana’s concerns weren’t unfounded since Natalia thrived on the class and buzz of city life, but she’d needed a fresh start and a new town provided that.

      They stepped onto the escalator. ‘Yeah, but it’s only for two years. You inspired me, Ana, and a fellowship in rural medicine can take me far. Besides, I want to work in a place where I feel valued, not where I’m just another disposable doctor.’

      ‘I know. You want to feel needed.’

      The tension inside Natalia loosened. ‘Exactly. And you made Elizadale sound like the place to do that.’

      Besides, Doctor Joanne Brennan had hired her on merit, which was more than Natalia could say for her previous job. Her boss, Doctor Mason Canning, had destroyed her rosy picture of life as a doctor.
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        * * *

      

      After leaving the airport, Natalia admired the rainforest as Ana navigated her hatchback up the Kuranda Range. Everything she’d heard about North Queensland’s beauty appeared to be true as trees she couldn’t name speared into the bright blue sky. Natalia wouldn’t call herself a nature enthusiast, but she liked the outdoors and would enjoy exploring the walking trails during her time off. Give her a scenic track through a national park and she could walk all day.

      ‘I haven’t visited many of the towns around here,’ Ana said. ‘I planned to during the Easter holidays, but Liam had just opened The Bent Banana.’

      ‘How’s that going?’ Natalia asked, keen to visit the new café.

      ‘Fantastic. Business is good and we’ve had great comments about the dog-friendly section and our diverse menu. Our gluten-free apple crumble muffins are our bestsellers.’

      ‘Anything vegan?’

      ‘I told Liam that if he asks nicely … you might give us your pineapple cake recipe.’

      Natalia laughed. ‘You think I’ll give that away? It took me ages to nail that one!’

      ‘Oh, come on! Wouldn’t you like to visit The Bent Banana and eat something other than the fruit salad?’

      ‘No, I love fruit salad.’ Not that she had a problem sharing her recipe, Natalia just loved to tease. Of course she would help Liam if he wanted her to because finding vegan-friendly cafés was challenging enough.

      Soon, the rainforest disappeared and they entered barren, dry country.

      ‘We’ve definitely left civilisation,’ Natalia muttered, questioning her sanity as she glanced around at the savannah north of Mareeba.

      ‘Well, this is cattle country, but there’s a lot of diversity. Mangos, avocados, and bananas are the biggest crops around here. And people in Elizadale are lovely. Tomorrow, you can come to the pub for Friday Frenzy and meet Meg, Isabella Brennan, and the Maguires. Meg’s thrilled that you’re here.’

      Natalia didn’t doubt that Ana’s friends would be as welcoming towards her as they’d been her sister. It was one part of the move she’d been looking forward to as working long hours hadn’t left her much time for socialising.

      Almost two hours after leaving the airport, they arrived in Elizadale. The lush parkland to Natalia’s left curved around footpaths and play equipment while large trees lined the highway. They passed the golf course on their right, one pub, and then the infamous Royal Hotel.

      ‘There’s The Bent Banana,’ Ana said, pointing out Natalia’s window towards a brick building with a massive concrete banana out the front. ‘And this is the main street, Riley Road.’ They turned at a cluster of shops and drove by sporting fields. ‘Elizadale Medical is down that way. There’s the school and community centre. You’ll have to come to yoga.’

      ‘Try to stop me. But you’re right, Ana. Elizadale is beautiful.’

      It may not be what she was used to, but she could make this work. It was only for two years and Cairns wasn’t far away if she desperately needed entertainment. Besides, she had Ana, and that’s all that mattered.

      Ana pulled into the driveway of Jackson Villas—a group of five double-storey townhouses built of sand-yellow brick. She parked outside the one at the far right, the unit angling in towards the rest.

      ‘Here we are! No one’s lived here since I moved out.’

      Natalia stepped out of the car. ‘They look nice. Elizadale Medical seems to be behind them, is that right?’

      ‘Pretty much.’

      ‘I know I should get myself a car, but I’ll be happy walking for a while.’

      Ana rolled her eyes, and Natalia smiled. She’d relied on public transport in Sydney and didn’t mind walking, so she’d never bought a car. Considering the size of Elizadale, she probably didn’t need one here either.

      ‘A car will be helpful,’ Ana said as they grabbed the suitcases. ‘But yes, this place is lovely. The only problem is the stairs. They’re hard and slippery and I strongly recommend that you don’t have sex on them.’

      Natalia followed Ana to the door. ‘Thanks for that. Great advice too considering I have no one to have sex with.’

      ‘You never know. Elizadale’s full of single men and we both know you like to date.’

      Natalia winced. Once, maybe. But now … ‘I told you, I’ve sworn off men.’

      Ana dismissed that with a wave of her hand. ‘You say that now.’

      Letting that comment go, Natalia followed Ana inside. With space to move about, neat furniture, and a roomy kitchen, it was homier than the tiny units she’d squeezed into in Sydney.

      Natalia sank against the breakfast bar. ‘Yeah, this place will work for me.’

      ‘I enjoyed living here, but I love Liam’s more.’

      ‘So, when do I get to give Liam the older sister scrutiny and decide if you can marry him or not?’

      Ana laughed. ‘I’m sure you’ll approve, but I’ll pick you up at seven for dinner. His parents and sister are coming too.’

      ‘Sounds nice.’ Natalia crossed the room to hug her sister. ‘I’m not crazy in coming here, am I?’

      Ana squeezed her. ‘You’re not crazy.’

      Natalia inhaled, then released her breath slowly. She knew that what had happened to her in Sydney could happen anywhere, but Elizadale had given Ana a fresh start and newfound joy in life. Besides, Natalia could practise medicine, read books, and exercise anywhere. Small-town life wouldn’t be forever.

      She would be fine.
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      Adam Maguire lacquered his brush with oil, set the lathe to spin, and added the final touch to the red cedar trinket dish. The wood turned from dull red to glistening mahogany in an instant, and his chest expanded. It never failed to impress him how he could transform a hunk of useless wood into something useful. Piece it together right and he could create furniture for people to dine at. With the correct chisels, he could shape decorative items to be gifted to loved ones. Over the years, he’d learned various techniques and experimented with new ideas, enjoying the challenge he imposed upon himself.

      Not that he knew why. He’d never set out to work with wood. He’d needed to fill in a subject at school and woodwork had been more appealing than IT. But the satisfaction of completing a project well done was addictive, and Adam had needed that over the past few weeks.

      He stopped the lathe and admired his work. The bowl made the perfect piece to take to Elizadale Homewares this afternoon where he would pitch his business plan. He should have done it years ago like everyone had told him to. The two ladies who owned Elizadale Homewares had asked—almost begged—him to on many occasions. But had he listened?

      Ha! Adam didn’t listen to anyone. He ran off his own steam, did what he wanted, and didn’t care what anyone thought. He had a reputation for a poor attitude and getting into trouble. Adam had been the ‘bad boy’ of Elizadale for most of his life and had worn the title with pride.

      But trouble wasn’t always good, which he’d learned the morning after his twenty-eighth birthday. Six weeks had passed since he’d woken hungover in Elizadale Memorial Park and his questions still raged.

      How had he ended up there? Who had he been with? What had he done?

      He hadn’t a clue. But he knew he didn’t want to repeat the experience, so he was turning a new leaf and going into business.

      Placing the bowl on his workbench, Adam sawed off the base that had attached the bowl to the lathe and sanded it smooth. When he was satisfied, he completed the oiling and laid it beside the other items he’d created these past few weeks—bowls, vases, and candlesticks. He’d start small because he was confident that he could deliver a supply of basic homewares, which would be necessary if he was going to make a success out of this. And he had to. For too long he’d been woodturning for no reason other than to please himself and his family. He’d crafted the massive tables at his mother’s tourist retreat and his cousin Liam’s café. People had always admired his work, but he’d shrugged off the compliments. Working with wood was simply a way to pass the time when the farm was quiet and his mates were busy.

      But if a man wanted to make something of himself, then he had to play to his strengths.

      Grabbing a rag off the bench, Adam wiped his hands and left the shed, grinning as he crossed the front yard towards his house by Shadow Creek. His family had farmed this land for generations and this spot had always been Adam’s favourite, so there’d been no question about the location when he’d built. Like wood, he had a love for water and had always found the creek comforting. During the wet season, the water would rise and rush past his house, creating a spectacular sight from his elevated position that protected him from flooding. He’d fenced off a large yard, the surrounding scrub provided privacy, and the gap in the tree-lined creek offered a spectacular view of the banana farm.

      The house was a simple four bedroom because, like any sane man, he’d built for the future. And yes, his brothers and sister had laughed at him for it. But just because a man didn’t seek commitment in his twenties, that didn’t mean he never would.

      Tossing the rag onto the verandah, he pulled his dusty shirt over his head. He’d go to town, ask Sue and Heather if they’d sell his woodwork, and get his life sorted.

      Adam yanked open the door and frowned when his Jack Russell, Rusty, wasn’t there to greet him. But Adam quickly saw the reason for his dog’s absence when his gaze landed on Jordan Kelly stretched out along his lounge.

      Naked.

      Adam drew to a halt, the screen door crashing closed behind him. His shoulders stiffened and hands tightened around his shirt. Fuck, he wished he was still wearing it as Jordan’s eyes zeroed in on his bare chest. Her lips parted in a toothy grin.

      ‘That’s a sight I like to see, a man eager to join me.’

      Exhaling, Adam dropped his shirt and shoved his hand through his hair, trying to look anywhere but towards Jordan. This situation wasn’t unusual. Whenever she was lonely or in the mood, Jordan would invite him around or turn up unexpectedly. In the past, he’d usually gone with the flow, most of the time without complaint. But lately, he’d felt nothing and had been turning down her booty calls since April.

      Why she kept showing up, he had no idea.

      ‘What are you doing here, Jordan?’

      ‘Aww, are you still playing hard to get?’

      ‘I’m not playing anything. I told you on the weekend I’m not interested anymore.’ And the weekend before that, and that …

      ‘Oh, stud …’ She stood. Adam’s gaze darted to hers as she moved towards him. It wasn’t an effort to stop his eyes from straying down her body. ‘I’m sure I can change your mind.’

      Never. Not again. He didn’t want to be a regular hook-up. An easy lay. They were over. Sure, sometimes it’d been convenient to have an arrangement with her, but she’d had the same arrangement with many other men. He’d never judged her for it because he’d known what he was getting himself into. She’d lured him back in after Ana had come to town, which had resulted in another fist fight with her brother Paul Kelly. When she’d taken up with some other bloke a week later, Adam had barely batted an eye.

      Then he’d watched Liam fall in love with a smart, beautiful woman, and Adam had considered there might be more to life. When Jordan had come to him one rainy night in March, she’d left him feeling empty and he’d seen the light. Meaningless hook-ups were no longer fun, and it had delighted him more than he could say to realise that. So, the next time she’d called, he’d told her no. He wasn’t interested.

      Since his birthday, he’d been more determined than ever to avoid her.

      Jordan reached for him, and he stepped back. ‘I don’t have time for this. I’m busy.’

      She sniggered. ‘Doing what?’

      ‘I have places to be. Wood to work.’

      Her fingers brushed the waistband of his jeans. ‘I’ll play with your wood.’

      Adam clenched his teeth, his skin prickling. ‘Not that kind of wood.’ He stepped out of her reach.

      ‘Oh, come on,’ she whined as he moved around the lounge. ‘You know I’m much more fun than that junk you keep in the shed.’

      ‘It’s not junk,’ he muttered, spying her clothes on the lounge. Adam gathered them up and thrust them at her. ‘Now, please leave.’

      She huffed out a breath and took her clothes. ‘Are you serious?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Her eyes steeled. ‘Fine. Be like that. Just know that next time you’re horny, I might be busy with wood too.’

      Then, clutching her clothes to her breasts, she turned and strode out of his door. Naked.

      Adam flipped the lock behind her and let out a deep breath. Bloody hell. Rubbing his hands down his face, he strode through the house to the back door where Rusty was scratching at his locked dog flap demanding to be let back in.

      ‘Sorry, mate.’ Rusty darted inside. ‘She’s gone now.’

      Rusty ran to the front door to double check though. Adam left him to his guard-dogging, shoving the incident from his mind as he showered and left for his meeting at Elizadale Homewares.

      He didn’t know why he was nervous as he walked in and greeted the owners, Sue Riley and Heather Knowles—sisters, avid craftswomen, and two prominent figures of the community.

      ‘Ooh, you have more things for us?’ Heather asked, a twinkle in her eye.

      Adam swallowed as he set the box down. ‘Yep. Although I was hoping I could do it more regularly. I want to make something of my woodturning and was wondering if we could strike up a deal?’

      ‘Oh, that’s wonderful!’ Sue clapped her hands together and beamed at her sister. ‘Isn’t it, Heather?’

      ‘Yes! I’ve been saying this for years, Adam.’

      He nodded slowly. ‘I know. But I’m serious now. I still have work to do on the farm, but I enjoy making things and after whipping up some bowls the other day, it clicked. I could make a business out of this.’

      ‘You can, Adam. You’re incredibly talented.’ Sue picked up the mango bowl he’d brought and examined the various shades in the grain.

      Heather nodded. ‘The items you’ve made us before have always sold quickly.’

      ‘People love handmade homewares. And with your cousin’s new café taking off, we’re seeing more visitors pass through Elizadale. Knickknacks sell well.’

      ‘And furniture.’ Heather shot him a pointed look. ‘You could make a killing with tables.’

      The tension in Adam’s shoulders loosened. ‘I have slabs of rose gum that would make nice coffee tables, so I could do that.’

      ‘And we’ll gladly sell them,’ Sue said.

      Adam managed a smile. ‘All right, then. So—’

      ‘You have yourself a deal.’ Heather extended her hand. ‘If you deliver it, we’ll sell it. As long as you do so regularly.’

      Adam swallowed. ‘I will. I’m also happy to take suggestions. Or commissions. I’ll give you a steady supply of bowls and vases, but I’ve considered ordering in parts to make clocks too.’

      Sue beamed. ‘Clocks would be fantastic!’

      ‘Absolutely.’ Heather placed her hand on Adam’s arm. ‘You’ve made an excellent decision, my boy. I’m proud of you.’

      Stupidly, Adam’s chest expanded. He’d known Heather and Sue all his life. They were his mother’s age and Sue’s daughter Meg was one of his best friends. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘What did your mum say?’ Sue asked.

      ‘She’s pleased and wants me to make more things for the retreat.’

      ‘I’m sure she does. Will you sell through Liam’s tourist centre too?’

      ‘Not the stuff I’m selling you, but I’ve carved some banana souvenirs for him. I figured The Bent Banana needed some.’

      ‘I’ll need to get one of those,’ Sue said.

      ‘Of course you will. Now—’ Heather cleared her throat ‘—let’s talk business.’

      Nodding, Adam followed the ladies out of the store and into their office. Already, he felt changed. And scared as all shit. He’d always had dreams, but since when had he ever achieved anything of substance?
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      Natalia and Ana didn’t stop talking as they unpacked. She hadn’t brought much with her, just clothes and a few treasured possessions. Smiling softly, Natalia placed Surge Duck in the shower. She’d been six when her father had given her the yellow duck with a stethoscope around his neck, and in that moment, she’d decided to become a doctor just like her daddy.

      A week later, her daddy had died.

      ‘Just another house, Surge.’ God knows they’d both seen many. ‘But hopefully, we can make a difference while we’re here.’

      She’d harboured her medical dreams during childhood, but her motives had changed by the time she’d started university. She’d studied medicine because she wanted to help people, something she’d forgotten while working for that awful Mason Canning.

      Shuddering, Natalia left the bathroom. Never mind that now. She was in Elizadale where she looked forward to working with long-time town physician Joanne Brennan. Natalia would learn the ropes and build a good rapport with the community. In a small town, a solid reputation was vital.

      After unpacking, Ana drove Natalia to the supermarket to buy some much-needed essentials.

      ‘You’ll need to visit a few stores to get everything. Vicki Hall is the baker and she’s keen to know everybody. She’s Meg’s aunt and the sister of our town’s representative with the Mareeba Council, Ron Riley.’

      Natalia nodded. She’d heard of the Rileys and their leading influence in Elizadale.

      ‘Then there’s the fresh produce store, the hardware store, and Claire Taylor’s hair salon.’ Ana parked the car and they climbed out.

      ‘And tomorrow I get to meet your friends?’

      ‘Yep. Although …’ Ana stopped walking, her gaze lingering over Natalia’s shoulder. ‘Looks like you might meet one now.’

      Natalia turned at the rumble of a motorcycle and watched as the man parked, kicked down the stand, and switched off the bike. His blue jeans stretched over strong thighs and broad shoulders filled his leather jacket. Then he lifted his helmet and ran his hand through his dark hair. Natalia’s breath caught.

      Hello!

      Swinging off the bike, he grinned and lifted his hand in a wave. Ana waved back. Natalia didn’t move.

      ‘Hey, cuz.’ He strolled over and enveloped Ana in a hug. ‘Good to see you. Who’s your friend?’

      Natalia’s cheeks heated. Wide smile, dark eyes. Oh yes …

      Ana glanced at Natalia. ‘This is my sister. Nat, meet Adam Maguire. Liam’s cousin.’

      Adam Maguire. Yes, she’d heard about him. Elizadale’s notorious bad boy who got into fistfights with the Kelly brothers and kicked out of the Royal Hotel. The man who’d helped rescue Ana when she’d been abducted and beaten by Rick Newman.

      The man Ana had failed to mention had shoulders like Adonis and should be in a toothpaste ad as he flashed her a smile and offered his hand. Natalia took it, her fingers tingling and toes curling inside her sandals.

      ‘You couldn’t be Ana’s older sister.’

      Her blush deepened as he released her hand. ‘Ahh … yeah, I am.’

      ‘I told you Nat was coming,’ Ana said, glancing at Adam with a frown.

      ‘You tell us lots of stuff I half listen to.’

      He actually drawled, and Natalia stifled a laugh. Ana rolled her eyes.

      Adam turned his gaze back to Natalia. ‘So, what brought you up here?’

      Ignoring her developing arrythmia, Natalia recovered her voice. ‘Apparently, Elizadale’s a great place for fresh starts.’

      ‘Your sister would agree with you there.’

      ‘Yeah …’ Ana cleared her throat. ‘We have some groceries to buy, so we should go.’

      ‘I’ll see you around, then. Tomorrow, right?’ Adam’s gaze shot to Ana. ‘You are bringing Natalia to Friday Frenzy.’ It was not a question.

      ‘Of course.’ Ana’s tone was light, but her eyes flashed.

      ‘Good. I’ll see you ladies then. It was nice meeting you, Natalia.’

      She shivered as the syllables of her name rolled off his tongue and he turned and swaggered away. Her breath escaped in a whoosh and her gaze fell to his backside. Damn, he looked good in those jeans. Sexy as sin with his lazy gait and fine glutes.

      Natalia turned to Ana, who was still frowning. ‘What?’

      ‘Don’t even think about it.’ Ana turned on her heel and strode into the supermarket.

      Natalia followed. ‘Think about what?’

      ‘I saw it.’ Ana snatched up a basket. ‘Don’t go there, Nat. I know he’s bloody gorgeous and incredibly charming, but you don’t want to get mixed up with Adam Maguire.’

      ‘What? Like every other girl in town?’

      Ana spun to face her. ‘I thought you’d sworn off men!’

      ‘Well, yeah, but …’ Natalia blew out her breath. ‘Okay, I know what you’ve said about him. Bad boy and all that. But God, Ana! Have you seen his smile? His eyes?’ Not to mention the rest of him, but Natalia wouldn’t say that out loud.

      ‘Yeah, I know. He’s gorgeous. Tall, dark, and incredibly sexy. But forget Adam, Nat. He’s not for you.’

      Ana marched down the aisle. She’d mentioned Adam many times on the phone and, yes, he always seemed to get into trouble. He was popular with the ladies and apparently, he’d partied far too hard on his birthday and had woken in the park with no recollection of how he’d got there.

      But while Natalia didn’t approve, she’d be the last person to judge someone for their past. Thousands of other men did the same things—or worse. And while Adam might be hot and she could notice, he was not her type. She’d always been attracted to the more academic types. Men with smooth good looks and a serious personality.

      ‘Ana, surely he can’t be too bad.’

      ‘Nat, only an hour ago you were telling me you weren’t interested in dating. Men use you. They’re only interested in your looks.’

      Natalia’s heart plummeted. She’d said all of that and more because it seemed like that’s all the men she’d dated were interested in. A good time. Sex. Scoring with a woman who looked like her. Natalia wasn’t vain, but her beauty was obvious every time she looked in the mirror. She’d inherited her Russian grandmother’s looks with her golden blonde hair, bright blue eyes, and clear complexion. The many hours a week she dedicated to various forms of exercise kept her body slim, limber, and strong. Once, she’d even enjoyed doing her hair, makeup, and wearing nice clothes. Taking pride in her appearance was something she’d valued. Until Mason Canning had whispered that he longed to unpick her braided hair while his eyes had absorbed every plane and groove of her body in her favourite plum work pants. After that, Natalia had lost herself. And her confidence? That had vanished too.

      ‘I know. And I meant every word. But it’s not like I want to swear off men.’

      Ana smiled softly. ‘I know.’

      ‘I just don’t think that I can—’

      ‘Trust anyone to like you for you?’

      ‘Yeah.’ Her trust in men was hanging by a thread and until she worked that out, she couldn’t risk even a fling.

      Not that she did flings. She might be female enough to admit that her hormones had gone haywire over Adam, but attraction had no right to rule her head and now that her body had stopped tingling from his sexy smile, her rational mind had returned.

      She was the new doctor and she needed to build a respectable, approachable image. It was the one thing she sought above all else. ‘I need to focus on work and settle into town.’

      ‘Yes, that’s a good idea. Now, let’s finish this shopping so we can get you home.’

      ‘Okay. Then I’ll have time to go for a run before dinner.’

      Laughing, Ana wrapped her arm around Natalia’s shoulders. ‘Glad you’re thinking straight again.’
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        * * *

      

      Natalia couldn’t be happier for her sister when she arrived at Ana and Liam’s house. This was everything Ana had ever wanted with lush tropical gardens dotting the expanse of green lawn and shaded by towering gum trees. Natalia stepped out of the car to the sound of a kookaburra calling as she admired the modern-style Queenslander.

      ‘Wow, Ana. It’s beautiful.’

      ‘I know, right? Our dogs love it, and I enjoy working in the gardens. I’m even learning the names of trees.’

      ‘That’s more than I ever plan to do.’ Natalia followed her up the cute T-shaped steps. ‘Although I’ve always wanted to grow my own herbs.’

      ‘Why not try it?’

      Natalia considered that as Ana dropped her keys onto the hall table. Perhaps she could?

      She followed Ana down the hallway and into the open-plan kitchen and living area. Natalia smiled at the border collies, Steph and Louis, who sat watching them through the screen door. She’d missed Louis and longed for a cuddle, but first, she turned her attention to the man who greeted them in the kitchen. His face lit up with a fantastic smile as he returned Ana’s embrace.

      ‘Liam, this is my sister.’

      ‘Hello, Natalia.’ Liam took Natalia’s hand in a friendly shake. ‘Great to meet you in person.’

      ‘You too.’

      Liam opened the fridge. ‘Would you like a drink? I have water or I can make you a cup of tea? There’s some flowery thing Ana bought for you.’

      ‘Hibiscus tea,’ Ana said.

      ‘Yeah.’ Liam grinned. ‘It’s pink. Looks weird but tastes good.’

      ‘It certainly does,’ Natalia agreed. ‘But I’ll be okay for now, thanks. Ana, is there anything I can do to help with dinner?’

      ‘No, it’s fine. Unless Liam screwed it up while I was gone.’ Ana peeked into the oven.

      ‘I wouldn’t burn your delicious food. I don’t like going hungry.’

      The front door opened and there were greetings all around as Liam introduced Natalia to his family. Cliff was her definition of an Australian farmer with hard tanned skin and he greeted Natalia with a smile that mimicked his son’s. Deborah was pretty, blonde, and delightful as she declared she’d love anyone that her precious daughter-in-law did. Liam’s sister Lucy—tan, lean, and beautiful—greeted Natalia like an old friend.

      ‘I’m so glad you’re here! Now, Ana might get a move on with wedding plans.’ Lucy clapped her hands together. ‘I’m so excited.’

      Natalia smiled. ‘I’m sure it’s going to be wonderful.’

      ‘It’ll be a lovely day,’ Deborah agreed.

      Liam offered his dad a beer and the men moved onto the deck as wedding talk filled the kitchen. With the date for September and it already being July, the big day would arrive in a flash.

      ‘Liam and I finished the guest list last night.’

      ‘Are you inviting anyone from back home?’ Natalia asked.

      ‘Just Mama.’

      Lucy took a swig of her beer. ‘Liam’s asked Adam to be his best man.’

      Natalia’s eyebrows shot up. This wedding just got better.

      ‘I didn’t doubt that,’ Ana said. ‘He loves all his cousins, but he and Adam are the closest, being the same age and all.’

      ‘That means Adam will be your partner, Nat.’ Lucy flashed her a smile and heat unwillingly rose in Natalia’s cheeks.

      ‘Yes, Nat met Adam at the shops earlier,’ Ana said, disapproval lacing her tone.

      Natalia shrugged. ‘He seemed nice. Very charming.’

      ‘Adam’s a good boy,’ Deborah said fondly.

      ‘And I think that morning in the park was a wake-up call,’ Ana said as she turned towards the oven. ‘Now, let’s serve up dinner.’
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      A bitter wind blew across the verandah as Adam sat with his elder brother, Jack, to plan their trip to Innisfail for the Banana Growers Council workshop next weekend. They agreed to drive down late Friday afternoon, then sat in silence, enjoying their beers while insects buzzed in the bushland. Light from inside Jack’s house formed patches of gold on the concrete but otherwise left both men shrouded in darkness.

      ‘I got Sue and Heather onboard. They’ll take my stuff.’

      ‘Doubt it’d have taken much to convince them.’

      ‘Yeah, yeah. I know.’ Yet his meeting with Sue and Heather seemed like a lifetime ago after running back into town and— ‘So, I met Ana’s sister.’

      Adam kept his tone casual, even though he felt anything but. Since the big black unknown that was his birthday, he’d avoided women outside everyday interactions, but Adam hadn’t been able to shake the stunning image of Natalia Hamilton from his head all afternoon.

      Hell, she was something else. He’d never seen a woman with a more delicate face, all soft cream with pink cheeks, sparkling blue eyes, and clear of makeup. Natalia was taller than Ana and carried herself with grace and elegance, which he found attractive. He also hadn’t failed to notice her strong, well-sculpted body. She must work out because she was without a doubt the sexiest …

      Grimacing, Adam drank his beer. What was he thinking? He was attracted to Ana’s sister? The beautiful, smart doctor from Sydney? That would never work. Natalia Hamilton would have more class and self-respect than to give a bad boy like him a second look.

      Bugger.

      ‘Yeah?’ Jack asked mildly. ‘What’s she like?’

      Adam lifted his shoulder and stared out into the darkness. ‘We didn’t say much, but she seems nice. Looks like Ana. Except a lot more … I dunno. Prettier, I suppose.’

      ‘Well, Ana did say she was prettier.’

      ‘Yeah, but I thought she was pulling my leg!’ Adam clearly remembered Ana’s teasing remark about her sister being ‘prettier’ than she was. ‘Natalia … she’s bloody stunning, mate.’

      Lines formed between Jack’s eyebrows. ‘You better not be thinking of doing anything with Natalia. Ana would kill you.’

      Adam scoffed. ‘She wouldn’t kill me. She loves me too much.’

      ‘I haven’t met her, mate, but I don’t think Natalia’s a woman you can fool around with. She’s Ana’s sister. Don’t do anything to piss either of them off.’

      ‘Who said I want to fool around with her?’

      ‘Your reputation, mate. You may want to turn a new leaf, but change doesn’t happen overnight.’

      Adam’s jaw clenched. He hated that bloody reputation. Once upon a time, it’d been cool to be the kid who would wag school and could score alcohol underage. He’d done as he’d liked, broken rules, and he hadn’t given a shit what anyone else thought. As a teenager, he’d been a hero.

      But now, he was frustrated. There were rules he had to live by and a job he had to do. Drinking was getting old and women … yeah, he’d been with a few, but some had been more serious than others. Especially Grace White, his one steady girlfriend three years ago. But he hadn’t realised how good she’d been for him and had let her slip away. Now, she was happily dating local publican Luke Smithfield.

      So yeah, he’d spent many years being young and stupid, but he regretted little.

      Then there was the birthday incident.

      Adam downed his beer, though it did little to settle the unease prickling between his shoulders. It might irritate him, but he’d been grateful for the wake-up call. He wanted to pour his focus into his new business and make something of himself. He needed to stop messing around in life and never get so blind drunk again.

      Because blind he had been. He’d put himself in a vulnerable position and that’s what worried him. He might have been a little easy and loose in his behaviour, but he’d never blacked out before, which made him wonder if it could have been drugs somehow. He’d never touched those, so he wouldn’t know. And if someone had slipped him something, then he considered himself lucky he’d woken alone without any obvious harm done.

      He wouldn’t risk that again. Now, he was starting afresh. So, Jack saying that Adam would want to fall around with Natalia only pissed him off.

      ‘Beer?’ Jack handed him another one and Adam sighed gratefully.

      ‘Thanks.’ He twisted off the cap and took a swig. ‘And I’m not saying that having some fun with Natalia wouldn’t be enjoyable, but I don’t want to be that bloke anymore. Not that I want to try for anything deeper. With Natalia or anyone. I’d fuck it up for sure.’

      ‘Probably. Doesn’t mean you can’t give dating a shot if you want to squash your reputation. You know what dating is, right?’

      ‘Do you?’ Adam snapped before he could stop himself. Not that he cared. If Jack wanted to be a bastard about it, Adam would be one right back. He didn’t know what the hell his brother was thinking when it came to Meg Riley. He was sure Jack loved the woman and Meg clearly adored him. But anytime Adam mentioned it, Jack shut down, so Adam had long given up on getting any answers out of him. And now, Jack and Meg hadn’t said a single word to each other in fourteen days. It was driving Adam nuts and if it went on any longer, he’d lock them in a room together until they sorted their crap out. Everything was wrong with the two of them not speaking, but since neither of them wanted to admit they’d been wrong—Jack had been—the silent treatment was irritating their friends more than it was the two of them.

      But Jack didn’t bite.

      ‘Doubt Natalia would go out with me anyway,’ Adam said, ‘as I’m sure Ana’s told her stories. And if she hadn’t, she would have by now.’ Adam grinned as he recalled the way Natalia had checked him out. ‘She’d be asking about me for sure.’

      ‘That confident, hey?’

      ‘I had her blood humming. I know when a woman’s attracted, mate. It’s one of my many gifts.’

      ‘Sure it is.’

      Adam laughed. ‘Yeah. Nat’s a woman with “serious” written all over her, but there’s no harm in being friendly. As Meg says, my charm wins over the ladies.’

      ‘Yes, you think you’re so charming.’

      ‘Meg finds me charming.’ Adam let that statement hang too, but again, Jack ignored him. His brother took another swig of his beer and stared out into the darkness. ‘Jack … you could apologise.’

      ‘I have nothing to apologise for.’

      Adam rolled his eyes. ‘I don’t care either way, but I think that’s what Meg wants. The sooner you apologise, the sooner you’ll be in a better mood and stop pissing me off.’

      ‘Then don’t give a shit about me.’

      ‘You’re my brother! I do give a shit about you. Just say you’re sorry, then everything will go back to normal and there won’t be a deep freeze when we go to the pub. Seriously, mate. It’s not cool.’

      ‘There wouldn’t be a deep freeze if she hadn’t got all cranky.’

      ‘You could’ve kept your mouth shut.’

      ‘But I was right!’

      Adam sighed. This was where things got difficult. ‘Yes, what you said was right, Meg going out with Scott was a bad idea. But telling her that was wrong.’

      ‘She’s my friend! I was looking out for her. You’d have done the same if someone you cared about was getting too close to that wanker.’

      Bitterness laced Jack’s tone, and Adam bit back a grin. He’d love to tell his brother he wouldn’t need to be jealous if he just asked the woman out, but Adam wouldn’t waste his breath.

      ‘Yeah, I care about Meg,’ Adam said. ‘But I didn’t go all macho on her when she went to dinner with another man. You did.’

      Jack exhaled between his teeth. ‘Just … shut up.’ He stood and tossed back the last of his beer.

      ‘You know I’m right. I’m not the only one with girl problems, mate. Just say you’re sorry.’

      ‘I’m not sorry.’ Jack tossed his empty bottle into the old oil drum and stalked inside, slamming the door behind him.

      That had gone well.

      Placing his hands on his knees, Adam pushed himself to his feet. Jack’s stubbornness didn’t surprise him. His brother knew nothing about women.

      He tossed his bottle away and turned to the door. ‘I’m off then! Enjoy your sulking.’

      There was no reply, but Adam hadn’t expected one. Slipping behind the wheel of his Toyota Hilux, he started the engine and turned onto the main road of Shadow Creek—the once cattle station now banana farm his family had operated for generations. Natalia slipped back into his mind and Adam’s body heated—both a welcome and worrying sensation. He wasn’t a stranger to desire and usually, he embraced it. Except …

      His hand tightened around the wheel. He couldn’t go back to the way he’d been, acting on impulse without a care in the world. It was terrifying enough to have one gap in his memory. He couldn’t risk that again. He needed to get his life on track. The farm would always be there, but he wanted more. Something that was only his. Liam had his booming café and Lucy ran popular horse-riding tours at their tourist retreat, High Ridge. His younger brother Michael was a successful builder and his little sister Lily was eighteen months away from her dream of becoming a vet. Surely, he could create a career from his passions too.

      But trying to do that and date at the same time? No. Multitasking had never been his strong suit. He’d commit to his business first. At least if he fucked it up, the only person he’d hurt would be himself.

      So, he’d get busy and make more bowls. And vases. He’d put flowers in a vase. Give it to Natalia.

      Shit.
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        * * *

      

      Jordan Kelly sank against the kitchen counter and cracked open a cold can of Coke. Damn, she wished it was beer, but the Coke still had the satisfying fizz and caffeine hit to soothe her frustrations.

      What the fuck was going on with Adam Maguire? Why didn’t he want to hook up? For years, she’d been able to rely on him for a good time. But these past few months, he always seemed to be ‘too busy’. With what, she didn’t know, as making that wooden junk couldn’t be too time consuming. And Adam thrived on partying, fun, and sex. He couldn’t turn her down forever. She had her ways and would convince him. And once she dangled the bait …

      Jordan slammed the can on the counter. Fuck, her plan better work. Otherwise, she was screwed.

      Jaw clenching, she reached into the cupboard above the stove and popped open a blister packet. Grabbing the Coke, she tossed back two tablets. She may have been told years ago that she no longer needed the anti-anxiety medication, but right now, Jordan didn’t give a damn. She couldn’t let Adam toss her away like this. Despite his devil-may-care attitude, there was one thing Adam had that she needed. Honour. No matter what wrong he did, he always owned his actions. If she made him believe her problem was his problem, then he’d take responsibility for it. Sure, she may have fucked up and she wasn’t happy about it, but there was too much at stake for her to fail. And it would be all right once she had Adam on board. She couldn’t have the bloke she wanted, so Adam would do. If she needed to trick him to protect her secret, then so be it. It wouldn’t be a burden to be tied to him for the rest of her life. This turning a new leaf thing was utter nonsense. Men never changed. Adam Maguire was a bad boy, always would be a bad boy, and dammit, she needed to keep him that way. Otherwise, she would lose everything she held dear, and no fucking way would Jordan let that happen.

      She’d get Adam back. Tempt him. She might not have much going for her in smarts or career, but she had skills and men never said no.

      Not until Adam had, anyway.
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