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The biggest risks yield the greatest gains—especially in the game of love.

Emily Wolfe, real estate agent to the elite, is tired of being alone. So when she gets a chance to compete on a reality dating show she decides to risk it all for love in the biggest game of her life.

The city girl is surprised how much she enjoys switching her high heels for cowboy boots and pedicures for mud treatments—and not the kind you find at a day spa. And she’s falling hard for Wil Parker, the sexy, rugged farmer at the centre of the show.

Amidst the chaos, tantrums and editing tape, the heat and passion between Emily and Wil reaches boiling point. But can they survive the imminent explosion, let alone the fallout?
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APPLY FOR CATCH ME A COWBOY SEASON 7

ARE YOU READY FOR A RURAL ROMANCE?

If getting down and dirty with your very own cowboy rubs you the right way, then a romantic journey awaits you that promises passion, incredible dates, and a chance at winning the heart of The Cowboy.

If you are looking for love, we want to hear from you.

Applications for season 7 of Catch Me a Cowboy  are open NOW.

APPLY NOW


Chapter 1

Emily Wolfe should have known after the first round between the sheets that he was a selfish lover. But no, she stupidly gave Mr Hotshot Lawyer a second chance, hoping he’d beat his score of one minute and fifty-seven seconds of embarrassing grunting and one orgasm—his.

Never again. From now on, one strike and they were out, because her fragile state of mind couldn’t handle it anymore.

With the sheet covering her bare breasts, she stared up at the ceiling—beige-like Mr Lawyer was snoring next to her in bed. At least he tried something a little different last night, she’d give him that much, but slapping a girl’s vagina with your penis, because you think it’s hot, makes you a porn-watching loser, not a sex god. Her mood went from hopeful to hopping mad in three slaps flat. She was glad when he ended up finishing quicker than the previous date, one minute and thirty-three seconds and zero foreplay, apart from the penis slapping, that was.

Emily wasn’t looking for a sex god, instead, someone who was generous, knowledgeable of what “real” women wanted, and capable of giving her an orgasm. It had been two long years since she’d met anyone who fit that criterion, and it really, really wasn’t a target set too high.

Fisting the bedsheets, she squeezed hard and bit back a long, angry groan. Two years without an orgasm was not good for any woman’s state of mind.

Randall stirred after one of his snores made him choke. Emily’s belly twisted, knowing she had to prepare herself to deal with an awkward morning-after moment. She didn’t mind the discomfort if it was worth it, but he wasn’t. She rolled her head to the side and looked at the long, lean man. He was handsome, sure, but good looks didn’t make up for where he lacked—and that was in most departments.

Emily needed more qualities in a man, like humour, a moral compass, generosity, and adequate in bed.

See, she wasn’t reaching too high.

She wasn’t asking for mind-blowing or sensational, just adequate. Capable of getting the job done. A man who could distract her from how many seconds were passing during the big act and take the time so she would finish with an O.

Randall smiled languidly and shuffled closer. The sticky wet head of his erection pushed against her thigh. Her eyes widened. He grinned. No way was she going near that again. The nerve of him, to leave her Oless twice now, and expect she spread her thighs and let him at her again.

‘You know what I love?’ he asked squeezing her nipple, too hard, but at least, he found it. She had assumed he wasn’t a breast man or had no idea where they were located. ‘A morning blowjob.’

Emily turned away from him, suppressing the snarl teasing her mouth. An angry roar sat in her throat, demanding release. So, after his poor performance, he now wanted her to suck his dick. And going by his vagina slapping technique, he’d probably ask if he could ejaculate on her face, just for kicks.

She took a deep breath for calm and looked at him again. As evenly as she could, she said, ‘I think you should leave.’ She may have even pushed at his shoulder, she was too livid to notice.

‘What?’ he asked, rolling out of bed, that big useless erection prodding out in front of him.

What a damn waste.

She tugged at the sheet until it came loose from her bed, wrapped it around her, then climbed out on the opposite side. ‘Go! I want you to leave.’ Her voice cracked with emotion. It wasn’t right he was wearing the brunt of the other men who had let her down before him. The others she found on dating sites who wanted sex, but only to satisfy themselves. The others who treated her kindly until they got what they wanted. But she couldn’t help how she was feeling—Randall was the dick that broke the camel’s back.

Randall huffed as he picked up his trousers and stepped into them. ‘Did I do something wrong?’

She nodded, done with hiding the fact that it was an important role to be a generous lover, to actually care about the girl you were screwing, and not treat sex like it was made solely for the satisfaction of men.

Emily’s anger wasn’t totally because he didn’t make her orgasm, she wasn’t that shallow. She was also upset by the guys who would make her pay for half the date, even when she didn’t drink anywhere near as much as them, then take her home for sex only to leave her wanting and dissatisfied, then never call her again.

‘You did do something wrong, Randall. You’re selfish. You didn’t attempt foreplay, then managed to grunt away with your eyes closed for an entire one minute thirty. There is such a thing as a female orgasm, or have you not managed to produce one in your lifetime?’

He gasped, his eyes widening in horror. ‘You timed me?’

She crossed her arms over her chest and blinked back tears. ‘There was nothing else to do.’

He shook his head, his mouth hanging open, but no words came out. With fast, jerky movements, he finished dressing, shoved his wallet into his back pocket, and stamped towards the front door. Emily followed behind him to make sure he was leaving.

‘You know what, Emily, I tried my hardest last night.’

No, he damn well didn’t and he knew it. She may as well not have even been in the room. He didn’t touch her, look at her; the whole moment was all about him.

‘Slapping a girl’s vagina with your dick doesn’t count as trying. Porn isn’t real life. Women don’t like that.’

Randall’s mouth flapped open and shut as he glared at her. His chest was heaving. Nostrils were flared. Oh dear, she’d hit a sore point. Good. Because he hit a sore point with her too, when he should have been hitting another spot altogether, over and over again.

‘If you want an orgasm, go buy a vibrator. I don’t have time for this shit.’

She rolled her eyes as he opened the door, stepped out, and slammed it hard behind him.

‘Typical!’

Emily marched to her room and threw herself on the bed. She covered her face with her hands and cried until her nose was stuffy and her throat was sore.

On the surface, Emily’s life was everything she had worked so hard to achieve. She had a successful career in real estate, selling property to the Melbourne elite, owned her own apartment, bought designer clothes, but she was missing something—human connection and intimacy.

She had friends and family whom she valued, but she needed more. She needed touch and slow kisses, long warm cuddles and body heat. A man would never complete her, she wasn’t so naive to think that. But she did believe a man could complement her. And, at the end of the day, she was more than a mind—she had biological needs too. And emotional requirements. Humans thrived on love and companionship. At the moment, she was starved for both.

Emily wiped her cheeks and reached for her mobile sitting on the nightstand. She dialled her best friend Xanthi’s number.

‘It’s six-thirty on a Sunday morning, this better be good,’ Xanthi said when she answered.

‘I called my date selfish, a dud in bed, then kicked him out.’ Emily’s voice was almost a shriek.

A muffled laugh came down the line. ‘What? Why?’

‘Because I’m sick of selfish pricks—no pun intended. He needed to know the disservice he was doing to women all over Melbourne.’

‘So, I take it there was no O?’

Emily sighed. ‘No. No O. Not even close. But it’s more than that. These guys don’t even care. I’m over being used. I’m not a dirty come-rag they can discard under the bed once they’re done. I want what you have. I’m ready for it. I need it.’

Xanthi scoffed. ‘What? Two kids, no time, and a mummy tummy.’

‘No. Well, eventually I want that, but first I want something else.’

‘What?’

‘A husband.’

There was silence for a long moment. ‘Whoa, you are serious, aren’t you?’

‘Deadly. I’m thirty, it’s about time I settled down.’

‘Being married isn’t all roses and sunshine. It takes work, Em.’ Xanthi’s tone was grim.

Emily squeezed her eyes shut and held her breath. ‘But please, please, please tell me it’s worth it?’

Again the silence. ‘Yeah. It’s well and truly worth it.’

Emily sighed and switched the mobile to her other ear. ‘Then that’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to find a husband. All the love games of my twenties are over. It’s time to get serious.’

Another long moment of silence. ‘You do know that if you ever want a marriage to work, you’re going to have to open your heart and trust a man?’ Xanthi’s tone was empathetic, yet assertive. She was well versed with Emily’s deeper issues of trust.

‘Yes. I know that. I can trust. I’m ready to trust.’

‘So how do you plan to find this husband?’

That was a problem. ‘I’m never going near Tinder again, nor any other dating site for that matter. It’s a breeding ground for sex-crazed dicks. Pun absolutely intended.’

‘Then what? You hang out at bars like you’re twenty?’

Emily winced and actually did a little dry-retch just thinking about that. ‘God no.’

‘Not many options left.’

She was right. Options were slim. ‘How did you meet Geoff?’

‘A mutual friend introduced us.’

A proverbial light bulb blinked. ‘Geoff must have single friends. Some of them would be looking to settle down. Surely, he can direct someone my way.’

‘Like a blind date?’

Emily managed a smile as the storm clouds parted. ‘Exactly.’

‘That’s not a bad idea. But I’m not having Geoff go to the trouble of setting you up, just for you to push the man away in the future.’

Emily sighed. This girl knew her too well. But she was determined to be different. There was no longer any choice. She had to behave contrarily to how she had in the past, or she was going to die a lonely, bitter woman.

‘I promise, I won’t.’

‘I’ll ask him then.’







Chapter 2

Dusk was blanketing the property, turning the green to grey and the Great Dividing Range in the distance was illumed in orange from the setting sun. This was Wil Parker’s favourite time of day. His body was heavy from fatigued muscles, and his mind was too tired to think, so he could just walk. Alec, his brother, who was visiting the family farm for the week, strolled beside him.

Wil called Daisy to him. She was an energetic two-year-old cattle dog and the best sheepherder he’d had. Well worth the thousands spent on training. The day had been long—since sunrise he’d been out in the paddocks, roving the cattle through the dippers and tagging the new calves. For the number of cattle on this property, it was an all-week affair requiring extra hands, thus Alec’s visit.

‘What happened with that local woman you were seeing last time I was here?’ asked Alec. He was tall like Wil, the same blond hair, but Wil had their father’s blue eyes while Alec inherited their mother’s green.

‘Don’t ask.’

‘You’re going to have to take the risk again one day, mate.’

Wil shrugged. ‘One day I will.’

Suitable women were scarce in the country. And opportunities to meet them, even slimmer. Wil didn’t help the situation, though. After the heartache caused by his ex-wife, to himself and his entire family, he found it difficult to let another woman in.

‘Seriously. You have to move on. We all have. Or we’re going to be repeating this conversation when you’re sixty.’

Wil looked at his brother with a snarl. ‘I’m twenty-nine. There’s plenty of time.’ Though in his heart, he knew that was a lie. Not because twenty-nine was getting old, not at all, but because he had always been ready for marriage. For as long as he could remember, becoming a father and a husband were as big a goal in his life as any other. Maybe that’s why he rushed in to marry his high-school sweetheart. He wasn’t about to make that mistake again. Easy does it.

Bending, Alec plucked a long piece of grass from the ground and twirled it between his thick fingers. He may be a stockbroker, but he had the hands of a farmer. Dirt under the nails, his skin was rough and callused. ‘I’ve got a proposition. Well, Sandy does anyway.’

Wil arched a brow. Sandy was Alec’s wife of ten years. Mother of their two gorgeous children. ‘And what’s that?’

‘Hear me out first before you interrupt.’

Wil lowered his brow, narrowed his eyes. ‘Why don’t I like the sound of this? You’re not going to rope me into speed dating or … or … some online dating shit?’ Quickest way to pick up loonies. Not that he’d tried it. He’d heard from mates who had given it a go, unsuccessfully. He may be breaking traditions with his farming, but he was still old-fashioned at heart and intended to meet a partner the old-fashioned way.

‘I said hear me out first.’

‘Fine. Unleash your miraculous idea upon me.’

Alec grinned. ‘Sarcasm not necessary.’

Wil chuckled. ‘Fine. Let me hear it.’

‘Sandy said there’s a show on television. It’s a dating show—’

‘Hell, no!’

‘I said hear me out.’

Wil inhaled noisily. He was single, not dying. He didn’t need to go on some sleazy television show to remedy it. But he’d humour his brother, so he motioned with his hand for Alec to continue.

‘The show is aimed at farmers who are looking for love. And from what Sandy says, it’s been really successful. It’s responsible for six marriages and eight children so far.’

Wil rubbed his hand over his mouth. ‘Seriously, mate, what do you take me for?’

‘I think it would be a good opportunity. The show will send twenty drop-dead gorgeous women out here to spend a couple of months with you on the farm. And I’ve seen these shows before, these women are top notch.’

Wil didn’t want to admit that he’d seen a few episodes of shows like that and could attest to the beauty of the contestants. But that didn’t change his mind. Wil shook his head. ‘No.’

‘Come on. Sandy will help you fill out the application. At the end of the day, you’ll get to spend some quality time with the opposite sex, which I think you need. What have you got to lose?’

Wil lifted his face to the darkening sky overhead and groaned. ‘I agree, there are worse ways to spend a couple of months than with beautiful women. But I’m not going to waste my time on people looking for their fifteen minutes. I’m not sure anyone who would apply for a show like this would be the type I’d like to settle down with.’

‘Don’t be so shallow. You’ve no idea what type of woman would apply. And like I mentioned, this show’s success rate is solid.’

Wil huffed out a breath. ‘Why do I feel like I’ll regret this?’

Alec’s eyes widened. ‘So you’re going to do it?’

‘I’ll give it some thought.’

Alec nodded, his grin as wide as his face. ‘That’s what I wanted to hear.’

‘What do you think Mum and Dad will say, though?’

Alec slapped Wil’s back. ‘Already taken care of. Ran it by them earlier and they’re more than happy. Hell, I think Dad was delirious at the thought of having the farm overrun with gorgeous girls.’







Chapter 3

Emily raced down the street to meet with her client. She wasn’t late, but if she didn’t get there in the next five minutes, she would be. Winter had settled in Melbourne, and an icy gust was blowing off the harbour, whipping against her face and tangling in her long brown hair.

Her phone rang and vibrated from inside her handbag. She pulled it out, never one to miss a call if she could help it.

‘I’ve got an idea.’ It was Xanthi. She sounded chirpier than usual. The hubbub of children echoed in the background and Emily’s heart warmed—one day, she definitely wanted children, but that was two steps ahead of where she was now. Firstly, she was concentrating on finding a husband.

‘Hi, Xanthi. I’m meeting with a client in three minutes, so we’ll have to keep it brief.’

‘How about a dating game show?’

‘What do you mean a dating game show? You know I don’t have time for television.’

‘Not watching one. Going on a dating game show to meet your husband.’

Emily stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. A man ran into the back of her and she jogged forward two paces to stop from falling over. Lucky she was skilled in stilettos; she could run for blocks in these babies.

‘Sorry,’ said the man as he side-stepped around her. She lifted her hand and shook her head, saying in the recognised sign language—don’t worry about it. She refocused on what Xanthi had asked of her, the absurdity of the suggestion, then threw her head back and laughed and laughed, until her eyes watered. ‘Not going to happen,’ she finally managed to say, picking up the pace again towards the bar.

‘It’s not that funny.’

‘It really is.’

‘It’s an option you haven’t tried before. It could be fun.’

‘No. Definitely no.’

‘Okay,’ Xanthi said, disappointment thick in her tone. ‘I thought I’d let you know about it just in case.’

Emily was at the bar already. She looked down at her watch—one minute to spare. ‘I better go, or this client is going to freak out. Talk to you later.’

‘Okay. Talk soon.’

Emily hung up, shoved her phone in her bag, and pushed through the door of the restaurant. A fireplace warmed the dim, expansive room with its dark panelled walls and highly polished floor. Emily pulled her coat and scarf off and handed them to the maître d’, who then took her to Mike. He was waiting for her at a table.

He stood as she approached. ‘I hope you have good news,’ he said, shaking her hand across the table.

Her answer would wait until they were comfortable and had alcohol in arms reach. What she thought was good news, he may think different.

Emily smiled and took the seat opposite.

Mike was a property developer from New York and had contracted her to sell four bespoke apartment buildings in South Yarra, worth a combined listed price of twelve million dollars. He came up to her chin, but he had the presence of a giant. He was tough talking, demanding and ruthless. So far, that hadn’t been a problem. And besides, men like Mike came with the profession—the power trip hit hard, especially at this end of the market.

The tables and the length of the bar were packed with patrons garbed in business suits and designer dresses, catching a drink or two after work. Emily ordered wine. Mike a scotch on the rocks—a hard drink for a hard man.

Only small talk passed between them until their drinks arrived. Emily would need some bravado before she let Mike know the offers she achieved on his apartments. They were great offers, but he was adamant he didn’t want to talk about anything under the asking price. Already, she sensed, by the rigid set of his jaw, an aggressive undercurrent, stating clearly that she better not be wasting his time.

Emily took a long sip of her wine and smiled warmly at the dark-haired man with equally dark eyes and hard features. ‘I got three separate offers on three of the apartments.’

He leant back in his chair, swallowed a mouthful of scotch. ‘Have you done your job?’

She nodded. Of course, she’d done her job—to the utmost of her ability. Like she did everything in her life. She got three great offers, despite the glut of apartments in the market, but they were below asking price. Still above what she determined as the realistic price, but not what Mike wanted. By law, though, she had to bring all offers to the table.

‘Three offers but they are slightly below what you wanted.’

Mike pressed his lips together hard and leant closer across the table. He cupped his glass. ‘Then you can go back and tell them all no.’

She forced a smile. ‘Don’t you even want to hear the offers? They’re great offers.’

He shook his head. His eyes seemed to darken with his obvious descent into anger. ‘Are the offers asking price?’

‘No, but they are above what I would have predicted—’

‘Above what you predicted, but below the asking price? All that tells me is your knowledge of the market is lacking and you haven’t done what you promised me you’d do.’

She was finding his New York accent annoying now. ‘Let me run through the offers, then we can talk about them.’

He leant back against his chair again and huffed. ‘Fine. Tell me about these amazing offers.’

His sarcasm wasn’t lost on her, but she ignored it. ‘Apartment one—two million, six hundred thousand.’

He shook his head adamantly. ‘That’s four hundred thousand below what I demand.’

She nodded, sipped her wine. ‘True. But, like I said at the beginning, I think your asking price is too high. No properties, especially apartments, are getting above ten thousand dollars a square metre. But with this offer on the table right now, I got you ten-and-a-half. That’s unheard of, ever, in Melbourne.’ And that all came down to her being damn good at her job.

Mike’s apartments were big, situated in a great location, but they had cheap finishings. People in this market knew what quality was. He should be ecstatic with this result, but he was too head-strong and, quite frankly, greedy to see it.

His fist slammed down on the table with a loud clank. She flinched, her heart stuttered. Her wine shook and tipped, spilling over her white Bloomsbury dress and dripped into her Gucci handbag before she could catch it. Emily gasped and pushed her chair back to escape the carnage of red wine attempting to drown everything she wore.

Her veins flooded with anger when she looked back at Mike’s unapologetic face. He was glaring with black eyes. Such fury pulsed from him. ‘You’re incompetent,’ he yelled, his deep, gruff voice hushing the surrounding tables of people. Emily looked around, meeting many stunned gazes. ‘You promised me you’d get a result. And now you come to me, wasting my time, with these so-called offers!’

A waitress rushed to the table and offered Emily a napkin. ‘Sir, you need to lower your voice or you’ll be asked to leave.’

‘I’m leaving anyway,’ Mike said, emptying his glass and slamming it onto the table, splashing more of the red wine that had pooled. ‘You’re fired.’

Emily gaped, speechless. He was firing her after three weeks? There was not one other real estate agent in Melbourne who could get him the offers she had and in the time frame she achieved it. She had even taken on the advertising costs herself, to make him happy. Seven thousand dollars of her own money was now wasted on this arrogant arsehole. She would not stand for it. He was not going to yell, spill wine on her, and get away with it.

She lurched to her feet and put a hand to his chest as he tried to shoulder past. Looking him square in the eyes, she said, ‘Your apartments are cheap! You’ll never get the asking price you want because the product is not good enough. Just like you.’ Her gaze darted around. She found a glass of red wine standing on the table next her. She grabbed for it, despite the shocked gasp from the owner, and threw it at Mike’s face. Slamming the glass down, she said, ‘Good luck finding an agent as good as me. You’ve just lost the one person who could have made you money.’

A growl rumbled from Mike’s chest, but it was barely audible over the noise from the rest of the patrons. They were clapping and cheering. She may have even heard, ‘You go, sister,’ from the back corner.

She didn’t wait, nor look, for his response. Instead picked up her wine-stained bag and marched out of the bar. By the time she stepped out onto the sidewalk, she was trembling and not just from the icy wind that needled at her bare arms. Damn it, she’d left her coat and scarf inside, but she was not going back in there. Another grand down the drain. With her dress, bag, and advertising, today had cost her ten thousand dollars. On an arsehole like that. Her blood was boiling at the injustice of it.

She rushed along the street, weaving in and out of the pedestrians who didn’t hide their curiosity as to the big red stain down the front of her dress. Her breaths were coming hard like she was a crazed bull. Her chest was heaving.

After five minutes, she was at her Mercedes in the parking garage. She climbed into the car and rested her head on the steering wheel. Tears fell onto her cheeks; she scorned them because they meant that Mike’s behaviour had affected her. She didn’t want to admit to that. But who wouldn’t feel hurt and angry after the way he humiliated her in front of all those people?

Maybe his behaviour would be justified if she hadn’t done her best, nor achieved a damn good result, but she had. She had worked day and night on selling those apartments. She’d even forgone her husband-finding project to land those deals. And it was all for nothing.

Her breaths were harder to suck in. She sat up and breathed faster, trying to drag as much air into her lungs as she could. Her heart hurt as it beat erratically against her ribs—a deep throbbing.

God, I’m having a heart attack. I’m going to die and the last face I’ve seen will have been Mike’s.

The pain in her chest amplified until her entire body ached. She reached for her mobile and called triple zero. She needed a hospital. Fast. She would not die after such a terrible incident. She would not die with Mike being the last name on her lips.

With a weak voice, she told the operator where the paramedics would find her. Within five minutes they were lifting her onto a gurney, strapping an oxygen mask to her face, and wheeling her into the back of the ambulance.

The doctor stood at the end of the hospital bed, dressed in his white coat. His expression was light. A good sign, Emily thought as he perused her chart. The pains in her chest had stopped three hours ago, but the doctor insisted on monitoring her heart beat.

‘The good news is that your heart’s fine.’

If she was fine, then why did she nearly die in her car? ‘Then what?’

He stepped closer and lowered his voice. ‘I believe you had a panic attack. Have you been under a lot of stress lately?’

A panic attack? She shook her head. ‘No more than usual. A client yelled at me earlier, but I deal with aggressive clients all the time.’

‘And that doesn’t stress you?’

Emily shook her head again. ‘Not that I know of.’

Doc sighed. ‘You must take time each day to relax. Meditation, yoga, walking. I’m going to give you a referral to the hospital psychologist before you go. I advise, in the meantime, you take a break from work. ‘

‘Take a break?’

Doc smiled. ‘You do know what that is, don’t you?’

Emily rolled her eyes. ‘Of course. But it’s hardly possible—’

‘Then I’ll be meeting you again soon.’

Her chest deflated and her shoulders rolled forwards with her long exhalation.

‘Your body is telling you to slow down, Emily. You need to listen to it, or it could end up being a lot worse than a panic attack next time.’ He lifted her chart, looking for something, then met her gaze again. ‘You don’t have a husband or partner you’d like me to talk to?’

She shook her head. ‘Nope. It’s just me and the cat.’

He offered her a warm smile. ‘Don’t underestimate the benefits a cat can provide. But, seriously, Emily, you must start taking better care of yourself. We’ll give you some information on how to do that on your way out. Okay?’

‘Thanks.’

He nodded, put the chart back, and headed out the room.

Emily crossed her arms over her chest and huffed. A panic attack. There was no way that’s what it was. She was Miss Always-Professional. Even in the face of arseholes like Mike. You threw a glass of wine at his face, her conscience chimed in. Okay, fine, she may have slipped up once, but he really deserved it.

Emily pushed through her front door, dropped her bag to the floor then kicked it hard across the living room. The red stain looked like a big blob of blood, especially against the stark white backdrop of the walls and floor of her apartment. It was the only thing out of place.

She slammed the door shut and placed her keys in the bowl she kept on a side table for that exact purpose. A meow echoed throughout the space, growing louder as her Siamese cat, Fifi, scampered out to greet her. She was cream coloured with pale brown socks, ears and tail. Her eyes were a crisp blue.

‘Come here,’ Emily said, bending over to pick her petite cat up into her arms. Fifi purred and rubbed her cheek against Emily’s. ‘Let’s get you some dinner. Are you hungry?’

She carried Fifi across the living room towards the kitchen, her heels clacking against the shiny white tiles. She stopped halfway and looked around her apartment. Big, empty and silent. No personality existed between these walls—all sharp corners, pallid colours and hospital clean. Everything in this place, even the cat in her arms, reminded her how alone she was. Yes, she had friends, a rewarding job, and plenty of social events to keep her busy, but she always came home to an empty house.

Emily placed Fifi on the floor. She was finding it hard to breathe again. Her chest grew tighter and tighter. What had the doctor said? To take time out and relax. Relax? Emily wasn’t sure if she knew what that was anymore.

Since she finished high school twelve years ago, she had worked hard. If there was one piece of advice she took from her mother, it was to never be dependent on a man. Her mum had learnt that the hard way when Emily’s dad abandoned her to pursue younger pastures. After twenty years of marriage, that was soul destroying. Then to have to go out and clean offices at night just to make ends meet, had been tough on her mother.

Emily saw how one selfish act from a man could destroy an entire family. So when her mother told her to make sure she was financially secure in her own right, so a similar situation, should it occur, would never break her, she sat up and listened. She was never letting any man destroy her, emotionally or financially, like her father had done to her mother.

Moisture blurred her vision. She didn’t want to succumb to the sadness threatening to overwhelm her completely, but the more she resisted the tears, the more she couldn’t breathe, the more her chest ached, and the more the tears demanded their exit onto her cheeks.

Emily knew deep down that being financially independent wasn’t the be all and end all, though. The sad echo in this apartment and Emily’s overwhelming loneliness was a testament to that. Relaxing wasn’t what she needed to do, she simply needed someone here to talk to other than a cat. Someone who would listen and tell her everything was going to be fine. Ensure her that one itsy bitsy panic attack was nothing to worry about and that she wasn’t losing her mind, she just had a bad day.

Fifi meowed at her feet, snapping Emily out of her wallowing. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘It’s not your fault you can’t talk. You’re otherwise great company. Demanding, sure. But still cuddly and attentive.’ The cat was going to have to do for now. At least, until Emily found her husband.







Chapter 4

Wil’s mother cheered and clapped when he told her the news. On the upcoming season of Catch Me a Cowboy, he would be starring as none other than The Cowboy. Mum came around the dining table, a huge smile on her face, and cuddled Wil tightly. Meanwhile, his father slapped him on the back and congratulated him.

‘Mum, it’s not like I’m getting married. I don’t have high hopes that any of the contestants will be … serious.’ He was going to say “my type”, but how conceited did that sound? At the end of the day, he too was going to be appearing on a reality dating show, so that made him no better or worse than the women who would be signing up.

Wil’s stomach tensed with nerves. The last thing he wanted was to be known as the next sleazebag trying to catch himself a beauty. He would strangle Alec for roping him into this if that was how it played out. He would never be able to find himself a partner if he earned the title of Country Casanova.

‘You can’t make that assumption,’ said Mum in a scolding tone. ‘You never know, some lovely girl might turn up on your doorstep and you’ll fall at her knees.’ She giggled. ‘At least, that’s what I’m hoping for.’

Wil shook his head but grinned.

‘See, look at you. You’re a handsome man and would make someone very happy.’

Wil laughed. ‘You have to say that. You’re my mother.’

‘It’s true. Lots of people stop me on the street for a chat and tell me exactly that.’

‘Like who?’ asked Dad, shaking his head as he took a seat beside Wil at the kitchen table.

‘Rose Lanfrey at the bakery. She always asks after Wil. Says he’s a handsome man. And Julie Tucker, the receptionist at the medical centre, asks if he’s still single all the time.’

Wil rubbed his face. ‘Okay. Enough talk about that. All I’m saying is, don’t expect too much. I’m not going into this with any prospects of finding lasting love.’

Mum pressed her hands to her hips, narrowed her eyes. ‘You better not be using this show as an opportunity to … to … sleep around. I raised you to have respect—’

Wil groaned and waved at his mother to stop. ‘I never said that—’

‘Yes, you did. You implied it. You’re going on a dating show, but you’re not taking it seriously.’

Wil sighed. ‘I am taking it seriously. I will be polite. And no, I won’t use these women for sex.’ God, he was twenty-nine years old, he did not wish to still be having these conversations with his mother. Surely, if he hadn’t used women for his own gratification all this time, he wasn’t going to start now. He loved his parents to bits. And he loved working with them, but he really needed to start a family of his own. This conversation proved it more than anything. They didn’t hover over him. They gave him space and let him be his own man. He had his own place on his own land, but his parents were not shy of adding their two cents on matters. Especially matters of love. ‘All I’m saying is that I don’t expect the girls will be taking this seriously.’

Dad shrugged in his easy-come-easy-go manner. ‘You never know.’

‘If I’ve taught you anything, Wil Andrew Parker, it’s to be positive,’ said Mum. ‘Life’s hard enough as it is without a wasted dose of pessimism thrown in.’

Wil nodded. The best thing to do was to simply nod and agree with his mother sometimes. She was a good two heads shorter than Dad and even more where Wil was concerned, yet she wielded a strength and power unparalleled in this household. In farm speak, she ruled the roost. But Wil had enough life experience to know that no amount of positivity could change certain circumstances. His ex-wife running off with an urban cowboy who wrangled managed funds, Mercedes SUVs, and platinum credit cards instead of cattle was one glaring example.

Dad patted his son’s back. ‘Wil, all is forgiven here. You’ve got to move on from this. You can’t keep holding back out of fear.’

Wil sighed. ‘We nearly lost the farm because of my stupid error in judgement.’

‘We all loved Billi. None of us ever expected she’d do what she did. But not every woman you meet is going to hurt you like she did.’

‘Hurt us all, Dad. Don’t forget that.’

Dad lowered his head, his shoulders rolling inwards, and sighed. ‘Yes, it was a difficult time. For all of us. But we got through it. You’re the only one holding on. And, I understand that’s because Billi was your wife, but, mate, we would really just like to see you happy.’

Mum nodded. ‘That’s all we want.’

Wil smiled, but it was shaky. ‘Thanks.’

‘And if you find a lovely lady, take the risk again. We support you one hundred per cent.’

Wil nodded.

Arching a brow, Dad said, ‘We mean it, son. We’ve got your back. And we support you wholeheartedly.’







Chapter 5

Saturday morning, Emily received a phone call from Xanthi. Geoff had come through with a blind date—Emily wasn’t spending the night alone after all.

‘His name is Dwayne. He’s Geoff’s personal trainer and is really yummy,’ said Xanthi.

‘Yummy’s a good start. Does he have a brain?’

‘He runs his own business, so I guess he must have some intelligence. Though, when you see him that may no longer be a huge requirement.’

Emily had enough experience to know better. ‘Believe me, it matters.’

Xanthi shrieked excitedly. ‘I’m happy for you and, I’ll admit, a little jealous.’

‘Jealous?’

‘I’ve been married six years, I miss the anticipation of something new.’

‘It’s tiring, Xanthi. Very tiring.’

‘Then I’ll keep everything crossed that it works out with Dwayne. Make sure you give me all the details.’

‘I will. And tell Geoff thanks.’

Dwayne was attractive, in a white tooth, fake tan, ape-sized arms kind of way. She preferred a natural man but wasn’t completely adverse to a man who took care of himself. He proffered his hand when Emily met him outside the restaurant. She gripped it gently. He squeezed hard. She was used to shaking hands with clients, but this guy’s grip was like steel. Was he trying to prove in the first two seconds that he was strong? Not sure she needed that type of introduction—impossible to miss those muscles.

‘Hi, Dwayne, good to meet you.’

‘Emily. Nice to meet you too,’ he said, scanning his brown-eyed gaze down to her toes and back to her face. Emily was a tall size fourteen and was confident about her curvy shape, but that assessing gaze, full of judgement, unnerved her, and she found herself desperate to know how she scored.

‘How tall are you, Emily?’

‘One hundred and eighty centimetres,’ she said, relieved that it was her height he had been assessing, not her measurements. ‘And a tad higher in heels.’

He smiled. ‘Come on. Let’s go in.’

The restaurant was buzzing. It was warmly lit and had an industrial feel with rustic timber table tops, big metal lights and a polished cement floor. They took a seat at a table for two. Dwayne was enormous in contrast to the small setting. His shoulders were two times as broad as she was.

As they engaged in the introductory small talk that came with first dates, Dwayne smiled. His ultra-white teeth were growing on her, as was his unnaturally tanned skin. If they got to the stage of marrying, Emily could always suggest he tone it down a little.

‘How about we share a bottle of wine,’ she said, scanning the wine list.

Dwayne shook his head. ‘I don’t drink. Too much sugar. It’s toxic.’

‘No sugar at all? Ever?’

He shook his head. ‘Nope. Haven’t touched the stuff for two years.’

She looked back at the list then lifted her gaze to him. ‘What do you drink? Like sparkling water or something?’

‘No, that’s too acidic. Not good for the teeth,’ he said, tapping his flashing white beauties. ‘I drink spring water, organic protein powder or coconut water.’

Blerg! ‘Yummy,’ she said, attempting to keep the sarcasm from her tone. When the waiter came back, she ordered a white wine and Dwayne, predictably, a spring water.

‘So you have your own personal training business?’ she asked.

‘I own a chain of fitness centres actually—First Stop Fitness.’

Her brows arched high. ‘Wow, yeah, I see those all over the city.’

‘And you’re in real estate?’

She nodded and smiled.

‘That’s a demanding job—time wise?’ he asked.

‘Yeah, but no more than yours would be.’

‘You enjoy it?’

She went to give her stock-standard answer of yes, I love it, but her thoughts flittered towards her humiliating client meeting yesterday afternoon and, for the first time, she wasn’t sure if that answer was truthful. ‘I love working in real estate, but sometimes the client’s egos make it less likeable.’

He smiled. ‘Egos, I know all about those.’

Emily chuckled and directed her attention to the menu, taking some calming breaths. This man was making her feel frazzled, and not for the right reasons. The doctor may be right, perhaps she was stressed.

Her wine arrived. Emily had a big gulp and ordered another while she was at it. When she returned her focus to Dwayne, he was watching her with that critical gaze of his. She was really starting to dislike the constant assessing.

‘The scallops sound nice,’ she said. ‘Do you eat seafood?’

‘If it’s sustainable. But I was thinking about ordering the chicken breast. I’m just not certain if it’s free-range organic.’ Dwayne lifted his arm, before she could comment, to signal the waiter. Dwayne pointed to the menu when the waiter stood before them. ‘Is the chicken organic and free-range?’

‘Of course, sir. All our proteins are sustainable, free-range and organic.’

‘And this sauce, is there sugar in that?’

‘I’m fairly sure there isn’t, but I will confirm that with the chef for you.’

‘Please,’ said Dwayne. ‘Also, can I switch the potato gratin for steamed greens and the carrots for mushrooms?’

‘Certainly,’ said the waiter, his smile growing tenser with each question. Emily completely understood.

‘I’m okay with a little organic butter or quality oil, but no sugar, no root vegetables or flour and starches. If you could check that with the chef, I’d appreciate it.’

The waiter nodded, spun and headed towards the kitchen, his stride rigid.

‘Wow, you sure are disciplined.’

‘I’ve got to set an example for my clients and members.’

Emily took another long swallow of her wine, finishing the glass. ‘Of course. That makes perfect sense.’

Another glass of wine was placed on the table and her empty glass removed. Perfect timing.

The male waiter from earlier came back to the table. ‘The chef has confirmed he is able to fulfil your requirements with the chicken.’

Dwayne smiled. ‘Perfect.’

‘Are you ready to order?’ the waiter asked Emily with some hesitation in his tone, as though anticipating another barrage of questions.

‘Yes. I am. I’ll have the lobster pasta please.’

Dwayne’s head snapped up. ‘Pasta?’

Emily narrowed her eyes at him. ‘Yes, is that a problem?’

‘Refined flour has the same effect on the body as sugar. It will spike your blood sugar, you’ll release insulin to counter it, and store it all as fat.’

Emily inhaled noisily. ‘I appreciate your concern, but I’ve been eating pasta all my life and I’ve survived.’

Dwayne peered up at the waiter. ‘Do you have an alternative to pasta—quinoa perhaps? It’s not ideal, but it’s better than white pasta.’

‘I’m having the pasta and the cream and the butter, okay?’ she said through gritted teeth to the waiter.

He nodded quickly, his feet shifting in the opposite direction, ready for a quick departure. Emily didn’t blame him, it was getting ridiculous. This was a first date and Mr-Fake-Tan-and-Blinding-White-Teeth was overstepping the boundaries.

Dwayne waved the waiter away. He sipped his spring water. A long moment passed before he met her gaze again. ‘I’m sorry about that.’

The muscles in her shoulders relaxed. He was sorry, which counted for something, and maybe she was overreacting a little and taking his comments personally. She owed it to herself to get this date back on track. ‘Don’t worry about it. I understand. Health is your world.’

‘It is. And I’m dedicated to making a difference to people’s lives. So what’s your general eating plan? Is this a cheat meal?’

Emily lowered her brows and shook her head. ‘I’m not on a diet. I just … eat.’

‘Hmm,’ he said, with a worried tone. ‘That explains it.’

Explains what exactly? ‘I’m not going on a diet when I don’t need to. I’m sensible, I don’t overeat, I eat good healthy foods most of the time, but I don’t deny myself anything.’ God, what am I doing explaining myself to him. It was none of his business how she ate.

‘I would recommend cutting out all carbs and sugar. Then come to the centre and I’ll put you on a program in the gym. Tighten everything up.’ Emily’s mouth dropped open and flapped around as she processed what he was saying. ‘And I’m not being harsh by saying this, just a concerned bystander, but you could afford to lose at least five kilos.’

What the fucking fuck? ‘Did you just call me fat?’

He shrugged. ‘Not fat, but I could really help you tone up.’

‘Yeah, well, I don’t mean to be harsh, just a concerned bystander, but you could afford to lose a few shades of fake tan. And your teeth are so bright, I was wondering if I should have brought my sunglasses with me.’

‘That’s a bit of an overreaction, I’m just trying—’

‘You’re not a personal trainer, you’re a critical dickhead who has no life outside of counting carbs and bullying waiters.’ She stood and threw her napkin on the table.

‘What are you doing?’

‘I’m leaving.’ She motioned for the waiter to grab her coat for her.

‘Sit down. Let’s talk through this. I was trying to help you.’

‘Bullshit, you’ve been critical from the moment you saw me.’ The waiter handed her her coat and she thrust her arms into it. She slung her bag over her shoulder. ‘You’re not perfect yourself and you have no right to expect that from me or anyone else for that matter. I don’t have a problem with how I look and if you do, then that’s your issue—so deal with it.’

She strutted out of the restaurant, being sure to rock her curves as she did. He could get the bill. She wasn’t wasting another cent on pretentious arseholes.

A little further up the street, she sent a text to Xanthi.

EMILY: Personal Trainer is a major loser. Called me fat. On my way home.

XANTHI: Wtf?

EMILY: Yeah, can you believe it?

XANTHI: Arsehole! [image: image]

EMILY: Definitely not hubby material.

XANTHI: I’m sorry.

EMILY: It’s not your fault he’s a dick.

She shoved her phone into her handbag and hailed a cab. Great, she thought when one pulled up and she jumped inside, now I’m going to have to cook dinner in my big, silent apartment and eat it alone. And I was really looking forward to that big bowl of pasta.


Chapter 6

Carpenters had been at the farm for the last week fitting out the workers’ cottage with fresh paint, new bedding, and a more functional kitchen. During the course of the show, the contestants would be staying there.

It all felt a little surreal to Wil—he couldn’t quite believe he’d agreed to do it. But the contracts were signed, the farm was being fitted out accordingly, and there was no going back.

As the start date loomed, the more anxious he became. No one in town knew yet. At this stage, secrecy was key and for that he was grateful. It meant he had a little longer before he had to endure painful conversations with suppliers, farm hands and general townsfolk. In a small town like Wattle Valley, the population less than one hundred, where everyone knew everyone’s business, this was a convenience that wouldn’t last for long. He hoped he didn’t soil the name he’d made for himself. And his family’s legacy.

Wil pulled his ute into the service station and climbed out. He had a few barrels in the back that he had to replenish with diesel. He gripped the nozzle from the bowser and began filling his car.

He was a glutton for punishment. He had to be. What man, who was a private soul at heart, would sign on to have his entire world scrutinised and pulled apart by the public? He’d learnt enough after his split from Billi to know that gossip, even on a small-town scale, could endure for years and feel like torture when he was its focus. How was he going to feel when all of Australia was talking about him?

Moving on to the barrels in the tray, he started on filling them when a Mercedes SUV pulled into the bay directly beside him. He knew who it was before he saw her climb out, a big fake smile planted on her lips. She was as beautiful as he remembered, her long blonde hair falling down her back. And when she lifted her sunglasses to rest on the top of her head, she revealed those cold blue eyes of hers. Billi. He forced himself not to scowl, forced his breathing to remain steady. Of all the times to see her again, after three long years of trying to forget she existed.

Walking around the car, he noted her protruding belly, and he exhaled in a burst. No, he didn’t love this woman anymore, in fact, he despised her, but to see her pregnant was like a punch in the guts. She had always told him children were not on the cards. And that was okay with him, because he thought he loved her enough to make that sacrifice, but … He wanted to incline his face to the roof overhead and scream profanities. He was obviously not the right man to have children with.

‘Wil, my goodness, fancy running into you here,’ she said, coming closer, that disingenuous grin on her face.

Wil didn’t back away as she advanced though every muscle was rigid, twitching, willing him to do so. ‘Fancy that. Quite the coincidence in a town this size.’ His words dripped with so much sarcasm it almost drowned him to speak them.

Billi placed her hands on her hips, which emphasised her swollen stomach even more, and rolled her eyes. ‘Seriously, Wil. Are we still going there?’

‘Do you expect me to play happy families after what you did? What you did to my parents? My grandfather? Everything he worked for? How dare you drive up here in the car I funded, waddle over to me and expect me to be anything but resentful.’

Her nose wrinkled with a scowl. ‘Be resentful all you like. But I’m moving on. You’d do well to follow suit.’

‘Great advice, Billi, coming from such an upstanding member of society. How is Gerry by the way? Keeping well in that big house on Bondi I bought for you both as a little going away present?’

‘You always were a pretentious arsehole, walking around like you’re better than everyone.’

The barrel was only half full, but he wasn’t sticking around talking to her any longer. He pulled out the nozzle and shoved it back in the bowser. ‘If that’s what allows you to sleep well at night, then you keep telling yourself that.’ He tightened the cap on the barrel until he split the plastic, then marched away inside to pay.

The young attendant hid a grin. ‘Problem with the ex?’

Wil stared at him, his eyes narrowed.

The attendant held his hands up. ‘Just asking, mate.’

Wil finished paying, stormed back to his car, not giving Billi another moment of his time. Starting the engine, he sped off up the road, banging the steering wheel with his palm. He hated himself for still being angry about all this. It was the pregnancy that threw him off. It shocked him, made him feel emotions he didn’t want to feel. Brought everything they had crashing back, and then some. He slammed the steering wheel again. Get a grip, Wil. It’s been three years.

And it had been three very long years. He’d had relationships since then. Nice, pleasant, but never long lasting relationships. He was over Billi. No doubt about it. But he would never forgive her. The anger roaring through his veins, making his limbs twitch, was a testament to that.

He dialled his brother’s number and let it ring over the Bluetooth connection in the car.

‘Hey, what’s up?’ said Alec, filling the car with his deep voice.

‘You’ll never guess who I just saw.’

A deep breath. ‘Oh, man. Judging by the scathing tone, I’d have to guess: Billi.’

If Billi had simply cheated on him—fine. But to then go after a share of the farm his family had worked for three generations was something else entirely. And even that may not have been a problem if she was reasonable about it. After all, she had been his wife for three years and was entitled to something, but half the entire family farm was absurd. And to lie through her teeth like she did, to say that he was the one who had been having an affair, just so her case was stronger, had cut him to the bone. He had never known betrayal until Billi.

‘She actually smiled and expected me to be okay with everything that had happened.’

‘Rotten to the core that one.’

‘And pregnant.’

Silence. ‘Oh, mate. I’m … sorry.’

Wil gripped the steering wheel hard until he felt it might snap beneath his hands. ‘Fuck! I hate that she angers me like this still.’

‘It still angers me, and she was your wife.’

Wil groaned.

‘But she’s history. I know it’s hard, but try and let her go. She’s not worth it. And look on the bright side. In a little less than a month, you’re going to have twenty drop-dead gorgeous women vying for your heart. Let Billi chew on that for a while.’

Wil rolled his eyes. Alec had been practically panting, ever since he was told Wil had made it onto the show. ‘Yeah, well, that’s yet to be seen.’

‘Soon enough, lover boy, and you won’t know what hit you.’







Chapter 7

Monday morning, Emily met her new clients in a café in the city. She had only spoken to them over the phone, and this was their first face-to-face meeting. She was not going to let the fact that they were young newlyweds make her jealous, nor compromise her professionalism. At the end of the day, it was Emily’s unfaltering professionalism that made her successful. Her personal issues were not allowed to make an appearance while she was working.

‘Good morning,’ she said, standing and smiling as the couple were ushered over to her by the maître d’. She held out her hand and shook both of theirs. They were a gorgeous couple and obviously in love by the way they kept one arm around the other. Both in their mid-twenties, Donald was an up-and-coming IT professional and Michelle was an accountant for a multinational. They were, in Emily’s language, Young and Upwardly Mobile. Or, in other words, young with money to burn.

‘So lovely to meet you both. Take a seat, and let’s chat about the perfect home I’m going to find for you.’

They sat and drank coffees while Emily confirmed their budget, locations, and home must-haves. She already had five great apartments to show them today, but she liked to meet clients beforehand to get to know them better and earn their trust.

‘So you are newly married?’ she asked.

Michelle beamed as she nodded, then rubbed her nose against Donald’s. ‘Yes, seven blissful weeks.’

‘Where did you go on your honeymoon?’ She kept her tone light and fizzy.

Donald answered, ‘To the Maldives. It was incredible.’ He looked at Michelle and a silent glance passed between them. Okay, okay, Emily knew what that cheeky glance meant—they had heaps of steamy sex and lots of orgasms. They didn’t have to rub it in. But Emily wasn’t going to let that get to her, she was the professional here.

‘Wonderful,’ interrupted Emily, possibly louder than needed. ‘Show me the ring,’ she cooed, in her best I’m-so-damn-excited-and-not-the-least-bit-jealous voice.

Michelle held out her left hand and Emily had to squint so she wasn’t blinded by the diamond that dripped from Michelle’s finger. She was amazed Michelle was capable of holding her arm up; it was the size of a tennis ball. Perfect clarity. ‘Gorgeous. Absolutely gorgeous. And you picked this out yourself?’ she asked Donald.

He nodded smugly.

She winked at him. ‘Nice work.’ All the while she was telling herself that she would soon be the benefactor of such a ring and a smug husband, so no use feeling envious.

‘All right. I think we’re ready to start looking for your home.’

Michelle squealed as she hugged Donald’s arm, then smiled so wide Emily thought her face was going to burst. Exactly what she’d expect from a gorgeous, successful, twenty-five-year-old, who was about to go hunting for her dream house with her husband, who had bonked her silly during their honeymoon in the Maldives. If Emily was going to be truthful about that, she would admit that it grated on her a little, but she was still holding strong. She gritted her teeth and forced a tight smile onto her lips. ‘Follow me.’

The first two apartments were in walking distance from the café. The next three she would drive them to in her car. But she had a feeling the first apartment was going to be The One. She wasn’t like other agents who showed substandard properties first up, then progressed to those that were far superior and, coincidentally, above their budget. No, she was always upfront and produced her best results early. That way, no one’s time was wasted and trust was maintained. People were tired of sales games.

They stopped outside of a heritage building in the heart of the city. It had been recently restored and converted into four luxurious three-bedroom apartments. The best quality fittings, flooring and fixtures were used throughout. Unlike Mike, the developer of this building was realistic, and valued quality as well as his local reputation.

Emily unlocked the front door of the foyer and led them to the apartment’s personal lift. It had full security and opened directly on the level-four apartment. They rode it in excited silence to the top. The doors opened and Emily gestured the couple to enter first. She didn’t want to block their first glimpse of this magnificent home. The floors were marble, the ceilings high and fitted with exquisite, intricate lighting. All the appliances were top of the range. And best of all, was the outdoor/indoor entertaining area—a rare treat in the city.

As she walked the couple through each room, she pretended to ignore their excited gasps and arm squeezes, which they were trying their hardest to hide. It was perfect for them. A pang of jealousy struck so deep then, she had the urge to ruin it for this happy couple. She could pretend it was well above their budget and destroy all their dreams. She shook her head and held back an angry groan by biting down on her bottom lip.

I’m turning into a monster. It was completely inappropriate to be thinking such thoughts, not to mention plain evil. Envy was fine, but sabotaging someone else’s happiness was absolutely wrong. My God, I really do need to take a break before I do something stupid.

‘Everything okay?’ Michelle’s sweet voice snapped Emily out of her reverie.

She looked at her and smiled. ‘Fine. Sorry, I was daydreaming. About the time when I purchased my home. It was a defining moment in my life.’

‘Did your husband help, or did he leave it up to you, considering your expertise?’ asked Donald.

Emily swallowed down her pride and levelled her tone. ‘Um, I’m not married actually. I bought the property on my own.’

‘Oh,’ said Donald apologetically, while Michelle lowered her gaze as though it was shameful for a thirty-year-old woman not to be married. That’s how she was interpreting their expressions, but her perceptions were slightly skewed at the moment.

‘It was a magical moment, as it will be for both of you,’ she said, through gritted teeth, though she couldn’t control the shakiness in her voice. ‘So, what do you think of the place?’

The happy couple looked at each other, rubbed their noses together for good measure, before looking at Emily with big smiles and saying, ‘We love it!’

Of course they did. This was why Emily earned the big bucks. She knew what people wanted before they did. If only she was as skilled in the husband-finding department.

On the way home, later that evening, a call came through her car’s Bluetooth.

‘Good afternoon, Emily speaking.’

‘Am I speaking with Emily Wolfe?’

‘Yes you are,’ she said, glancing at the digital clock—4.54 pm.

‘This is Rachel Walsh from the Dream Network. I’m calling about the Catch Me a Cowboy game show you applied for.’

She narrowed her eyes and indicated to take the next left. ‘From where, sorry?’

‘Dream Network. I want to talk about your application for Catch Me a Cowboy.’

‘Catch Me a Cowboy? I’m sorry, I’ve no idea what you are …’ Then the lightbulb flashed. The dating show Xanthi had mentioned—she must have gone ahead and entered Emily behind her back. ‘Oh, right, sorry, yes. I just had a mind blank.’

‘I’m happy to announce that your application has been successful and we’d like to meet with you next weekend, along with the other applicants, to see if you qualify to move on to the next round.’

‘Right. Great.’ She had no intention whatsoever of meeting with them and was not setting foot anywhere near a show with a title as degrading as Catch Me a Cowboy. Xanthi was going to get an earful over this stunt.

‘I’m going to forward all the information through to the email address you provided.’

‘Sure.’

‘Great. Lovely to talk to you, Emily, and we look forward to meeting you next weekend.’

‘Thanks. See you then.’ Not.

She hung up and dialled Xanthi at the next red light.

‘Hey there,’ came Xanthi’s cheerful voice, accompanied by burps and squeals in the background from her young children.

‘Don’t hey there me. You entered me into the dating show?’

There was a long silence, except for the cries, farts and bangs. ‘I may have accidentally spent seven hours putting together an application and filling out psychiatric evaluations on your behalf.’

‘The Dream Network just rang to tell me I’ve made it to the next round.’

‘Yessss!’ she squealed and Emily pictured Xanthi fist-pumping the air. ‘I knew my marketing skills would come in handy. Real Estate Agent to the Elite Seeks Tree Change and Sexy Farmer to Boot.’

‘You didn’t,’ hissed Emily, her fists squeezing so hard on the steering wheel her knuckles were turning white.

‘I did. And you can thank me later.’

‘I’m not doing it.’

‘You damn well are. I didn’t spend hours at the computer with whiny kids crawling all over me, just so you could turn this opportunity down—’

‘I didn’t give you permission to do that—’

‘I don’t care. It’s done. And you need a husband. And you’re not going to get one buzzing around town in your Mercedes, helping other people create their dream lives while ignoring your own. You’re doing it.’

‘I’m not.’

‘The doctor said you need to take a break. A couple of months in the country will be the perfect place. So stop being a spoiled sport and accept the amazing opportunity you have.’

‘It will never work. I already hate whoever this cowboy is. I can’t respect a man that goes on a dating show.’

‘You’re going on a dating show, does that make you a hateable person?’ asked Xanthi.

‘Well, no, because I was tricked into it.’

‘So you are going to go for it?’

‘I didn’t say that.’

‘Yes, you did,’ she squealed excitedly. ‘Once again, I’m a little jealous.’

‘Of what. Being lined up like a prized cow alongside other prized cows?’

‘Don’t be so pessimistic.’

Emily shook her head as she rounded the next corner. ‘I don’t like the country. I like Manolos, designer dresses and concrete as far as the eye can see.’

‘Oh please, you wouldn’t know what the country was if it jumped up and bit you on the arse.’

‘That’s another good point—snakes. I hate snakes. And insects. And mud. What if I’m allergic to grass?’

‘You really have had a sheltered life, haven’t you?’

‘Is that such a bad thing?’

‘Yes. It is. Get out there and live a little. You said yourself that the love games are over. You know you can’t keep going on the same old dates with the same type of man and expect that you’re suddenly going to get a different result. It doesn’t work that way, Emily. You have to try something different if you want a different outcome.’

A shudder shook through Emily as though Xanthi’s words finally struck on something inside her that she always knew, something deep and profound, yet wasn’t willing to acknowledge. An ancient pain presented itself as an aching lump in her throat. She swallowed hard, not willing to confront it just yet. But the message that accompanied it didn’t go unheard. If Emily was serious about changing her behaviour when it came to relationships and finding herself a husband, then she needed to try something different.

How she had been approaching dating in the past produced the same result—one she didn’t want and one that didn’t work. And it would be insane for Emily to continue down that path. Catch Me a Cowboy was certainly a different approach. But it was also a huge risk—emotionally, financially. Although, Emily knew firsthand from her career experience that the biggest risks had the potential to offer the greatest rewards. And in every crevice, slope and surface of her body, Emily wanted a love that was, above all else, rewarding. She deserved that, didn’t she?

‘Are you still there?’ asked Xanthi when the silence stretched on for too long.

Emily nodded, not willing to use her voice yet because her emotion would be evident. She wiped at the tears that had snuck onto her cheeks and blew out a long breath. ‘Yes,’ she said, the word tight and sharp in her throat like a ball of glass.

‘Are you okay?’

‘Fine,’ she said.

‘Are you going to do it?’

An intuition, some hidden guiding force, was pushing her to say yes. But Emily ignored it—always one to give all matters due consideration before she jumped in. ‘I’ll give it some thought.’

Saturday morning, Emily followed the directions emailed to her and arrived at Dream Studios on time. She met with the receptionist, was ushered through to a large waiting room, and was seated beside thirty other women—gorgeous, manicured women. Every last one of them.

Cowboy was going to be one lucky man.

She hated him already.

Emily turned to the blonde, busty beauty beside her. She was barely twenty-five and had a magnificent, but obviously cosmetically assisted, pout. ‘Hi, I’m Emily,’ she said with a smile.

Busty Blonde looked her up and down and didn’t attempt to hide her mocking smile. ‘A little old, aren’t you?’

Emily narrowed her eyes, her mouth twisted in horror. ‘I beg your pardon?’

The girl peered back at her and offered her best patronising grin. ‘I said, aren’t you a little old? Or is your hearing aid not turned on.’

‘I’m thirty,’ Emily said, then regretted it because she shouldn’t even be acknowledging this kind of sledging.

‘Exactly.’ Busty Blonde crossed her legs in the opposite direction and focused her attention elsewhere.

Emily’s heart thudded harder. She squeezed her hands into tight fists on her lap. It was hard not to let Busty Blonde’s snide comment anger her, and her desire to lash out and slap her smug face was difficult to subdue. But she understood now, loud and clear. Catch Me a Cowboy was a competition, a sport, and that comment was a well-executed attempt to throw Emily off her game.

She could run out of here crying and buy up all the latest anti-ageing creams, or she could use that attack as fuel to keep going. With age, came wisdom. And Emily was old enough to know that if Busty Blonde was being that rude, it indicated the girl’s insecurity, but also, and this was most important, that she thought of Emily as a threat. Which may just mean Emily had a shot at winning this.

Her anger morphed into excitement. Her competitive spirit stirred in her veins and sparked in her blood. Competition was what Emily did better than anything else. Playing sport to the best of her capabilities was what she thrived on. She didn’t become the best in her industry without it. And she certainly didn’t become a millionaire by twenty-seven without knowing how to play the game.

She decided that she was going to be a contestant on Catch Me a Cowboy, and she was going to try her hardest to win. Not because she agreed with the concept of the show, or wanted to win the heart of a so-called cowboy—who she had doubts she’d even like, let alone fall in love with—but because she wanted to smile smugly at Busty Blonde when she took the main prize. She was going to represent every woman no longer in their twenties looking for a semblance of representation in this world. And she was going to represent … hard!

Her husband-finding project would have to be put on the back burner for a couple of months. But, who knows, the break from reality and dud dates might give her a new perspective.

When Emily’s name was called, she went into her interviews and posed for her publicity shots giving it all she had. She plastered on the charm, the fake smiles, the wit, and the humour. She was not walking out of here without advancing to the next round.







Chapter 8

The production bus arrived at Wattle Valley, Victoria, early in the morning. From the window, Emily marvelled at the endless green fields branching off on either side until they met the Great Dividing Range. Such uninterrupted vastness; an unbelievable contrast to the city with its monumental cement and glass structures hindering all views. White puffy clouds hung overhead in the blue sky. Clusters of hairy cows and sheep, ancient-sized trees, and sporadic rural homesteads dotted the landscape.

The bus turned up a dusty track that extended for hundreds of metres, slashing across the greenery until the farmhouse loomed in the distance. Closer to the house, long rows of weeping willows, with green dripping foliage, lined the road, filtering the sunlight so it flickered tiny shapes of shadow and light over Emily’s flesh. Anxiety knotted in her belly. She stretched her arms to release some of the nervous energy.

After make-up and styling, they were to begin filming today. First on the agenda was meeting the cowboy. The studio wanted this moment to be as authentic as possible and capture their honest reactions, so they were given no prior details on how the introduction was going to happen, only that they’d be directed through it.

Mystery seemed to be the way of things. Emily expected, on the trip here, they’d be given more details about the cowboy himself, but they received no insight at all. Not even his name. All this secrecy made her more inquisitive to the point of distraction. And she wasn’t the only one. Every conversation on the three-hour drive from Melbourne revolved around the cowboy. What would he look like? How old was he? Would he be sexy? What type of girl would he be interested in most?

Around and around the questions went. In the end, Emily was glad to get off the bus because she was getting dizzy from it all.

Feet on lush grass, she spun around to take in three-hundred-and-sixty degrees of splendour, trying to find the end to this farm in all directions, but it didn’t stop—it was green fields for days. The sun soothed her from above, chasing away the winter chill. It smelled of freshly cut grass and damp earth. She breathed the fresh air deep into her lungs and her restlessness eased.

Behind her was the farmhouse—a charming old brick double-storey structure with a charcoal tiled roof. It had a timber veranda along the façade with colourful potted flowers hanging from the ceiling. Smoke billowed from one of the tall chimney’s offering subtle whiffs of smoke when the breeze blew her way.

Emily hadn’t come to the country to find love, but she’d found it, in the scenery, the charming farmhouse, and the scent. She wasn’t sure how she’d feel about all that though when she had to get her hands dirty.

Emily lined up in a long row on the grass, alongside the other contestants. They were styled and primped, hair, make-up, and nails done professionally. Glancing sidelong at the nineteen gorgeous women standing either side of her, she could attest that Cowboy was in for a treat. She had never seen so many delicious pouts, plump breasts and sculptured bodies in the one place.

Lined up, dressed in designer jeans, a white blouse tied at the belly and stilettos that kept sinking into the damp grass, Emily felt like a prized cow awaiting the discerning glare of the cowboy to determine if she lived to see another day or was sent to the slaughterhouse. Her stomach churned at the blatant objectification all around her. She wanted to roll her eyes, but the cameras were focusing on them.

What had she been thinking of by coming here? She was a successful woman and out-earned many of her contemporaries. She was independent and confident. Emily did not need to be wondering if some bloke she didn’t even know was going to approve of her. A man she already disliked because anyone who would sign up to make women feel like a choice cut of meat wasn’t worth much.

This was a really bad idea. Her head grew light and her breathing laboured. She could not be having a panic attack. Not now of all moments when there were cameras capturing her every twitch. She thought back to the notes the doctor had given her on the way out of the hospital and tried to recall one of the methods of coping. Slow breaths. She took a long, steady breath, in and out. Count backwards from ten as you breathe. Ten, nine …

This was ridiculous. Emily glanced at the other girls, making sure they weren’t noticing her internal breakdown. She’d bet the directors hadn’t contemplated one of the cattle contracting mad cow disease. Eight, seven, six, five … What would they do if she suddenly fainted over here? All when she was supposed to be fierce competition, not … not … this.

Four, three, two … Her dizziness was slowly subsiding and the realisation that this calming tool may actually be working further eased her state of mind. You have everything under control. You have made the right decision.

A loud whooping sound beat down from the sky. Distant moans from cows and goats could be heard. Emily, along with all the girls and camera lenses, looked up to see what it was.

A black chopper was winding its way towards them. She forgot about her breathing and her anxiety and watched with a gaping mouth as the helicopter rocketed across the sky. It was like something out of a James Bond movie, not a reality dating show.

Was Cowboy flying that thing? Perhaps her suppositions about farming and country living needed a modern readjustment. The chopper circled above then landed a hundred metres from where they were all standing. The slashing blades slowed and stopped altogether. Emily held her breath as the side door opened and a figure clad in jeans, a long-sleeved checked shirt, cowboy hat and boots, climbed out and jumped onto the grass.

With a relaxed, casual gait, he walked towards them, the cameras following his every move. Emily couldn’t turn her gaze from him. He was tall, with broad shoulders and when he looked at the girls as he passed, nodding and tipping his hat, she saw that his eyes were a brilliant blue. A healthy spattering of whiskers covered his chin and upper lip.

Oh yes, this got incredibly real, because Cowboy was abso-freakin’-lutely smoking hot. And judging by the chests pushing outwards and gaping mouths on the girls, Emily wasn’t the only one to think so. She nearly giggled thinking about the footage captured of breasts, one by one in a domino effect, expanding outwards as Cowboy strutted past.

Damn it. Cowboy would be much easier to dislike if he wasn’t so sexy. She couldn’t become one of those contestants that pined over the chosen mate so much she humiliated herself. Yes, she was here to win it, but she needed to keep a level head. She wasn’t to get distracted.

The female host, Missy Johnson, smiled and said in a strong voice, ‘Ladies, it is my great pleasure to introduce you all to our resident cowboy, Wil Parker.’

Wil tipped his hat again and Emily resisted a real life, actual swoon. She thought that was something reserved for romance books, not reality. But there was something deliciously rugged and masculine about this cowboy that affected her physically. As though her ovaries had finally realised they had a purpose in life.

He scanned all the ladies and stopped when his gaze met Emily’s.







Chapter 9

Wil had been tense all morning, needing to stretch out his anxiety any chance he got. He would have cameras and all eyes on him, but on top of that, he was going to have to entertain beautiful women at his farm for the next couple of months. For someone who went to an all-boys college in a rural town, then married his teenage sweetheart, this was not something he was used to. Then again, was a reality dating show something anyone would be used to?

But now that he was in the moment, instead of anticipating it, and standing before the contestants, his body felt lighter and his mind more at ease. Wil had been given profile pictures and names of all the ladies, so he already knew how incredibly beautiful they were, but he didn’t anticipate how much more so they would be in the flesh. It took his breath away, especially when he met the honey-brown gaze of a woman whom he knew from her picture as Emily Wolfe.

His eyes flickered to her again, because he was certain she couldn’t possibly be as enthralling as he first thought. His heart beat harder and he stood a little taller. Emily was breath-stealing—a statuesque, curvaceous natural beauty. Dark hair fell long over her shoulders in gentle waves. But those eyes were like syrup, framed by long, dark lashes. They ignited a deep carnal desire he had forgotten he possessed. She gazed back at him and he was lost in her, wanting to know every nook and slope. Yes, he was being superficial, primal, but he didn’t care. Then when her tongue darted out to lick her lip, he had to drag his gaze away before he embarrassed himself.

His brother was going to tease him so hard when this aired. All credibility he hoped to have was robbed right there in that moment. Keep your head, Wil, you bloody idiot. He was not one of those sleazebags who would molest these women with his eyes and thoughts. Yet he’d done exactly that, unwittingly. Oh God and I’ve another two months of this.

The director sounded in his ear that it was his turn to speak. He took a deep breath, then subtly cleared his throat. With a smile, he said, ‘Good morning, ladies.’

‘Good morning,’ they chorused back with mixtures of smiles and waves.

‘Welcome to the Parker farm,’ he said gesturing his arms wide. ‘While you are here, I consider you my guests. And I hope that this will be a fantastic experience for you all. I look forward to getting to know each of you over the coming days, weeks and months.’

Missy addressed the contestants. ‘I don’t know who’s luckier, our cowboy or you ladies.’ She grinned at Wil, then back to the women. ‘In a little while, you will each have a private introduction with Wil in his home. This is where you will get your chance to share a little about yourselves and ask those introductory questions I’m sure you all have. This evening you will join Wil for dinner under the stars. But, by the end of the night, ten of you will be going home.’ She turned to Wil. ‘If you want to make your way up to the farmhouse, I’ll send through the lovely ladies to meet with you.’

Wil smiled at the contestants again and nodded before walking up to the house.

When inside, Wil sat in his living room, which was now inundated with cameras and lights. What the hell had he gotten himself into?

‘You okay, Wil?’ asked the director, Andrea.

Wil nodded. ‘Yep.’

‘Beautiful ladies out there waiting to meet you.’

He grinned. ‘Yes. Quite disconcerting, let me tell you.’

‘You’re doing fantastically. Just keep on with what you’re doing and today will fly by without a hitch.’

Wil sat back against the lounge as Andrea and the staging crew tweaked the cameras, lighting and décor items. The nerves in his stomach were unceasing. It was one thing to talk to beautiful women, but to do that in front of discerning onlookers was … daunting. And his brother kept coming to mind, or rather, the rib digging Alec was going to unleash once this aired. Wil gave the blokes, who had been in his position before him, more credit—this was tough.

‘Okay, we’re ready to go,’ said Andrea.

Wil rubbed a hand over his mouth and nodded.

A beautiful blonde strode in on the highest heels Wil had ever seen. He did his best to keep his expression neutral. She was dressed in a tight black dress that came to her mid-thigh, accentuating the tanned length of her long legs. Never, in a million years, would he ever get the opportunity to meet someone as glamorous as Tatiana.

Wil stood and went to her, kissing her cheek. ‘Tatiana?’

‘Yes. So lovely to meet you, Wil,’ she said with a hint of a lingering Russian accent.

‘Pleasure to meet you too. Come take a seat with me,’ he said gesturing towards the couch.

They sat together, Tatiana with her long legs crossed. She placed a hand high on his thigh. Wil’s gaze dropped to her hand.

‘Can I just say, Wil, you have the most beautiful coloured eyes,’ she said with a smile.

Wil focused on her face again and smiled. ‘Thank you. So tell me about yourself?’

Tatiana flicked her long blonde hair behind her shoulder. ‘I’m an international model though I’ll be retiring at the end of this year.’

Wil’s brow furrowed. ‘Retiring?’

She nodded. ‘Too old.’

He shook his head. ‘You don’t look older than … twenty-five.’

She laughed then, a soft, sweet sound and squeezed her hand on his thigh. ‘You flatter me, Wil. No, I’ll be thirty-three soon.’

The next woman was a beautiful redhead named Becky. Then after her, a gorgeous blonde called Daniella. And on they kept coming through to meet him. They were all unique and stunning, and Wil had no clue how he would choose which ten out of the twenty contestants would go home by the end of the night.

But there was one thing he was sure of, he was excitedly anticipating Emily.







Chapter 10

One by one, the women were to be paraded into the farmhouse. So far, Emily had been standing in line for nearly two hours, in her sinking heels, waiting for her turn. She was certain the directors were trying to break the contestants down, to sort out the wheat from the chaff.

Already, two of the ladies had to receive medical attention for blisters and many complained of swollen ankles. Hectic! Hand Emily a shovel and she may falter, but make her stand in heels … They were her territory and this stunt would not crush her.

Finally, her name was called. Emily pulled her shoulders back, straightened her clothes, smoothed any out-of-place strands of hair, and started towards the farmhouse. But she felt a tap on the back of her ankle. Her foot collided with her calf, the toe of her shoe getting stuck on the denim. She wobbled, threw her arms out, but couldn’t prevent momentum from pushing her forwards where she landed belly down on the damp, muddy grass.

Busty Blonde, whose name she had learnt was Amber, had tripped her. She gasped and quickly picked herself up from the ground, ignoring the giggles from the remaining ladies. Mud was spread from knees to chest, ruining her good white blouse. What was it with her and white clothing lately? She made a quick note to stop wearing white if she wished to avoid foul play.

Emily sneered at Amber and pointed. ‘That was a low move.’

Amber contorted her face into an expression of virgin innocence, which anyone could tell just by looking at her that she most certainly wasn’t.

A director with earphones in and an iPad in her hand gripped Emily’s shoulder. ‘Come on, we’re on a schedule. You’re up.’

Emily shook her head. ‘I was tripped. I’ve mud everywhere. I need to get changed.’

‘There’s no time, you’re going to have to meet Wil as you are.’

‘As I am?’ Emily shrieked, feeling the urge to suddenly wipe her muddied hands all over this pushy lady. ‘I couldn’t possibly—’

‘Oh, yes, you can. And you are. Now go, we’re losing daylight.’

If this was another stunt to break her, then it was working. Tears pricked her eyes and her throat tightened. Her feet were hurting. She had mud from head to toe and was bristling from the injustice of being tripped and now having to endure meeting Wil looking like this. And the camera was in her face, capturing every moment.

But, like a good cow, she allowed herself to be herded up to the farmhouse and inside.

Emily was not her determined, independent, sparkling self when she stepped into the room. In fact, she was wound so tight with resentment for this so-called cowboy with his base, barbaric desire to have a harem in his house that her nose was crinkled, eyes were narrowed, and she was breathing heavily.

She was so flustered and hot, she barely noticed how exquisite the formal living room was—all rustic timber flooring, copper-framed lighting and distressed leather lounges.

Then her eyes met Wil’s and she forgot what she was fired up about. Wil Parker was even more delicious up close. He was much taller than she first thought, broader too. His jaw was strong and square. And with his hat no longer on, she saw that his short hair was a sandy blond.

Cameras were set up around the room to capture it all—his reaction, her reaction.

Wil’s eyes narrowed as his attention was drawn to the mud over Emily’s clothes. He rushed over. ‘What happened to you?’ he asked in a deep, throaty voice that matched his sheer size and had her knees trembling despite her humiliation.

Emily shook her head and blinked back the tears that were desperate for release. It was a combination of shock over how another contestant had treated her, nerves, and anticipation. ‘I was tripped.’ His eyebrows arched higher then. Her voice was shaky when she continued. ‘They didn’t give me a chance to get cleaned up. I’m embarrassed—’

Wil shook his head. ‘Don’t be.’ He reached for her hand and didn’t even falter when he noticed how dirty her palm was. This man was obviously used to a little bit of mud. He gripped her hand with his, which was, comparatively, enormous. His skin was warm, his fingers a little rough. Wil faced the director, who had ushered Emily inside, and frowned disapprovingly. ‘While these ladies are my guests, in my home, they will not be treated like this,’ he barked.

The director nodded calmly.

‘I mean it. This isn’t right. Emily should’ve been allowed to clean up. I wouldn’t treat my cattle like this.’

How ironic, he chose that word, Emily thought. She also didn’t miss that he already knew her name.

Again the director nodded, but this time, added, ‘I understand. We’ll take measures to see that it doesn’t happen again.’

This was not what she had been anticipating from this man at all. He gently tugged on her hand and led her through the living room, up a long hallway and into a bathroom. The beauty of the room wasn’t lost on Emily this time. Though only a bathroom, it was exquisite, with a rustic metal sink and raw timber vanity. There was a double shower with a big copper shower rose. This farmhouse was more breathtaking than many of the million dollar homes she sold throughout Melbourne.

All her expectations were being surpassed—the beauty of the location, the grandness of the farmhouse, and not to mention the integrity of the cowboy.

After letting go of her hand, he grabbed a face washer from a small cupboard and handed it to her. ‘Please, take some time to clean up. I’ll wait for you in the living room.’

Emily smiled more genuinely now. He didn’t need to be so attentive, he could easily play along with the angle the directors were taking. He hadn’t needed to give the director a piece of his mind, but he had and she was impressed and grateful.

Or was this all part of the game? In the end, there were television ratings at stake here.

After cleaning up as much as she could, though her shirt would be ruined, she met with Wil in the living room. Wil’s smile was wide and warm and had a hint of cheekiness. She smiled back, her heart melting more so. He met her in the middle of the room with a kiss on her cheek. Though brief, the light brush of his warm lips, the prickle of his stubble, and the scent of pure man was enough to overload her senses. And the size of him, the presence he had, did crazy things with her hormones. Without permission, her eyelids closed for a moment longer than usual.

When Wil stepped back and set his blue gaze on hers, her heart stuttered and her breath caught. This man was doing wickedly wonderful things with her biology. Emily had never been this physically attracted to a man before. Ever. It was distracting and titillating. She was losing her train of thought … whatever she had been thinking was important, wasn’t.

‘Feeling better?’ he asked.

She nodded, smiled, and forced her mind to remember how to speak. ‘Yes. I appreciate your help in the matter.’ There was an incriminating tone in her voice, intended for the director standing at the back of the room.

Wil pressed a hand to her shoulder and Emily hid the shudder that surged through her to feel his big hand so comfortable on her body. He gestured towards the lounge with the other.

They took a seat side by side with a polite distance between them.

‘Welcome to the Parker farm, Emily,’ he said.

‘Thank you for having me here. It’s absolutely stunning, more so than I could have ever imagined.’

‘I’m extremely proud of it,’ he said. ‘So tell me a little about yourself?’

She took a deep breath in and folded her hands on her lap. ‘I’m from Melbourne. I’ve lived there my entire life. I’m a real estate agent.’

He rested his elbows on his knees and leant closer. ‘Now that would be an interesting job.’

She giggled. ‘Extremely.’

‘Both rewarding and trying, I’d assume?’

She nodded. ‘A bit like farming, I’m sure.’

He sat straighter then and laughed. ‘It’s not without its challenges. So tell me, what are you interested in outside of your career?’

Emily opened her mouth, only to close it. She didn’t have a pat answer for that question. Nor did she have many interests outside of real estate—aside from her cat and finding herself a husband, but she was not going to tell him that. ‘To be honest, I’ve invested a lot of my time into my career, unfortunately at the expense of outside interests. I hadn’t realised …’ she finished with a quiet voice and focused on her lap rather than those eyes of his.

‘There are no wrong answers here, Emily.’

She lifted her gaze to meet his. His expression was serious but gentle and kind.

‘We are what we are,’ he said. ‘I’m happy you were truthful about that because I’ve been known to invest too much energy in this farm.’

Her shoulders settled more naturally. ‘So, tell me about you? How old are you, Wil?’

‘I’m twenty-nine.’

‘And has farming always been what you wanted to do?’

He nodded. ‘Since I was a kid, I knew this was going to be my life. I took a short hiatus with a gap-year after high school, then went, ironically, to the city to study Agricultural Science at university.’ He sat up straighter again and leant back against the couch. ‘What made you come on this show?’

My best friend roped me into it. ‘I’ve had a rocky history with love. I’m ready for something lasting, you know what I mean?’

He nodded. ‘Yeah. I do. Do you mind if I ask how old you are, Emily?’

‘I turned thirty last month. Maybe that milestone has had a lot to do with my change in attitude.’

‘How so?’

She shrugged. ‘I’m at that age where love games are no longer appealing.’

He chuckled. ‘So you come on Catch Me a Cowboy?’

She lowered her gaze, grinning bashfully. ‘I know. What was I thinking, right? I say no more love games and I sign up for the biggest one of my life.’

Both of his brows arched then lowered quickly back into place. ‘Could be the last one you get to play. So go out with a bang, right?’

She nodded. ‘That’s a positive way of looking at it.’

‘That’s a wrap,’ said the director.

Emily leant into him, smiling, and whispered, ‘Thank you.’

He winked. ‘And thank you. I’ll see you at dinner tonight.’

‘Minus the mud this time,’ she said, giggling.

‘Barely even noticed.’

When Emily went back outside, she had a grin from ear to ear. She was walking on clouds. Cowboy was nothing like what she had expected. No, he was much better and the tingling, buzzing sensation in her veins was evidence of that.

As she passed Amber, who was making her way in to see Wil, she contemplated shoving her to the ground and pushing her face into the mud. See how she liked it. But she decided against it because she was bigger than that.

‘Muddy, much?’ said Amber with smug superiority.

Cheating bitch, much? Emily could have said it out loud, but she was here to win, not fight with the other contestants. So instead, she smiled even wider and made sure Amber saw it.

That evening, Emily found her designated place at the long table set up outside under a sparse cluster of trees that were threaded with twinkling fairy lights. The table was stunning, decorated with a white runner, pastel-coloured bunches of native flowers, and shiny tableware.

A chill chased the slight breeze that gave forth scents so distant from the city—dirt, grass, animals—yet pleasant and calming. Emily settled into a seat and watched the sun sink behind the distant mountains and listened to the chirping insects, mewls from cattle, and squawks from great flocks of birds that flew overhead seeking their beds before nightfall. There were no distant sounds of car engines, truck brakes hissing, or incessant beeping. The country was quiet and peaceful. Her company on the other hand …

Emily was anticipating elbows and scratches from the other women as they all fought to sit beside Wil, so she was grateful to find their seating positions were pre-designated. She was in the centre, not a distance that was adequate for a conversation with Wil who would be seated at the top end of the table. Glancing at Amber, who was beside Wil’s currently empty seat, she wondered if there was a reason for each contestant to be placed where they were.

Did Wil request certain women to be seated closer?

Her eyes narrowed all of their own accord when she had this thought. Despite how lovely Wil had seemed during their introduction earlier today, she did wonder if the personality he presented was, in fact, well-rehearsed disingenuous charm. Or pity for the older, fatter contestant who was shoved into the mud.

Emily quickly shook those thoughts away, because never in her life had she worried about such nonsense. She had to keep an eye on that type of thinking in the future, or this show was going to eat her alive.

Up towards the farmhouse, Missy was talking to the camera. Emily could barely make out what she was saying: Twenty gorgeous girls and one hunky cowboy are about to have dinner under the stars. But by the end of the night, ten of the contestants will be going home. Who will be cut? And who will stay for their chance to win the heart of their very own cowboy?

Then Wil was on his way, and Emily’s tummy fluttered. He wore jeans, but a dressier shirt tonight, crisp white, along with boots and his white cowboy hat. His gait was long and relaxed as he strode across the field to the table.

Despite her doubts, her body’s reaction to him couldn’t be ignored. On a biological level, she was looking forward to seeing him again.







Chapter 11

Wil strolled down the field. After spending the day with the contestants, who were all lovely and easy to talk to, he was more at ease than he was earlier that morning.

Wil smiled. ‘Good evening,’ he said tipping his hat.

The girls replied with a mixture of smiles and pleasantries. Wil noticed the empty chair set at the head of the table for him and irritation struck him. It was bad enough he was the only man here, accompanied by twenty women, let alone being placed at the head of the table as though he was some grand residing patriarch. He lowered his head, shook it, and stood behind Daniella. Placing a hand on her shoulder, he gestured towards his designated chair with his free arm.

‘Please,’ he said to Daniella. ‘You take my place. It doesn’t sit right with me that in 2016, the man is still expected to take the head of the table.’

Daniella, a little flustered, pushed her chair back and made her way to his seat. Meanwhile, Wil sat in her spot, removing his hat and placing it on his lap. The cameras rushed to be repositioned at the silent behest of the director. He had no sympathy because he had already warned them not to portray him as an egocentric arsehole.

‘That’s better,’ Wil said, grinning. ‘Not so much the centre of attention now.’ But he couldn’t avoid, head of the table or not, that every pair of eyes was focused on him. This was going to take some getting used to.

He met Emily’s gaze and smiled. ‘Nice to see the mud didn’t cause any lasting damage.’

‘No. But my clothes didn’t fare so well.’

He grinned. ‘Some minor carnage—’

‘Good to see you again, Wil,’ said the brunette beside him, who was a weather girl for a local television station.

‘Jennifer, you too.’

‘You’re looking rather handsome tonight,’ said the redhead to Wil’s left, curling a long strand of hair between her fingers.

‘That’s very kind, Becky.’

Amber, who had shocked Wil during their private introductions by her forthrightness, leant forwards, so her low-slung top teetered just above her nipples, and said, ‘Ten girls will be leaving after tonight. I’m curious who’s going to survive this cut and who isn’t. What exactly are you looking for in a woman?’

Wil smiled. ‘Fair question. After all, that’s why we’re here.’ He glanced at the hat on his lap, then lifted his gaze to meet Amber’s. ‘I’m looking for someone who’s kind, intelligent, down-to-earth, and doesn’t mind getting her hands dirty.’ His attention flickered to Emily as he said that last point. His heart thudded because he tried his hardest to avert his attention from her, though, mentally, she was who he was focused upon. Emily was different from the other ladies—unassuming —and he liked that.

‘So no specific look? Like blondes or brunettes?’ asked Rachel who was seated beside Emily.

Becky added, ‘Or redheads?’

Wil laughed. ‘No, hair colour isn’t a deal breaker.’

Amber chimed in again, her voice loud but melodious. ‘What would be a deal breaker?’

‘You ladies sure are direct.’ He’d never met women like them. But he knew the answer without a doubt. After his marriage ended in betrayal and outright lies, he detested dishonesty more than anything else. ‘Dishonesty would be a deal breaker.’ He pressed his palms to the table and looked around at his table of guests. ‘It’s just as important that you’re happy with me. So what do you all want in a partner?’

Becky jumped in quickly. ‘Humour.’

‘A gorgeous smile,’ said Georgie. ‘Your smile is perfect, Wil.’

‘What about you, Amber?’ Wil asked.

Her lips curled and her blue eyes sparkled under the twinkling fairy lights in the branches above. ‘Tall, blond, with blue eyes. Looks great in a cowboy hat.’

His cheeks warmed under the heat of her candour. He turned from Amber’s intense gaze and focused on Emily. ‘And what about you?’

Emily hesitated a moment, as though choosing her words just right. She smoothed her hair and met his eyes. ‘I want someone who’ll make my heart flutter when I see him. Who I can be myself around. I want someone who is thoughtful, ambitious, yet generous with his time and love. I want a man I can see myself loving for the rest of my life.’

He held her gaze for a long moment, then smiled. That was a good answer.

A line of waiters rushed past then, filling their glasses with champagne, except for Wil who was poured a beer. The other girls took turns declaring their desires in a partner until their entrees were served—beef cheeks, fresh from the farm, slow braised and served with cauliflower puree. Thankfully no one was vegetarian, or if they were, they were not admitting to it.

As they ate, the ladies wanted to know about him, and he found it disconcerting. But he had signed up for this show knowing too well his private life was going to be pulled apart, scrutinised. But easy does it, Wil.

‘Why farming?’ asked the short-haired blonde sitting across from Amber.

At least that was an easy question to start with. ‘It’s in my blood. My grandfather started this farm. He cleared the land by hand. Built the road into the place. But, my farming practices are different.’

Emily narrowed her eyes, leant a little closer across the table. ‘How so?’

‘I’ve slowly made changes so it’s now fully organic. My grazing techniques are different. I’ve replenished the soils. Made grass a priority in an attempt to drought proof the station …’ He stopped himself, knowing he could go on about this for hours and bore them all to death. He smiled. ‘It’s important to me.’

‘You’ve never done anything else?’ asked Becky.

‘I spent twelve months backpacking across the globe. I lived in Melbourne while I studied Agricultural Science. I lecture at the local universities every now and then. But no, other than that, my life is here.’

Amber flicked her long blonde hair behind her shoulder and smiled cheekily. ‘Have you ever been married?’

His stomach clenched, as it always did at the mention of his marriage. He wasn’t proud of it. He was certainly not proud of the way it ended. To have the woman he loved cheat on him was not only heartbreaking, it was a massive blow to the ego. For so many years he wondered what he did wrong, where he lacked. Eventually, though, rationality reigned and he knew Billi did what she did for many different reasons, not all were about him. They married too young. And Billi always wanted to leave the country for the city. Wil should have listened. She was never going to be happy out here. And, in the end, never was.

Wil took a deep breath and pushed a hand through his hair. ‘Yes. I married my high-school sweetheart. But it didn’t work out in the end.’

‘How long have you been separated?’ asked an Asian beauty.

‘Divorced for three years.’

‘So, you’re the marrying type?’ asked Georgie.

Wil’s gaze met Emily’s as he answered Georgie’s question. ‘Most definitely. Marriage is what I’m after.’ Though it was something he wouldn’t easily fall into again.

Did he seriously believe this dating show would help him find a wife? Not really. Yet, when he peered at Emily, something inside him felt differently about that. Something inside him said there was potential between them. If he had met her in the local pub, or at a dance, he knew he would have pursued her. Without a doubt. Good old-fashioned chemistry zapped between them and it reared its head the first moment he looked into her honey-brown eyes.

He also knew, after meeting all of the contestants, that some of them were here for their fifteen minutes of fame, or to further their careers. Many would not move to the country to make a life with him. And that was okay. He’d expected that. And, it made it a little easier to know who to eliminate tonight.







Chapter 12

Decision time crept up and was upon them. The contestants formed three rows on the grass where they were for hours earlier that morning. Emily’s muscles were ticking. This was unlike her, but standing here, anticipating going home, had her stomach in knots.

Wil stood beside Missy, looking deeply apologetic, as he called out ten names. Including Emily’s. Her stomach sank. Her ego was dented to know that she had not lasted a single day. But, then again, she was different from the other girls. They were all barely out of nappies and had resumes that said model, personal trainer and weather girl. One woman was even an ex-Playboy Pet.

Emily and the nine girls were asked to stand in a group to the left of the other contestants. The corner of shame. Looking across at Wil, a pang of disappointment pulsed through her because she wouldn’t get to know him further. Despite this being a reality dating show, he seemed genuinely like a nice man. And when Emily had signed up for this show, that was the last thing she thought she’d be saying.

She glanced sidelong at the winning group of women—Amber the busty blonde included. They didn’t appear to be the type of women Wil would choose, based on the small glimpse of his personality he offered her today.

But men were men.

No changing that.

‘Thank you, ladies, for coming to my home and sharing the day with me,’ said Wil to the winning group of women. ‘You were all truly wonderful company and I regret, deeply, that I’ve had to make this difficult decision after a short space of time. But, unfortunately, you ten ladies will be going home tonight.’

It took a moment for Emily to realise that Wil was still addressing the other group of women. They were the contestants going home tonight. Not Emily. She gasped and covered her mouth with her palm. Relief flooded her veins—more so than she could understand why.

‘Seriously!’ came a high-pitched squeal from among the losing group. ‘You’re making me go home over them?’ Amber pointed to Emily and the girls standing around her. The camera zoomed in on Amber, not willing to miss a moment of her tantrum. ‘I’m one hundred times prettier than all those girls put together. This show is rigged. It has to be.’ She grabbed her breasts and pushed them up closer to her chin. ‘Who in their right mind could resist these? They’re state of the art, grade A breasts.’

Emily bit down on her lip to stop herself from laughing. If Amber wasn’t going to win the show, she was going to make an impact with her exit. New determination brewed in Emily’s blood. If her being here and making it further in the show meant that girls like Amber lost, then that was an incentive to keep going.

‘What are you smiling at, Grandma?’

She met Amber’s glare and drew a deep breath in. All these ridiculous comments about her age were wearing thin. But she wasn’t going to get roped into this childish display of bad sportsmanship by replying. Not with the cameras recording her every reaction. Emily had her job to get back to after this show was over and her reputation must remain intact. So, Emily rolled her eyes and looked straight ahead, only to meet the gaze of Wil. Heat spread across her cheeks.

Missy addressed the losing group, letting the women know they could take a few moments to say goodbye. Amber calmed enough to stand with the rest to thank Wil as they left. They each gave him a kiss on the cheek while Amber took the opportunity to shove her breasts against Wil’s chest and whisper something in his ear. Wil pulled back, his eyes wide.

Emily giggled; she would love to know what was said.

The final ten contestants were allocated their rooms for the night. Emily unpacked her gear into the small cupboard and drawers. Her sleeping quarters was no bigger than her walk-in robe back at her apartment in Melbourne. But she didn’t mind; it was cosy. She showered and changed into her pyjamas, wrapped her dressing gown around her, and decked her Ugg boots. The temperature had dropped over the evening.

She snuck outside through the back door and headed a distance away from the living quarters. The farm was still, quiet, aside from the chirp of cicadas and crickets. A layer of dew covered the grass.

Tugging the gown closer around her body, deflecting the chill in the air, she rested her back against the trunk of a tree. She pulled her mobile from her pocket. They were forbidden to have any form of technology while here, all phone calls out needing to be logged. But Emily had bought herself a second phone and snuck it in her luggage. There was no way she’d last two months without technology. She only hoped that in the middle of nowhere there was reception.

Looking at the screen, she noted the single bar of reception. Please be enough to make a call. She dialled Xanthi’s number and she answered immediately as though she had the mobile beside her, waiting for this call, which Emily had no doubt was the case.

‘Tell me all about it. What’s the cowboy like? Oh my God, I’m so excited!’

Emily ran through the day’s events, leaving nothing out, barely taking a breath between sentences.

‘I’m so glad Amber was eliminated. Seriously, what a bitch. I’m amazed she didn’t get booted after she tripped you,’ said Xanthi.

‘The directors want as much drama as possible, so that sort of stunt was perfect.’

‘For them. What about you? How humiliating.’

‘I know, right?’

‘But Wil sounds like a darling.’

Emily thought back to that moment when she met him up close for the first time and her heart warmed anew. ‘He’s surprisingly thoughtful.’

‘He seems it. And he sounds unbelievably hot.’

‘He’s definitely the sexiest cowboy I’ve ever seen.’

Xanthi laughed. ‘Have you ever met a cowboy before?’

‘Well, no, but if I had, Wil would still be the sexiest.’

‘Now I’m ridiculously jealous.’

Emily giggled but soon sobered. ‘Do you think he’s too good to be true?’ She blew out a long breath. ‘I can’t bring myself to trust him, because, in the back of my mind, I keep thinking that the type of guy who would go on a show like this wouldn’t respect women.’

‘You’re on the show too, Em. Does that mean you don’t respect yourself?’

Emily wrinkled her nose. ‘Of course not. I’m just someone whose life was hectic and this was an opportunity to get away from it all.’

‘Maybe it’s the same for him too. Have you thought of that?’

She hadn’t. The only thing she considered was those firm stereotypes in her mind about the country, and cowboys, which so far had turned out to be far from reality. ‘I hope you’re right, Xanthi.’

There was silence on the other end. Emily pulled the phone from her ear and looked at it, frowning. Two bars of reception were visible on the screen. Emily pressed the phone to her ear again and in a short moment Xanthi’s voice sounded again. ‘Are you there?’

‘Yeah, sorry. You cut out. What were you saying?’

‘It kinda sounds like you might like this guy.’

Emily closed her eyes and rested her head back against the tree. ‘I don’t want to get ahead of myself. I don’t know what’s real and what isn’t.’ It had been one long, bizarre day. The circumstances she was enduring with these other contestants was surreal, she couldn’t trust her emotions. There was no way of knowing if what Wil was saying and doing was staged, or if his reactions were off-the-cuff and genuine.

‘You have a natural intuition about people. Trust that.’

Emily sighed. Her eyes were starting to burn from exhaustion. ‘You’re right. I do know people.’

‘Exactly.’

‘Anyway, I better go before they wonder where I’ve gotten to. Thanks for talking.’

‘Keep me up to date.’

‘I’ll try my best.’

Emily snuck back to the sleeping quarters, turned off her phone and hid it away, before tucking herself into bed. Tomorrow, Wil was taking them on small group dates and if she wanted to be her best so she could win this competition, she needed a good night sleep.







Chapter 13

This morning was the start of group dates. Even that designation made Wil feel ridiculous. No wonder feminists deplored shows like this. But he was determined not to let it become quite so cringe-worthy. Until he saw Emily and heat flooded his body.

Emily had ditched the high heels for the sexiest pair of knee-high cowboy boots—tan leather with flower patterned stitching. She wore them over a pair of jeans, which she accompanied with a pink hoodie. And he, big loping Neanderthal he was, wanted to tear those clothes right off her until she wore nothing but those boots.

He shook his head and noisily exhaled. He had to get a grip. It was day two of filming and he was already fantasising about one of the contestants.

The morning was cold, the grass covered with a thin layer of ice that sparkled in the sunshine. Emily, along with a beautiful veterinarian Regina, and a hairdresser Maya, met Wil in the living room of his farmhouse.

‘Good morning, ladies,’ he said with a wide smile.

‘Good morning,’ they all chorused.

‘So what are we going to do today?’ asked Regina, flicking her long black hair over her shoulder.

Wil grinned at Regina. ‘I’ll show you.’ He led them down the hall, outside through the back door, then down to a fenced paddock that held his four horses.

Wil laughed when he saw Emily’s face. Her lips were parted and there was terror in her widened eyes. ‘Not your thing, Emily?’

She half-nodded, then shook her head. ‘I’ve never … so big … might fall…’

Wil threw his head back and laughed loudly. She was adorable. A small smile crept onto her own lips and it was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. Without meaning to, his gaze slid down to her boots then back to her face, and his mind swamped with all the things he could do to her while she was wearing nothing but those boots.

A brow arched, and he said, ‘You’ve got the right footwear on today. Very nice, I might add. And you have nothing to worry about. I trained these mares myself.’ He held out his hand for her, looking into her honey-brown gaze. ‘Do you trust me, Em?’

Emily’s mouth opened then shut. Eventually, she said, ‘Yes.’

Okay, that was the answer he was hoping for though it came a fraction too late. But, all in all, they barely knew each other, so what more did he expect at this stage?

He took her hand. ‘Good. You’re hopping on first.’ He laughed when he looked back at her reaction. ‘There you go again shaking your head. You must deal with people scarier than a mild-mannered horse?’

A blush crept over her cheeks, and her lips curled just before a laugh burst through.

Wil smiled, loving the transformation on her face. When she exploded into a fit of giggles, he laughed along with her. Her laugh was husky and exuded warmth. This woman was intriguing.

After a long moment, he leant in close to her ear and asked, ‘What the hell were you just thinking about then?’

Still grinning, she shook her head. ‘You’ll never know.’

He arched a brow. ‘Is that a challenge?’

‘Not in the least. That thought shall forever remain private.’

He licked his bottom lip and smiled. ‘If you say so.’

He glanced down at his hand, which was still gripping hers and recognised how they had managed to creep politely into each other’s space. A pulse of electricity arced between them.

Emily’s smile vanished and she took a step backwards. She straightened taller and smoothed her hair with her free hand. Wil understood then—she was reluctant to get close. Unlike his encounters with the other contestants, who were more than willing to touch or compliment him, Emily was holding back. He didn’t know if it was a little of the proverbial “wanting what you can’t have”, but it made him determined to know her more.

Wil cleared his throat, looked at the other two ladies and smiled. Lost in Emily, they had escaped his attention, and he didn’t want to be seen playing favourites. He had resolved to be fair with all the contestants.

‘You two are next,’ he said.

He pulled Emily’s hand, leading her into the paddock and towards Miss Marple. She was already saddled. After reluctantly releasing his grasp, he took the reins, shifting the horse around so it stood side-on to them both. He bent down and clasped his hands together, so Emily could use them as a step.

‘Right foot here, left foot in the stirrup, then throw your leg over.’ He looked into her eyes as he said that, realising the double entendre, and he was certain he saw a blush creep over her cheeks. He couldn’t help the smile that followed.

Emily took a deep breath in, looked up at the horse, then back to Wil.‘You’ll be fine, Em. I promise.’ These horses had been with Wil since they were foals and had never been mistreated. They had the most beautiful nature and were social. His nieces and nephews, along with their friends, rode them often.

She nodded, glancing again up at the saddle, then pressed her hands to his shoulders for support. The hard contact of her palms and the heat from her body had his flesh flaming. She lifted her foot and he braced himself to lift her, but she dropped it back down to the dusty ground. ‘I’m heavy,’ she said.

He laughed. ‘Far from. Now stop procrastinating.’

Hands still on his shoulders, Emily lifted her foot, pressed it into his hands and stepped up until her left foot was level with the stirrup. She reached for the saddle and pushed her foot into the stirrup. Wil gripped her hips and hoisted her up until she could lift herself over the top of the horse and was seated with both legs resting in the stirrups on either side of Miss Marple.

She smiled down at him, as though triumphant in her feat of courage.

Wil patted Miss Marple’s flank and lifted the reins up to Emily.

Her eyes were wide. ‘Will that make her take off?’

He shook his head. ‘Not without your say so first. Just hold ‘em loosely.’

She nodded and took the reins.

Wil helped Regina and Maya onto horses. He grabbed the reins of another and led her to the paddock gates. He opened the long timber gate wide then mounted his own horse.

With quick instruction on how to hold the reins and gently press their heels into the horses flank to get them moving, they were clopping out of the paddock. With a steady walking pace, Wil following beside them, they headed along the green fields.

The sun’s warmth penetrated his skin, cutting through the chill in the air. From on top of the horse, he knew the ladies had a good view of the farm. It stretched for kilometres in all directions—endless green fields and paddocks. They clopped past fences where big grazing cows lazily watched or chewed on grass. Tall trees with wide trunks and branches that sprawled like gnarled limbs dappled the landscape. Little yellow and purple flowers grew here and there. The sky above was blue and wispy clouds floated through it. The turning of spring was the most beautiful time on the farm and he was grateful the ladies could share it with him.

After some distance, Emily’s grip on the reins loosened and she’d developed a natural rocking movement that complemented the horse’s gait. Every now and then, she would smile, letting Wil know, without words, that she had started to enjoy herself. His shoulders relaxed to see that because he wanted her to have fun today.

They trotted up a small elevation and when the girls came down the other side of the hill, Wil waited for their reactions. This is what he wanted them to see. All three ladies gasped when they saw the enormous sea of bright yellow canola flowers. Wil directed his horse to stand behind Emily. As he watched her gazing at the field of colour, he noted the glossiness to her eyes, and damn if her reaction didn’t make his own throat tighten with emotion.

‘It’s something else, ha?’

Emily looked across at him and quickly wiped the tears from her cheeks. ‘I’ve never seen … absolutely breathtaking … oh, my.’

Wil grinned wide. He couldn’t turn away from her, even when she peered back at the yellow ocean. ‘Unbelievable. Thank you so much for showing me this.’

He met her intense burning gaze again and was speechless for a long moment. ‘My pleasure,’ he said, tipping his hat. He was first to look away this time and moved off to talk to the other girls.

They headed towards the field of flowery gold and trotted alongside the crop for a distance before starting back to the farmhouse. Wil chatted with each of the girls one-on-one, getting to know more about the types of lives they had. But he was itching to talk to Emily again and he couldn’t understand the intensity of this desire.

He directed the horse to her side. Her long brown hair was blowing in the gentle breeze and she looked so at ease atop Miss Marple now, you’d think she’d done this a hundred times before.

‘You look very calm now.’ He grinned. ‘Maybe even enjoying yourself.’

She smiled and those plump full lips did wicked things to his body. ‘You’ve done a great job with the horses. I haven’t felt unsafe once.’

‘I’m glad you trusted me enough to try. It’s like all things, I guess, a little time’s needed to become familiar and find your bearings. When I got back from university, after spending three years in Melbourne, I found it hard to just stop, you know?’

Emily nodded.

‘I was used to the constant stimulation the city offered and then here, there was a different kind of stimulus. A slow, creeping beauty that was everywhere. I had to learn to stop before I was able to hear the instinct to be physical, to use my muscle and get among the dirt, the sun, the animals, the quiet. I had to feel the earth again and use my body.’

‘So how did you learn to stop?’

He shrugged as he held the reins in his hands. ‘I immersed myself in what this life does offer. That …’ he said pointing behind them at the yellow river of flowers, ‘that sensation you got back there was real, Em.’

She blinked and smiled. ‘So much so.’

‘This place is full of that.’

‘Connecting with people is real too … as humans we need it.’

Wil knew Emily meant the connections she had in the city with the people she met in her day to day life. He knew she was trying to make the point that here in the country, those connections were limited. But he didn’t agree with that one bit. He’d spent his time in Melbourne, all the people rushing past and not acknowledging his existence as he fled by. He’d experienced the barely-there eye contact when he purchased something from a shop.

‘I agree. Human connection is vital.’ He didn’t mean the flimsy social connections Emily was referring to. He was talking about a specific connection—the type of connection only a lover can bring. A deep ache throbbed in his chest and to feel it fresh and alive, made him realise then how lonely he had been. How much that type of connection was absent in his life. And reflected back in her eyes, was that exact emotion. Was Emily just as lonely as he was? Perhaps their reasons for agreeing to appear on this dating show, was, at the core, the same.

Wil swallowed hard to loosen the tightness in his throat. ‘One thing I realised was that distance between people can bring them closer together. And that living shoulder to shoulder with many can leave you lonely. This town and the people in it are the closest knit I’ve experienced.’

Emily tilted her head to the side. ‘Are you trying to sell me this town, Wil?’

He shrugged. ‘I think I’m trying to gauge if you’re in the market for buying.’







Chapter 14

Emily and the other contestants were required to complete daily video logs during their time on Catch Me a Cowboy. While the other women went on their group dates with Wil, Emily fulfilled her obligation by answering questions and recounting her experiences in front of a camera.

Emily answered as truthfully as she could but knew how the editors would chop, twist and bend her words out of context if it meant portraying her in a certain light. She only hoped they intended that light to be kind.

That evening, the ladies had group filming to do, where they were to sit around and discuss their time on the show to each other while a camera recorded every word. So they planned a barbeque, followed by drinks.

Spaced around the contestants’ quarters lounge on bright-coloured couches, they described their dates with Wil, their attraction to him, and their intentions.

Emily’s chest tightened and jaw clenched when listening to the others. She pretended to smile and appear interested in their hopes to win over Wil’s heart; after all, there were cameras in her face. But deep down, she resented every contestant here.

That should indicate if she were to be rational and honest, that she may be developing emotions—real emotions. But she wasn’t in the mood for rationality and honesty, not when every person and scenario around her was contrived. So, she continued to see this bitterness, instead, as her competitive spirit bearing its teeth.

Somehow, the girls had managed to choose Regina as the favourite—like she was some well-trained race horse about to embark on the Melbourne Cup with the best odds. Emily inconspicuously rolled her eyes when all the women nodded and agreed. How they came to that conclusion was beyond her. Wil had been skilled at not showing favouritism and did well to share himself around.

Emily wanted to groan out loud to have even phrased her thought in that way—“share himself around”, as though he was expensive caviar they could all enjoy. It always came back to that: her uneasiness with the premise of the show. It harked back to the days of harems and pandered to the male fantasies of multiple partners. Objectification at its finest. This was supposed to be the twenty-first century, a time of growing equality. Emily couldn’t deny that she was contributing to the backwards slide of feminism—if there was such a thing to start with.

But, it was too late to back out now. And, besides, she knew what she was signing up for. And what she was here to do. Win!

The next morning, the girls were primped by professional stylists before the group lunch with Wil. Another contestant would go home by the end of the day. After the sensations Emily felt when she mistakenly thought she had been eliminated, she was doubly nervous to avoid that ego-blow again.

Emily wore a red wrap dress and exchanged her heels for boots. Not only were boots miles more practical, but they were super-comfy and smoking hot. Today, she even donned a straw cowboy hat and left her hair to hang long and wavy down her back.

Once again, their seats were pre-designated, and the spare chair left for Wil was no longer at the head, but rather one from the top. The directors had chosen Emily to be at the head today. What was their angle? Or would the women be dutifully rotated so they each got their fair share of the cowboy?

Wil made his way down the paddock to the table. His jeans and checked shirt, accompanied by boots, a belt with a big buckle, and a white cowboy hat were becoming his trademark. Not that she was complaining. Each time she saw him, he stole her breath away.

It was his unassuming swagger. The confidence in the set of his broad shoulders and square, stubbled jaw. He was well-groomed, but possessed a ruggedness that played upon Emily’s primal side like fingers at a harp, strumming away until the most delicious melody was produced.

And the more she saw him dressed, the greater the desire to slowly peel off every layer of clothing like it were wrapping paper, revealing the present underneath. After her brief physical interaction with him yesterday, when she had touched his hard shoulders feeling the muscle beneath, and the ease in which he lifted her tall frame up onto that horse, she could tell that underneath those clothes was strength. And Emily was itching to see that strength—naked. Maybe even dig her nails into it.

As he neared, the girls’ backs straightened to push those breasts further out. Sad to admit it, but she did the same. Again, she imagined the footage and a smile crept onto her lips. If she didn’t find the funny side in all of this, she’d cry, or worse, grow very bitter.

Wil caught her eye as he took a seat and arched a brow when his gaze fell to her semi-suppressed grin. He wore a cheeky smile, but his expression was one of question.

She shook her head and waved his silent inquiry away. ‘It’s a long story.’

He cocked his head to the side. ‘Another challenge?’

She shrugged. ‘Not intentionally.’ She nearly humiliated herself yesterday with a similar situation. Wil had made a comparison between the horse she was to ride and the scary people she would have to deal with in her job. She had thought of Mike and how he was like a stocky, angry gorilla thumping at his chest. Then her thoughts drifted to what type of animal Wil would be and a muscled, stud bull came to mind. Her fantasy went wild and he was naked, she was on all fours before him as he moved in to mount her. This farm was doing crazy things with her mind, not to mention, her libido. When Wil asked her what she had been thinking about, heat rose in her cheeks. There was no way she’d admit any of that to him.

Wil kept his hat on. After all, it was the middle of the day and their only shade was of the newly blossoming branches overhead. Emily couldn’t wait to see this place in the thick of spring.

‘Hi, ladies,’ he said, tipping the brim of his hat.

The women replied with smiles and over-enthusiastic pleasantries.

‘Did you enjoy your day yesterday, Wil?’ asked Regina.

Wil nodded. ‘I did. Thank you all for your company.’

Emily forced herself not to read too much into that answer because Wil hadn’t once indicated, even inadvertently, that he relished in the perverted pleasure of dating ten girls at once. Up until now, he’d been perfectly polite. But was she kidding herself to believe that he would be the only man on the planet who wouldn’t be loving his current circumstances? Perhaps he was just really good at concealing it.

Wil discreetly cleared his throat and looked at each of the ladies. Was he nervous? Emily peered closer, trying to discern why. But then he opened his mouth and said, ‘I’m going to start the questions off today because I’m curious about something specifically.’

Emily’s belly fluttered.

‘As you know, this farm is my life. It’s been in my family for three generations.’ He stopped, reached for his glass of water and took a gulp. The cameras squeezed in closer. ‘I also understand that you’ve all worked hard at establishing careers and friendships and a life in your hometowns.’ He peered down at his hands, which he had clasped in front of him, and didn’t look up again until he’d finished his next sentence.

‘Could you give that up for love? Could we make that work?’ When he lifted his head, he was frowning.

‘Are you asking if we could leave our lives behind for this farm?’ asked Regina.

He nodded, shrugged, then shook his head. ‘It sounds … arrogant on my part. But, I guess, I need to make it clear that those are the terms.’

Regina nodded, leant across the table and placed her hand on Wil’s. ‘We knew those were the terms when we signed up for this. And I’m in a lucky position because my skills could be used here on the farm.’

Wil looked at her hand, then eventually met Regina’s gaze. ‘That’s good to hear. And what about you other ladies?’ He slowly slid his hand out from under Regina’s and reached for his glass of water again. This simple act brought tremendous relief for Emily.

The other girls shared the same sentiments as Regina, paraphrasing in their own way that they knew what the terms were, that they loved the farm, and could be rewarded by learning a new way of life here.

Wil turned his blue eyes to Emily. She had attempted to avoid answering his question because she found it hard to lie. Especially to this man who was being nothing but honest and upfront with her. But, at the end of the day, this was a game. A competition. And she had every motivation to win it.

‘From what you said, Em, your career is incredibly important. You earn a good living from it.’

She nodded and said with a weak voice, ‘It is important.’

He nodded slowly. Was that disappointment in his expression? Her heart sank. She shifted in her seat and forced a smile on her face. ‘But I feel the same as the other girls.’ The words were delivered with the best acting skills she could muster. Yesterday, while horse riding with Wil, she had wondered what it would be like to wake up to this life every day. And yesterday, among all that aesthetic splendour, she did see herself doing exactly that. But then she remembered the rush of her career, the apartment she worked so hard to buy, and the fast paced city. She had everything on her doorstep—restaurants, theatre, concerts, sporting events. To leave that behind for this quiet would send her stir crazy, surely.

His eyes brightened when he smiled. ‘That’s good to know.’

That wasn’t so hard, was it? To lie through my teeth.

So why did she feel so guilty?

Emily was no longer nervous about the possibility of going home today. Perhaps it would be the easier option. She wasn’t cut out for this. Yes, she had a competitive spirit and gave her best at all things, but she never lied flat-out to someone’s face. This show was dragging her down to a new level. One she wasn’t proud of.

Emily fell silent for the remainder of lunch. She sat back and watched the other girls talk over one another, interrupt, and fight for Wil’s attention. He would glance at her from time to time and she would plaster a smile on her face. But he wasn’t stupid and she knew it.

At the elimination later that evening, Regina’s name was called out to be the next contestant to go home. Shocked gasps rang out, evidence that nobody was expecting her to be the next. Regina bit back tears as she said goodbye to Wil.

Emily stood by and watched the theatrics, conflicted about the result. On one hand, she was happy to see Regina go because that meant she had secured more time with Wil. And, on the other, she felt guilty because her own intentions were insincere. Then again, she could guarantee that every other girl’s intentions were also dishonest.

The consensus on the way back to the contestants’ quarters was that nobody could be sure, from now on, exactly who Wil desired and who would be sent home.

Emily was desperate to vent to Xanthi, so after dinner and a shower, Emily snuck out the back towards the thick-trunked tree in the distance.

‘Did you survive the cut?’ asked Xanthi when she answered the phone.

‘Yes.’

‘You don’t sound very happy about it.’

Emily pressed her head back against the tree and sighed. ‘Wil’s a great guy.’

‘And that’s a problem because?’

‘Because he asked if I was willing to leave my life for the country and I said yes.’

‘And?’

Emily screwed her nose up and clicked her tongue. Did her best friend not know her at all? ‘Surely, if I win this, they couldn’t possibly expect me to move here. I can’t cook for starters, and you know I hate housework. What else would I do here?’

‘Who says you’d have to do any of that?’

Emily switched the phone to her other ear. ‘Are you trying to get rid of me?’

Xanthi laughed. ‘No, I’m just saying that if you like this guy, then see where it goes. You have no idea what his expectations are.’

‘I know he wants the winner to move to the farm.’

‘Yeah, okay. But when? I’m sure he’d be just as willing to make sure the relationship works first before anyone is expected to move anywhere. And besides, you may end up falling head over heels for this cowboy and find yourself willing to do anything for him.’

Emily scoffed. ‘I doubt it.’

‘It sounds to me like you may have some feelings for him already?’

Emily closed her eyes and bit down on her lip. She did. She knew it. Because she would never feel this guilty about lying if he was someone she hadn’t developed some crude emotions for. But how could that be after such a short time?

She had watched reality shows in the past and thought the contestants were brilliant over-actors, but perhaps she’d been too harsh. Being a part of the show, bundled together on this farm, was a different experience altogether. Yes, it was contrived, but she was real. Her emotions were very real. And she was sensing that Cowboy was the same.

‘I respect him,’ she said.

‘Right. Respect? That’s a step above doubting his motivations like you were last time we spoke.’

A crackling noise in the distance broke through the silence. ‘I better go. There’s someone here,’ she whispered.

‘Oh. Okay. Call me—’

Emily hung up and shoved the phone in her dressing gown pocket. She focused on the dim landscape around her. The sound was getting closer. Quick footsteps, like an animal. Emily’s heart rate ratcheted. It could be a wild boar, or something equally dangerous. She tensed and spun to rush back to the house when she heard loud panting.

She glanced behind her as a creature sprung out from the long grass and jumped at her legs. Emily bit back a scream until she realised it was a dog. It was wagging its tail and in no way threatening.

A chuckle sounded in the distance, accompanied by long footsteps. ‘She won’t hurt you,’ came a deep male voice that made her body come alive.

Wil.

He was strolling towards her. ‘Sorry, Daisy got away from me and I didn’t want to call her back, in case I drew attention to you.’

Emily shook her head and tentatively petted the dog’s head.

‘Not a dog person?’ he asked with a chuckle.

‘That obvious?’

‘A little. Come here, Daisy.’ The dog rushed to him and sat at his side.

‘What … what are you doing out here?’ she asked.

He arched a brow. ‘I could ask you the same question.’

She smiled and lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘I snuck in a second phone. I know it’s against the rules.’

Wil laughed softly, being sure not to be too loud. ‘I don’t blame you. I’d be lost without mine.’

‘Really? Out here?’

He laughed again. ‘Might be the country, but it’s still the same century.’

Emily lowered her gaze and grinned bashfully. ‘Of course.’

‘I was on my way back from my parent’s house. They live on the neighbouring property,’ he said pointing behind him. ‘I saw you slinking across the field and thought it a good opportunity to get you on your own. Away from the cameras.’

‘On my own? Why?’

He took a step closer until she could see his face clearly under the thin slice of moonlight. He may even look better under this light.

‘I wanted to make sure you were okay. You were a little distracted today.’

The guilt in her belly strummed again, but she ignored it. ‘I think I’m tired, that’s all.’

He nodded, silent for a moment. ‘Whatever you’re worried about, we’ll make it work.’

Emily’s eyes widened to hear that statement. He took another step closer, then another, until his chest was almost touching hers. His heat stretched across the space between them and caressed her flesh. Reaching a hand to her face, he smoothed a finger down her cheek. Emily’s eyes closed at the touch and her missing O stretched and purred. The pads of his fingers were rough and created the most pleasurable friction.

Her belly tugged and pulled when he said with his deep, husky voice, ‘I really want you to stick around, Em.’

Her heart fluttered. She nodded. ‘I want to stay longer too.’ And she truly did. She wanted to know this man more intimately. Especially now that she had a taste of him up close. But, she also knew that at the end of the day, this attraction could be nothing more than fleeting, meaningless fun because she couldn’t give up her independence for a man.

Yes, she wanted a husband, and this cowboy was very much reinforcing that point, but she didn’t want one if it meant uprooting herself from the life and security she’d made in Melbourne.

He smiled warmly. ‘Good.’ For a long moment, he gazed at her, his focus flicking between her eyes and mouth, until she wanted to fist his shirt and pull him to her for a kiss. He took a deep breath in and looked towards his farmhouse in the distance. ‘I better go before they find us here together.’ His voice was even deeper, gravelly. ‘I’m sure it would break some ridiculous production rule and I’ll end up getting a wrap over my knuckles.’

She nodded, still breathless. ‘Probably.’

‘I’ll see you tomorrow. Have a good night, Em.’

‘You too.’

She watched him walk away, the dog following beside him, surprised by how being close to him, and alone, made her body hot and tingly. It had been such a long time since a man had made her feel like this.

Emily tilted her head back and peered up at the black sky, full of blinking stars. After that simple gesture of stroking her cheek, no longer was she here to simply win. She was also here to explore every facet of this cowboy. What happened beyond that … could be dealt with later.







Chapter 15

‘You’re helping me on the farm today,’ said Wil to the girls.

Emily’s eyes widened at the news. ‘Helping? How exactly?’

He leant down so his face was closer to hers. ‘Getting your hands dirty.’

All three women looked at each other with widened eyes.

‘Fine by me,’ said Becky, tying her long red hair up into a ponytail.

‘Me too,’ said Daniella, a petite blonde dancer from Melbourne.

Emily shook her head. ‘I don’t know what to do … absolutely no clue …’

Wil laughed. He was finding a perverse pleasure in pushing Emily to her limits. ‘That’s why I’m going to show you.’

He marched to the big four-bay shed and grabbed three pairs of gumboots. He handed Becky and Daniella their pair, then held Emily’s out for her. She reached for them as he stepped closer and whispered, ‘As sexy as those boots you have on are, these will be more practical.’

A beautiful blush crept over her cheeks—exactly the response he was hoping for.

‘Go drop your shoes up at the farmhouse. I’ll meet you here.’

The girls strode off and Wil got to loading hay bales into the tray of his ute. When they arrived back to the shed, having donned their gumboots, he was in the thick of it. The weather was warm enough to wear a short sleeve shirt and he was already working up a sweat.

‘Come on,’ he said, ‘there’s three more left to load.’

Emily was first into the shed. Bending, she clasped the straps wrapped around the circular bale, hoisted it up into the air and threw it on top of the others in the ute. The heavy scent of straw wafted around them.

She dusted her hands when done. ‘Right, what’s next?’

Wil laughed, thrilled by this new determination, as though she’d finally decided to fight. ‘That’s what I like to hear.’

Becky and Daniella stepped into the shed and lifted their allocated bales into the back of the ute.

‘Nice work. Now jump in and we’ll go deliver these to the cattle.’

‘I’m in the front,’ said Emily quickly. Wil bit back his laugh before moving to the passenger door and opening it for her.

‘Thank you,’ she said and climbed in. He did the same for the other ladies.

When seated in the driver’s seat, Wil glanced across at Emily, unable to stop himself. Her jeaned legs were slightly apart and her hands were on her lap. Her hair hung over her shoulders, hugging her breasts. She was gorgeous. He met her gaze and she giggled bashfully because she was caught giving him the once over too.

He shook his head and chuckled, then started the engine.

‘All ready?’ he asked.

‘Yep,’ said Emily.

‘Yes,’ chorused the girls from the back.

In his peripheral, Wil saw the cameramen were climbing into an adjoining vehicle. They reminded him of the microphone, which they each wore, strapped to his jeans. Irritation swelled inside him. But there was no getting around this invasion of privacy. That was the premise of the show, so he simply had to suck it up and make the most of it.

They soared along the gravelly track that sliced across the property, dirt, rocks and twigs flicking underneath the tyres.

Emily wound down the window and inhaled deeply. ‘There’s something so healthy about this air,’ she said.

After the rain overnight, the earthy scent of the farm was strong.

‘You’ve the most beautiful property, Wil. People in the city don’t know what they’re missing.’

Wil smiled. ‘What about you, Em? Do you know what you’re missing?’ He looked away from the track to meet her gaze.

‘I do now,’ she said.

Wil parked at a fence to an adjoining paddock where a large herd of cattle languidly chewed on grass or stood in small groups, their tails swishing behind them.

Wil parked and jumped out to haul the gate open.

When seated again in his car, he drove into the paddock. ‘You can drive this thing?’

Emily’s eyes widened, but she nodded.

He grinned. ‘Good. I’ll hop in the back and throw the bales out.’

They jumped out of the car. Wil held tight to the roll bar and hoisted himself up into the tray. He grabbed a bale and threw it onto the ground. ‘Just head forwards about one hundred metres.’

Emily climbed into the driver’s seat, wound down the window and poked her head out. ‘Are you holding on?’

He chuckled. ‘Yep.’

She drove a distance and stopped. He threw out another bale then waved his hand, indicating she go forward. The car surged ahead. They did this until all the bales were spread across the paddock and Wil climbed into the passenger seat.

‘Do you … want me to …?’

‘Stay there,’ he said.

She nodded. ‘Where to next?’

‘The chicken trailers.’

Emily narrowed her eyes. ‘What are chicken trailers?’

‘You’ll see.’

‘How did I know you were going to say that?’

They headed out of the paddock. Wil secured the gate behind them and they drove towards the farmhouse, then detoured down to the front of the property.

‘What type of car do you drive at home?’

Emily looked at him and grinned. ‘A Mercedes. I wouldn’t even drive it through the front gates here.’

He laughed. ‘I’m sensing you like the finer things, Em?’

She nodded. ‘I won’t deny that. But I’ve worked hard to earn them. But this,’ she said slapping her palm to the steering wheel, ‘is a different type of fun.’

‘You can have expensive and beautiful toys here too. There’s just a time and a place for them.’

She giggled. ‘Cruising along a muddy track is perhaps not the right place.’

His gaze dropped to her lips; he licked his own. ‘Well, that depends on—’

Becky cut in. ‘I’d like to sit in the front next if that’s okay?’

Wil cleared his throat. ‘Sure.’

He didn’t miss the tightening of Emily’s grip on the steering wheel until her knuckles turned white. He pointed a little further ahead and asked Emily to stop there. She pulled in and cut the engine. Wil waited for the girls in the back to climb out before he turned to Emily as she was pushing her door open and gripped her shoulder gently.

‘Em,’ he whispered.

She faced him.

‘I understand. Okay? I get it. How you feel about this.’

Emily strained a smile and nodded. ‘We both signed up for this with our eyes open.’

He sighed. ‘Yeah. We did.’

Emily pushed the door open and climbed out.

They headed down the fields towards the big chicken cages. Wil carried a bucket of feed for them. But first they had to move the cages to new positions. Each cage was fitted with wheels for this reason.

‘Is this usual?’ asked Emily, puffing, as she helped pull one of the cages fifteen metres along. It was something he did every morning himself, but he wanted to give the girls a go, get them familiar with his daily routine. The chickens clucked and flapped, and glossy little feathers were stirred up, but they were not at all frenzied or frightened. There was no offensive smell either, just the natural scent of poultry and feed.

‘I always pictured big sheds housing a billion chickens.’

They placed one side of the cage back on the grass. Wil dusted his hands and shook his head. ‘We’ve shifted away from that in recent years. It’s not good for the chickens or the land. These tractor cages mean the chickens are still safe from foxes by remaining in a caged environment, but always have fresh grass under feet. We move them along before they can reduce the field to soil and their waste acts as a fertiliser at the same time.’

Emily pressed her hands to her hips and nodded. ‘Two birds with one stone.’

He laughed. ‘That’s the plan.’

‘So this is what you meant when you said your farming practices were different from prior generations?’

‘Exactly. This is just one example.’

He led Becky and Daniella to the other cages and they helped him move them along. Then they did the same with a dozen others. The last job was to take the feed and spread it around for the chickens. All the girls helped him do that.

Emily giggled as the chickens clucked louder and pecked at the seed with their beaks. ‘Do they lay eggs?’

Wil shook his head. ‘Not this bunch. The layers are on Dad’s property.’

‘So these are for …’ She couldn’t finish.

‘Yes, they’re for eating. You know that chicken breast you had yesterday at lunch? That was one of our own.’

Emily nodded, but soon her brow furrowed. She sighed as she ran a hand through her long hair. ‘I just realised how far removed I am. I buy my chicken on black trays wrapped in Gladwrap. No blood. No feathers. No delightful clucking.’ She smiled when she said that, but there was a sadness in her eyes. ‘Seeing the chickens alive, and the work that goes into growing them gives me a new respect for the final product. One of these little darlings died for me.’

‘That’s the process of life, Em.’

She pressed her hands to her hips and clicked her tongue. ‘I went on a date to a restaurant with a guy. Dwayne.’ She lowered her eyes and shook her head. ‘He rudely demanded sustainable, organic produce, but you know what? I bet he has no idea where his food comes from. It’s a big show. A fad.’ Her cheeks pinked as she rubbed a hand along the back of her neck. ‘I’m so ignorant about all this. It feels wrong to be, like I’m doing these chickens a disservice by not valuing them.’

Wil extended an arm around her shoulders. She wasn’t the only one to come to that conclusion after spending time up close with the animals on this farm. With seventy per cent of the population living in the cities of the world, it was understandable that most people had no idea. ‘We can remedy that with a crash course in animal raising.’

Becky came up then and snuck herself in under Wil’s other arm. ‘I’m keen on that crash course too.’

Emily pulled away abruptly and walked off to the car. Wil sighed. Emily may be here, but he could tell she was at serious odds with being so.







Chapter 16

‘A pig sty,’ said Emily as she stood on the lower rung of the fence and looked into the muddy home to eight fat, pink pigs. ‘You can’t expect me to go in there?’

‘They need feeding.’

She shook her head as the pigs rushed towards the fence line snorting and snuffling. They were enormous and filthy, trotters and bellies streaked with mud.

‘They stink,’ she said. ‘A lot.’

Wil threw his head back and laughed. ‘You’re not going to discriminate based on scent now, are you?’

A smile crept onto her lips. ‘I guess not.’

They had come from a paddock filled with sheep. She opted out when given the choice to assist herding them into an adjoining paddock because their stamping hooves and high-pitched bleating scared her. She wouldn’t have the first clue about what to do with sheep. Plus, she was still disgruntled after the two-women-under-one-man’s-arms incident back at the chicken trailers.

Yes, she was on a show that glorified men with a plethora of love options, and the premise was to have women in direct opposition to other women, but she wasn’t going to be a part of that side of the show.

Emily shook her head and sighed. That sounded ridiculous, even to herself, because she already was a part of it. And because she truly did like the man at the centre of this show, she would continue to be a part of it.

Without realising, she had been caught, hook, line and sinker.

An unexpected lightness worked through her muscles and mind. Somehow, by accepting the situation as it was, admitting to her own weaknesses, and acknowledging the self-made weight she had been pushing against, she didn’t feel so … trapped.

Back at the sheep paddocks, there were squeals and frightened faces as Becky and Daniella had tried to direct the frenetic sheep with Wil and his cattle dog, Daisy, who he’d picked up on the way through. Wil was amazing, directing Daisy around the herd with whistles and deep, short calls until, with a few nips at the heels of the sheep, he had gracefully pushed the flock into the next paddock. Because Emily spent the entire time giggling at Becky and Daniella and feeling suitably grateful she wasn’t getting involved, she promised she would participate in the next activity to give them a break.

Looking down at these pigs and the thick muddy premises, she thought the sheep may have been the better option. She glanced back at Becky and Daniella who were smiling smugly. She couldn’t blame them—she’d be doing the same if the roles were reversed.

‘You knew, didn’t you?’ she asked Wil. ‘When you gave me the choice to sit out with the sheep.’

He laughed again, his big dimples carving dents in his cheeks.

‘That’s just nasty,’ she said.

‘So I probably shouldn’t use this moment to tell you that you can’t let these pigs near your hands. They’ve strong snouts and can bite your fingers clean off.’

Emily jumped off the fence and took two steps back. ‘No. You shouldn’t use this moment to tell me that because I’m not going in there now. Are you serious? They could bite my finger off?’

‘Fingers. Multiple. And yes, I’m deadly serious.’

Emily’s mouth fell open. She shook her head. ‘No bloody way. Nah-ah. Not happening, Wil. You’re on your own.’

Again his head rolled back and he roared with laughter, obviously finding his tormenting highly entertaining. She wasn’t amused. He eventually looked back at her, still grinning, and said, ‘There’s a fence. They won’t be able to come near us.’

Emily sighed. ‘Thank God for that.’ She placed a hand on her chest, felt the thumping underneath. ‘My heart is thundering here.’

He pressed his lips together but was still smiling, his dimples on full display. Despite his cheeky taunts, he had Emily panting. He stepped closer, so the other girls were out of earshot. ‘I wouldn’t purposefully put you in danger.’

‘I guess I don’t know you well enough yet to understand this mischievous side.’

He reached for her hand, held it in his. Her breath caught at the sensation pulsing through her. It wasn’t like the other times he held her hand to lead her somewhere, there was an air of intimacy to the way he entwined his fingers with hers. ‘That’s something we’ll have to rectify,’ he whispered. Whispering was the sexiest thing ever when it was coming from Wil’s lips. Her body warmed and tingled.

She peered up into his blue eyes, then down to his lips. They were long and full, perfect for kissing. A gentle current swirled between them like a magnet, pulling her to him, and he to her. But she resisted; they had the eyes of Becky and Daniella, as well as the cameras, focused on them.

‘Yes,’ she managed to say though her voice was breathy.

His big chest expanded on a deep inhale. Emily wanted to press both her palms against him and feel the muscle she knew existed underneath that t-shirt. The delicious warmth in her limbs spread to her breasts, and down to her belly where it pulled and continued lower, unravelling and stirring her long-dormant O.

Seemingly snapping out of his daydream, Wil straightened and took a step back. He managed a tight smile though his eyelids were still heavy hooded. ‘We better get to it.’

Emily nodded and released her hand from his.

Wil collected a bucket filled with feed from a shed beside the sty. He mixed in some kitchen scraps he had in a bucket on the back of the ute then jumped over the fence, bucket in hand. The pigs came snorting and sniffing towards him.

‘Come on, piggies,’ he said fondly as he led them across to one side of the pen. Emily watched open-mouthed at the relaxed ease with which Wil commanded the animals. When all the pigs were cornered on the opposite side of the pen, Wil pulled the internal gate along, shutting it behind him, locking the pigs in.

He peered at Emily. ‘Come on then.’

She climbed up the horizontal palings and sat on top of the fence until she manoeuvred both legs over the side. Wil was there with his hands on her waist and lifted her down. Emily bit back a smile. She was a tall girl and she didn’t have a petite frame, she actually had meat on her bones, and it was a testament to Will’s size and strength to be able to hold her as though she weighed nothing.

‘Thank you,’ she said.

Wil held out the bucket for her. ‘If you could pour this into the feed bins, I’ll make sure their water troughs are clean and full.’

Emily held the handle of the bucket and squelched through the mud to the troughs. Each step was laboured because half a gumboot sunk into the mud and had to be yanked free before she could take the next step. She was grateful now that she didn’t wear her cute cowboy boots, they would have been ruined. Wil was right about there being a time and place for nice on this farm.

Tipping the bucket, Emily poured all the feed along the length of the big metal bins, while Wil filled up the water trough from a tap connected to a nearby water tank.

‘Anything else needed?’ she called to him over the din from the pigs at the gate. Their snorting and clanging were incessant. They wanted in.

He shook his head. ‘That’s it.’

Emily smiled and headed back to the fence, but her foot became glued to the ground. Momentum worked against her, wanted her to keep moving forwards. She resisted against it, threw her arms out to cling to something. The bucket dropped to the mud with a thud. She screamed as she tipped forwards onto her hands and knees. Splashes of wet, stinky mud hit her face and streaked down the front of her shirt.

Hands, knees and feet were buried in the slush. She groaned as she pushed her palms further into the mud, seeking hard ground for leverage, and got to her feet. Carefully, she tried to take a step, but her boot remained suctioned and she tipped over again.

‘Bloody hell!’ Her cheeks were burning.

‘Hang on,’ came Wil’s voice from behind, followed by squelches as he worked through the mud to get to her.

‘It stinks,’ Emily whined. Becky and Daniella were giggling, but she didn’t look at them. They’d be ecstatic now with their sheep-yard bargain.

Wil stood in front of her, holding out his hands. She lifted her arms up to him. He was biting back a grin and when he saw how caked her hands were, a laugh burst through.

‘Don’t laugh,’ she said though she was on the verge of smiling herself.

He gripped her wrists and pulled her up. She yanked at her boot, and finally dislodged it from the mud, but, on her next step, she lost her balance again and fell into Wil, muddy palms pressing to his chest. Well, I did want to touch him there. Wil gripped her waist with steady hands, but as he stepped forwards, to hold her more closely, his foot remained rooted in the mud and they both fell over onto their backsides.

Emily squealed while Wil burst into laughter. He chuckled harder when he eyed the mud splashed over Emily’s cheek. A smirk broke through, despite her best efforts not to encourage Wil, but his laugh was contagious. She burst into giggles until her eyes watered and her chest hurt. Damn, his laugh would be so sexy if she wasn’t finding the circumstances hilariously mortifying.

‘You made me fall again,’ she said between giggles.

‘Me? You’re the one who knocked me over. Now I’m going to stink.’

‘Going to stink? Believe me, you already do.’

When the laughter wound down, Wil managed to stand. He held his hands out for Emily. She eyed his gesture with distrust, knowing where it got her last time—flat on her arse in the mud. But she had no other choice—she wasn’t capable of standing on her own either, obviously.

She gripped his hands and he helped her up. Holding tight to Wil, they both managed to heave their boots out of the mud and, one painstaking step at a time, made it to the fence. After climbing over and landing on the solid ground, Emily sighed with relief.

Wil was watching her with that cheeky blue gaze. ‘The rain last night must have saturated the ground. I’m sorry …’ he broke off, laughing again.

Emily pressed her filthy hands to her hips. ‘Next time, I’m herding those sheep.’

Behind the nearby water tank was a tap they could use to wash up. The water was freezing, but it was better than stinky, sticky mud. Emily yanked her gumboots off and washed away all the gunk.

Wil ran his hand under the slow stream of water then rubbed his finger along her jaw. Despite the chill of the water, hot tingles fanned across her flesh. ‘You’ve got a bit of mud there.’

‘Thank you,’ she said.

Holding his hands under the flow from the tap, he allowed water to pool in his palms, then splashed it on her cheek. ‘And a bit more there,’ he said with a chuckle.

She gasped as the shock of cold struck her. Emily narrowed her eyes at him, ignoring his teasing grin, and quickly retaliated, splashing him in the face. ‘You’ve got a bit of mud there,’ she said, already dissolving into laughter.

Wil cupped his hands under the tap again, but she lurched away, squealing, and ran from him, only to hit a spot of slippery grass and fell onto her backside with a thud.

Emily could not believe her luck. It appeared she was going to become intimately acquainted with dirt, grass and mud, the things she was apprehensive of coming face-to-face with. She lowered her head into her hands and laughed and laughed and laughed.

Wil joined her, sitting beside her on the wet grass. He laid a hand on her shoulder and tried his hardest to apologise, but every time he attempted to speak, he burst into laughter again.

When she lifted her head from her knees and looked at him, tears were rolling down her cheeks and she was alternating between laughter and crying.

‘Are … are you okay?’ he asked, his expression sobering.

She wiped away her tears with the back of her hand and sniffled. ‘I’m fine. I think.’

‘You’re crying?’

She nodded. ‘But they’re happy tears.’ At least, she thought they were. She hadn’t had this reaction before, but she wasn’t sad, so the only explanation was that she was literally crying happy tears. ‘I think my stress is leaving me.’

‘You were stressed?’ True concern filled his voice.

‘I think I was. I didn’t know … I mean I did, but I didn’t believe it.’ She looked into his blue eyes, smiled then frowned. ‘I’ve been so damn serious … I’d forgotten …’ she trailed off. Emily knew that as she donned her realtor’s face, always professional, and went about working every day, she hid the less serious side of herself until she forgot it had ever existed. Until now.

Wil rested his hand on her thigh and squeezed her knee. His voice was low and gentle. ‘Next date, I’ll organise something relaxing for us.’

She shook her head and grinned bashfully. ‘You don’t have to do that. Today was perfect. Maybe something where I don’t have to walk, though. Seems I’m having trouble doing that.’

Wil laughed and lifted to his feet. He held his hands out to her and helped Emily from the grass.

She peered down at her damp, filthy clothes. ‘I’m sorry, I’m going to dirty your ute.’

He shook his head. ‘Don’t worry. It’s seen worse things than a little mud.’

Emily was sent by the director to complete her daily one-on-one camera time before she had a chance to shower. But, despite sitting for an hour longer in her filthy jeans, shirt, and gumboots, she had fun recounting the day’s events. She had adored the day spent with Wil. She could take or leave the other girls who tagged along—leave, preferably.

Afterwards, at the contestants’ quarters, while the next group of girls left for their date with Wil, Emily showered and changed, then went to her bedroom. From her hiding spot in her luggage, she retrieved her phone and relaxed onto her bed. She wanted a work fix, an hour or so catching up on the latest happenings in the Melbourne real estate market while she had been away. The last thing she needed was to go back to her usual life and be completely out of the loop where property was concerned.

But Emily only managed five minutes scrolling through current listings before her eyes were drooping. It wasn’t like her to experience tiredness during the day, let alone sleep … ever, but her muscles were loosening and her body melting into the mattress. Closing her heavy lids, she gave herself permission to take advantage of this unusual state.

She woke sometime later to the sound of women talking. The scent of cooking was drifting through the air. Emily rubbed her eyes, rolled out of bed and made her way to the kitchen. She reached for the door to push it open, when her name was whispered in a snarky tone.

Her stomach squirmed. Who was in there and what were they saying about her? She hovered outside the door, pressed her ear closer, and listened.

‘I’m going to say something.’ It was Becky’s voice. ‘Emily was totally hogging Wil. It’s not fair. How are we supposed to get to know him if she’s always there? And the way she stormed away when I put my arm around him. As though I’m not allowed to do that, yet she is. I’m sick of her. She’s been trouble from day one.’

Anger boiled through Emily’s veins. I’m trouble? She was the last thing from trouble. It seemed all she had to do was breathe and she put these girls offside. And she wasn’t purposefully hogging Wil. It just happened that she fell over. Twice. But he was noticeably as attentive to Becky and Daniella, wasn’t he?

Daniella spoke then, but Emily wasn’t going to continue allowing them to bitch about her behind her back, so she shoved through the door. And of course, the cameras were there to greet her, capturing every word these girls had said about her.

She forced a smile onto her face as though she hadn’t heard what they had been saying. ‘Hi,’ she said, but her voice didn’t sound as cheery as she intended.

Becca grinned wide. It was so fake, it made Emily want to vomit. ‘Oh, hi, Emily. Nice to see you’ve cleaned up.’

Daniella, who was tearing lettuce leaves into a bowl, said, ‘We were saying what a great time we had today with Wil.’

Emily nodded. ‘I had a lot of fun.’

‘Yes. You did,’ said Becky. ‘I couldn’t help but think that you spent more time with Wil than we did, though.’ Her tone was still forcibly light.

‘I can’t control that.’

Daniella stopped what she was doing and glared at Emily. ‘We think differently. It’s only fair that you let us have time with him too. We’re all here to get to know him, not cheat each other.’

Emily’s chest tightened. She fisted her hands at her side. Were they seriously saying she was cheating? This was ridiculous, more so than she could have ever imagined. She levelled her gaze on both of them. She was sick and tired of being called old, and now a cheat. Enough was enough. ‘This is a competition. Or have you forgotten that?’

As Emily marched from the room, the door swinging closed behind her, Becky’s mumbled words followed her. ‘You’ve just reminded us. Loud and clear.’

Emily stayed in her bedroom for the rest of the evening, eating the couple of fruit and nut bars she had stashed in her purse from god knows how long ago. She didn’t want to stir anything else up, not while the cameras were hovering and the tension was high. The last thing she needed was to prolong or escalate this schoolyard-like pettiness. She was an adult. And her current situation, no matter how utterly abnormal and incomprehensible, was not going to make her forget that.

Later that evening, Emily snuck out with her phone to the tree. The cloak of night was all around her, the silence that went hand in hand with darkness pressed upon her senses. This was fast becoming her favourite time of day on the farm—there was a peacefulness that accompanied this hour that transcended all other moments. Despite the blanketing black that curbed her vision, the sky above, illumed with winking stars and the bright shifting moon, opened her up to a world she had not experienced before.

She sighed, leant back against the smooth trunk of the tree, and held the mobile up to her ear. ‘There’s definite chemistry.’

‘What?’ asked Xanthi.

‘He takes my breath away. Makes my heart flutter. He’s kind and funny and I want to jump his bones every time I look at him.’ Lowering her voice she whispered, ‘I’m in trouble, aren’t I?’

‘Depends on how you look at it. My opinion is you’re moving in the right direction.’

Emily frowned. ‘Until he eliminates me.’

‘Why, is there a possibility he will?’

‘There always is.’

‘But, he feels that chemistry too, doesn’t he?’

Emily thought about Wil taking every opportunity to touch her—shoulder, thigh, hand—and the heated look in his eyes. ‘Yeah,’ she whispered, throat tight with tension. ‘I’ve felt it between us.’

‘Then you’re not getting eliminated.’

‘But what if I’m wrong? Oh God, I’m in for a whole world of hurt.’

Xanthi’s tone was no-nonsense when she said, ‘You’re a big girl. You’ll pick yourself up and move one. You’ve done it before, you can do it again.’

She was right. Emily had experienced the end of three major relationships in her history that hurt her like nothing else when they ended. But, she put on her big-girl stilettos and got on with life until that pain didn’t hurt quite so much anymore. And she was in love with those men; she wasn’t in love with Wil.

At the end of the day, this was a game show. She didn’t have to be serious, or fall in love; there was room to be frivolous and have fun. Today’s date showed that.

‘You’re right. I should just stop being a scaredy cat and dive in. It’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.’ Her conscience chimed in then and said, ‘don’t get ahead of yourself’, but she ignored it for the first time in her life.

‘Yes,’ screeched Xanthi. ‘Dive in. You know how to swim.’







Chapter 17

By the time Wil had finished with the group dates scheduled for that day, did his interviews back at the farmhouse with the director and a camera, then rushed out to complete the few jobs he didn’t get to during the day, he was spent. He was grateful his mother invited him over for dinner.

But, because he loved this time of the evening, when the setting sun glowed in the distance painting the landscape in fluorescent colour, he walked to his parent’s property. It had nothing to do with the hope he held of running into Emily again on the way home.

Pushing through the front door of his parent’s house, the home he lived out his childhood in, he yelled, ‘Hi! Anyone home?’ He knew they’d be in the kitchen, but it’s what he did.

‘In here,’ came his dad’s voice.

Wil strode to the kitchen. His mother was at the stove top, finishing the dinner prep while his father was seated at the table. The kitchen was warm and the aromas of roast chicken set his stomach rumbling. He went to his mum and kissed her on the cheek. ‘Hi, Mum.’

‘Hi, darling.’

‘Hi, Dad. You need a hand with anything?’

Mum nodded. ‘If you could set the table please.’

Wil went about placing plates, knives, and forks on the kitchen table.

‘So how’s it all going over there?’ asked Dad.

Wil, grinning, shook his head. ‘They’re a handful, let me tell you. I’ve never met women like them. Incredibly beautiful and all so different from one another.’

‘But do any strike your fancy?’ asked Mum impatiently, as though Wil should have read between the lines of Dad’s question and interpreted the guts of what he was really asking.

Wil couldn’t hold back his wide smile.

Mum giggled. ‘Well, that looks promising. Tell me, what’s her name?’

Wil placed the last set of cutlery on the table, went to the fridge and grabbed out a beer for himself and Dad. He uncapped them and handed a bottle to his dad before taking a seat.

‘Her name is Emily. She’s a real estate agent, living in Melbourne. The moment I saw her, I just felt … something.’

Dad nodded. ‘Does she like you, though, son?’

Wil frowned, then shrugged. ‘I’m not sure exactly. I get the vibe that she does and then I feel like she’s holding back. Like she’s scared.’

‘She might be. This would be daunting for any young lady to experience. And besides, she probably doesn’t know you enough yet.’

Wil took a swallow of his beer. ‘Yeah. I understand that well enough.’ He grinned. ‘You should see her, though, she’s the most beautiful woman to ever grace this farm.’

Dad stood then and shuffled closer to his wife. He kissed her on the cheek. ‘I may have to disagree with you on that one, son.’

Mum giggled and lowered her head bashfully, still affected by his compliments even after thirty-five years of marriage. It warmed Wil’s heart to see it and he smiled. He could still remember when he was a little boy, his mother, to him, was the most beautiful woman too.

‘But it’s not all about appearances. You know that,’ said Mum.

He swallowed another mouthful of beer. ‘I know that. She’s also really focused, successful, smart and kind.’ He laughed, recalling her falling over in the mud. ‘Has trouble staying on her feet.’ He recounted the story of their date to his parents and they were all in stitches by the end of it.

‘I like the sound of her,’ said Dad.

‘Me too,’ said Mum.

Wil liked the sound of her too. And the look. And what he had managed to touch so far.

After dinner of roast chicken and vegetables, Wil helped his mother with the dishes then had another beer with his dad in the living room. A football game was on, but Wil was too distracted to concentrate.

‘I saw Lindsey Walsh yesterday afternoon,’ Dad said. Billi’s mother.

Wil’s muscles went rigid at the sound of her name. ‘And?’

‘Looks like Billi’s come home to stay. Seems her husband strayed.’

‘But she’s pregnant.’

Dad shrugged. ‘These things happen.’

Wil rubbed the back of his neck and took a long pull on his beer. Despite all that Billi had done to him and his family, he felt a small twang of sympathy for her. It couldn’t be an easy situation.

‘Seems they’ve started advertising this show of yours already. Lindsey wanted to know all about it. A million bloody questions.’

Wil shook his head. ‘I don’t know why you even bother talking to her.’

‘She’s not responsible for her daughter’s actions. She disapproved as much as we did. They didn’t speak for a year after all that fuss. But Billi is finally realising her mistakes.’

Wil arched a brow. ‘How so?’

‘Lindsey mentioned something of the kind. Seems she’s wishing she never left.’

Wil drank the remainder of his beer and stood. ‘Well, too late for regrets.’

Dad nodded. ‘My exact words.’

Wil threw his bottle in the recycling, said goodbye to his parents and started on his way back home. He wandered closer to the tree where he met Emily the night before, hoping he’d see the sexy silhouette of her body standing under the moonlight.

But she wasn’t there.

His body grew leaden with disappointment as he kept on back to his farmhouse to spend the night dreaming about what if.







Chapter 18

A cocktail party was held the following evening in the barn. Not the same barn where Emily had helped load hay bales and had stored feed and tractors and molasses. As she stepped inside this two door barn and noted the roaring fireplace, the long bar, open kitchen, and heaters situated throughout, she realised this barn had one sole purpose—entertaining.

The space was stunningly decorated with cow-hide lounges, rustic timber tables, and fairy lights strung around the open beam rafters. It epitomised luxurious country living.

Emily wore a delicate white dress. The skirt sat above her knee while the back flowed down to her ankles. The flimsy material cinched in at her waist, was sleeveless, and the collar slung low so her cleavage was on display. And complementing the dress were her cowboy boots. She curled her hair into long waves and left it to hang loosely around her shoulders and down her back.

A bartender mixed Emily a fruity cocktail and she sat with the other eight women, who were looking gorgeous in their formal dresses and stilettos. She was the only one in cowboy boots, but she didn’t care. These babies had lassoed her heart and, as a bonus, they looked fantastic with this dress.

Emily attempted small talk with the girls, but after what she heard Becky and Daniella talking about yesterday afternoon, each word and smile was rigid and mechanical. The other girls were equally stand-offish, which made Emily think they’d been gossiping among themselves. Emily sipped on her cocktail. This is a game that will soon come to an end. Just pretend to be nice and before you know it, it will be over and you’ll be back in Melbourne living your old life.

Three of the girls had gone on their farm date with Wil that morning and were chatting about the details. By the sounds of it, they had done much of the same things Emily, Becky and Daniella did yesterday.

‘Thankfully, Wil didn’t make us go into the pig sty area. Those pigs are horrible creatures,’ said Angela.

‘You can thank Emily for that,’ said Daniella. ‘She fell over, “supposedly” by accident.’ Yes, she used her fingers to air quote and her tone was completely sarcastic.

Emily narrowed her eyes at her.

‘You fell over in there?’ asked Angela, her lips twisting in disgust.

Emily nodded. ‘Yes. And it was by accident.’

‘Then she fell over again outside the sty. So perfect, wish I had thought of it,’ said Becky.

‘Do you want Wil to think you’ve trouble standing?’ asked Angela.

Emily hid her eye roll behind her cocktail as she took a sip. ‘Apparently,’ she mumbled against her straw.

‘So, did you fall over on purpose or not?’ asked Angela.

‘No, I did not fall over on purpose,’ Emily snapped.

Becky shrugged a slender shoulder and swiped her long fringe away from her eyes. ‘You can understand why we would assume you did. After all, it’s a competition. Weren’t those your words?’

Emily gulped until only ice was left in her glass. ‘Excuse me,’ she said and marched to the bar to order another drink. This felt worse than high school. She hung out at the bar for longer than necessary, before joining the other women. When she approached the cluster, silence fell upon them and remained until Emily had taken her seat again.

‘Um … we get to start our single dates tomorrow,’ stuttered Felicity, an obvious attempt to end the awkward silence.

Then the others joined in, frenetically speculating about what would be organised. Their suggestions ranged from picnic dates on the property to hiking in the nearby forest. They imagined sitting with him on checked blankets, sipping champagne and kissing as the sun set.

‘Who will be the first to kiss him?’ asked Felicity.

The girls shrugged, except for Emily whose stomach was wildly roiling. The thought of any of these girls kissing Wil made her hot—in an angry, anxious way. She sucked madly on her straw, hoping for the alcohol to wash away her sudden bad emotions. Conversations like this brought her back down to Earth. So easily, it seemed, that this competition was all about her and Wil, and the other girls were nothing but pretty backdrops. But they were as motivated to get to know him, touch him, and kiss him, as Emily was. If she was developing real emotions for this cowboy, it was a strong possibility these other girls were too, and they were more than willing to fight for him.

‘What about you, Emily? You planning on kissing Wil?’ asked Becky.

‘That’s none of your business,’ she snapped, then cringed to hear the bitterness in her tone. She lowered her eyes and bit her bottom lip to stop herself from saying anything else. This wasn’t her. She wasn’t nasty to other women, not under normal circumstances anyway. But these conditions were far from ordinary. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said.

Becky arched one perfectly sculpted brow and let it fall neatly back into place. ‘That’s fair enough. You can be private if you like. No skin off my nose.’

‘I’m sorry if I came across as rude. I just don’t think that’s something I feel comfortable sharing at this stage.’

Becky shrugged. ‘Your prerogative.’ Then turned to the other women. ‘What about you ladies?’

Angela licked her lips and pushed her chest out. ‘I’ll be taking every available opportunity and I will not apologise for that.’

‘Me too,’ said Georgie, laughing.

Damn the studio for choosing such a fantastic cowboy. Why couldn’t they have corralled some cocky bastard who basked in the attention of his harem? It would have made this much easier.

Speak of the devil. All eyes shifted to the entryway of the barn. Wil was walking in, the camera trained on him. He donned his trademark white cowboy hat, but tonight he wore beige trousers, a crisp white long-sleeved shirt with a tie, and a beige vest. Oh, man. Sex on legs. His eyes shone under the artificial lighting and his smile was so sexy Emily wanted to lick it right off his face. She glanced at the other girls open-mouthed expressions—they were thinking exactly the same thing. She sighed because she was no different from any one of them. She was just the only one in the room who hadn’t yet accepted it.

Wil nodded, finger and thumb to the brim of his hat as he did. Emily stood, not of her own volition, and elbowed through the other women until she stood before him. She held his shoulders and leant in to kiss his cheek. ‘Good evening,’ she said, her voice breathy.

‘Emily,’ he said leaning back and kissing her on her opposite cheek, lingering long enough that she breathed in his warmth and delicious scent. ‘How are you?’ he asked.

‘I’m really well. Now.’

He smiled. ‘Good to hear it.’

‘You?’ she asked.

‘Never better.’

The other girls had practically formed a line behind her—a crude ordering of the hierarchy achieved to date. Becky was eager to hurry Emily along and move in for some cheek kissing action for herself. Emily set the precedence on that one—so she only had herself to blame. And anything Emily could do, the harem were quick to let her know they could do it better.

Emily stepped back and finished her drink, before heading to the bar for another. It was pointless fighting for his attention with a group of eager women this size, and, besides, she wouldn’t want to be seen hogging him now, would she?

Over the night, she lingered on the outskirts. There was no one here she could call a friend, and Wil was continually entertained by one or another of the ladies. But as she sat on the lounge, drinking yet another cocktail, Wil came to her. He sat beside her, close enough that she could feel the warmth of his thigh against her own.

‘Are you purposely avoiding me tonight?’ he asked with that cheeky grin of his as he placed his beer on the table in front of them. Though, she could see from his eyes, that his question held some seriousness.

She shook her head. ‘No. And yes.’

He grinned wider and narrowed his eyes. ‘Well, that answers my question completely.’

She smiled. ‘I’m sorry. No, I’m not avoiding you. Not intentionally. It’s difficult to get you on your own.’

‘Not quite the right setting for that.’

She nodded. He was right. She must remember that this was a show. ‘No. It’s not.’ After a sip of her drink, she asked, ‘But how amazing is this barn? Do you entertain a lot?’

He shrugged. ‘Every now and then. Okay, maybe a little more than that. I’ve got a big extended family and some good friends who live locally. We catch up when we can.’

‘In style. City folk would kill to have a space like this.’

‘They only have to leave the city to find it,’ he said. A double entendre?

‘A big family, you say?’

He nodded. ‘I only have one sister and brother, but plenty of aunts, uncles and cousins. What about you?’

‘An elder brother. He lives in the UK, though, so I don’t get to see him often. Does your brother and sister have a lot to do with the farm?’

‘My sister, yes, she lives on an adjoining property. My brother had always wanted to the leave the country behind for the city. He’s a stockbroker in Sydney.’

‘So your sister lives on one property. Your parents on another. Then you have all this land. How big is this farm?’

‘Decent,’ he said.

‘I think I’m beginning to see that. What does your family think about you being on a show like this?’

He lowered his gaze as he reached for his beer. He took a long swallow. ‘They’re supportive. It was my brother who convinced me to do it. Or perhaps I should say, blindfolded me then pushed me over the cliff.’

Emily laughed. ‘He sounds like my best friend. Similar situation.’

Wil gazed at her, grinning. ‘You have the most incredible eyes I’ve ever seen. The colour of cognac.’

Emily’s chest warmed and her heart fluttered at his honest compliment. ‘Thank you. But I bet you say that to all the girls.’

He leant closer and shook his head. ‘No, I don’t.’

Emily’s cheeks grew hotter as she gazed into his honest blue eyes. She could quite easily let this man charm the pants off her. Long since pleasured parts of her body sighed at that thought and she had to cross her legs, squeeze her thighs together.

The director’s voice blasted through a hand-held microphone at that moment. ‘Ladies, we’ve organised some entertainment for tonight. A band is setting up now, and as soon as they’re done, I expect you all to make your way to the designated dance floor. You too, Wil.’

Emily’s eyes widened and Wil laughed. ‘Did you know about this?’

He nodded.

‘And you’re okay with … dancing?’

He chuckled again as he held out his hands. ‘I guess I have to be.’

She gripped his hands and he helped her from her seat.

Soon enough, the band was playing and the cameras were rolling again. The barn was a natural amphitheatre with its polished cement floor and high-pitched roof. The music sounded amazing. It pumped through Emily’s body and enlivened her. The songs had a fast paced blues feel and were all about utes, red dust, hard yakka and country loving. It was guitars and foot-stomping, and each lyric pronounced with an unabashed Australian twang.

She knew how this was going to look on film, all these women and one lone cowboy, but the mixture of alcohol buzzing in her cells and the lively music rendered her carefree.

Wil gripped her hand and swung her under his arm. She laughed and threw her head back as he did. He grabbed her waist and rocked his hips close to hers then drew her away and swung her again under the opposite arm. This was a different type of dancing to what she was used to at clubs; this was hands-on, hip swaying, body to body, in an old-school way. And if her wide grin and bursts of giggles were any indication, she was loving it.

And for the next hour, the dance floor was the place to be, in between trips to the bar for more cocktails. One song after another, they all danced and laughed, the competition was forgotten and genuine, down-to-earth fun embraced.

Wil had blown her mind with the way he could move around a dance floor with such ease and confidence. No, he didn’t dance like the men she was used to dancing with in clubs or bars, but he rocked it, his intimate grasp on her hips, the step of his feet, the tug at her hand as he spun her around the room. The smile on his face and his sexy lips singing had her knees melting. He was so tall and wide, and when she pressed her chest to his, it felt like home. Her body tingled and heated and she knew in his arms was where she should always be.

He was gracious and attentive to all the women, and she didn’t mind as long as he made his way back to her in time and smiled at her that way only he could.

Then as soon as it began, the music stopped and the band was packing away. The film crew were setting up at the end of the barn for the elimination ceremony. Anticipation needled under Emily’s flesh and hastened her heart. After a fun night, it was disheartening that it had to end with one of them going home.

The beautiful host stood beside Wil while Emily lined up opposite with the other eight women. Her heart was thumping wildly. They had sufficient time with Wil to experience what a fantastic guy he was, and for anyone to leave now, including her, would be a massive blow.

Wil looked equally nervous. His smiles were strained—he didn’t like this any more than she did. And the undercurrent of tension swirled throughout the barn.

‘I had a fun night tonight. You are all fantastic company. And the decision about who leaves becomes harder and harder the more I get to know you incredible ladies. But …’ He lowered his eyes and cleared his throat. ‘I’m not going to drag this out longer than need be. I’m sorry, but the lady leaving tonight is … Angela.’

Some of the girls gasped.

Angela shook her head and whispered, ‘That’s okay.’ She stepped forward to say goodbye to Wil.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said gently.

‘It’s okay. Honestly, it’s fine. I knew it was going to be me. So I was prepared. Thank you for sharing your time with me.’

He nodded.

‘Bye,’ she said and waved to the other girls before striding out of the barn with her head down.

Emily drew in a deep breath and sighed with a mixture of relief and anguish. As much as these women got on her nerves, an elimination night was never pleasant.

‘We are down to only eight ladies. But, we have some exciting news. Tomorrow will be the start of individual dates. You all understand the importance of these dates because you will get to spend quality one-on-one time with Wil.’ Missy turned to the camera. ‘And will the individual dates set love into bloom? Stay tuned to find out tomorrow night.’

Emily felt a spark of excitement surge through her veins and a smile spread across her face. She met Wil’s gaze for a brief moment, and she was certain she saw the same emotions reflected in those blue eyes.

A little later on, Emily was making her way across the barn, excited to sneak a call to Xanthi, so she could tell her she had survived the next elimination round.

‘Em,’ came Wil’s voice from behind. She spun to find him striding towards her, his expression serious. ‘I need to speak to you for a moment,’ he said when he stood in front of her.

‘Oh, okay,’ she said.

He grinned. ‘I wanted to thank you for a great night.’

She smiled, but her brow was furrowed. She sensed he was not saying what he truly needed to say. ‘You’re welcome. I had a wonderful night too. You can really work a dance floor.’

He chuckled. ‘I try my best. Anyway, thanks again. And you have a good night.’

She nodded. ‘You have a good night too.’

He reached for her hand and leant in closer to kiss her on the cheek. But when his hand touched hers, he pressed something into it. Emily forced her expression to remain the same though her heart was racing and her curiosity was peaking.

‘Good night,’ she managed against his ear.

He released his hand and she casually squeezed the contents in her fist, gave him a final smile, and strode out of the barn.







Chapter 19

The note Wil had slipped into Emily’s hand had two words scrawled across it:

Tree. 11 pm.

He couldn’t let her walk away after a night like that without seeing her in private—no cameras, no microphones, just the two of them. And now he was late for the appointment he had organised. The directors kept going on and on with question after question about each little glance and comment made by every contestant and what he thought about it. When all he wanted to do was tell them that it was only Emily he was interested in. But he was one hundred per cent certain that was not what they wanted to hear.

Eventually, after he grew agitated, they presumed him to be exhausted so agreed to continue filming the next morning. When the production crew left for the nearby hotel they were staying in, he jogged out the back door and rushed across the fields towards the contestants’ quarters. He kept glancing at his watch every few minutes. It was already past eleven and it was cold outside. He couldn’t expect Emily to have waited around for him in this weather, but he hoped she had. His muscles tightened, his fists clenching as he marched ahead.

Damn it. She was going to think he had changed his mind.

The grass was noisy under his feet against the backdrop of silence. He looked up into the night sky. The moon was big and bright, lighting his path. After a few minutes, the tree came into view, but the shadows cast by the branches hindered his vision. He moved faster, hoping she’d be there. Then he saw Emily, pulling a cardigan tighter around her as she walked back to the contestants’ quarters. He had to get her attention or he was going to miss her.

‘Em,’ he called, a whisper, but with strength to reach her. ‘Em,’ he called again, louder when she didn’t respond.

Emily stopped, spun to face him and made her way back to the tree. He strode to meet her until it felt like he wasn’t moving quick enough and jogged instead.

‘I’m so sorry,’ he said. ‘They wanted to do some filming. Ended up asking me a billion and one questions and I couldn’t get away.’

Emily smiled. ‘I was getting cold—’ she pointed with her thumb towards the cottage, ‘—and I wasn’t sure if you were going to come.’

‘Thanks for waiting.’

She shrugged. ‘That’s okay.’

She was still wearing the dress she wore to the cocktail party and those boots that made him think hot, wicked thoughts. Looking at her, illuminated by the moonlight, her hair falling softly around her shoulders and those full kissable lips, he was certain she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.

‘I wasn’t sure if my plan was going to work. When I pressed that note into your hand, I was worried you may not realise what I was doing. But I had to take the chance.’

She blinked. ‘Why?’

He breathed in deeply and pawed a hand through his hair. ‘When I saw you tonight—’ he dropped his gaze to her dress, down to her boots, then back to her face, ‘—you looked so damn sexy. That dress. Those boots. I thought I’d lose my mind.’

Emily’s eyes widened.

He grinned cheekily. ‘And then I couldn’t talk to you properly … all those cameras and the other women. I wasn’t spending another night alone in bed thinking about how much I want to kiss you.’

Emily’s lips parted and she slowly shook her head, as though not believing what she was hearing. ‘Are you serious?’ Her question was a breathless whisper.

Wil took a step closer, loving how her heat wrapped around his body. He reached for her and gently framed her face with his hands. ‘I know you feel that between us, Em. Tell me you do.’

She nodded.

That’s all he needed to know—that she felt the same way too. His shoulders relaxed and he moved closer until his chest was pressed against hers. He wanted to groan, feeling her breasts pushed against him. He bent down, nearing his face to hers. And still his hands held her so she couldn’t turn away. ‘Then dancing with you and feeling your body under my hands and not being able to touch you, how I was—am—aching to touch you …’

‘You … want to …’ she whispered, her lips nearing his.

‘I want to do more than touch you, Em.’ His deep, rumbling voice echoed his need, it surprised him to hear it. He closed the distance between them and pressed his lips against hers. A hand fell to her waist drawing her flush to his body, the other gripped the hair at her nape, holding her head just right. He opened her mouth with his and moaned as he tasted her tongue. Warm and lush.

Emily gripped his waist tighter and she kissed him deeper. Oh God, it almost stole his control to feel the fervour in that mouth and the hot press of her body against his. He wanted to push her back against the tree, wrap her legs around his waist and …

He pulled away and took her hands in his. He was breathing heavy. He needed to back up a bit, or this show was going to be over. God, he wished he never signed that contract now.

‘I know how you feel about this show.’ His voice was hoarse. ‘It doesn’t sit right with me either. I thought—my brother thought—it would be a bit of fun … but then there’s you and … it’s complicated now.’

She frowned. ‘I complicate things?’

He shook his head. ‘Not in that way.’ He drew a hand away and rubbed his face. ‘I have to give equal attention to everyone. It’s not … me, to be like that, but I’m contracted. There are requirements.’

She nodded. ‘I understand.’

He stepped closer and gently held her face. ‘Do you? Do you understand that you’re the only one I want to spend time with?’

She smiled. ‘I do now.’

He chuckled and pressed his lips to hers, lingering for a long moment. ‘I see you getting frustrated and I want to say all this to you, but the cameras are always there, and the other girls. I need you to understand that. We’re on a dating show, and I’m obligated to give my attention to other women, but I only want to be dating you.’

She gazed into his eyes. ‘This is real?’

Again his mouth fell to her lips and his tongue slid against hers. He couldn’t help himself. He’d watched the dating shows, where the man got to kiss a dozen beautiful women and whisper sweet nothings to all of them. He deepened the kiss, and the urgency grew, his mouth hard against her hot lips and he could no longer doubt that this was real. And he knew there was only one woman he wanted to be kissing. Emily was real. His emotions. The little sighs that sounded in her throat when he pulled her closer. The electricity sparking. All real, intense and alive.

Wil pulled away, his breaths heavy. He groaned and ran a hand through his hair. ‘If I don’t stop kissing you, I’ll want to throw you over my shoulder and carry you back to my bedroom.’

Emily’s eyes widened. ‘We wouldn’t want that now, would we?’ Her words were weak with a sarcastic lilt.

He arched a brow. ‘Are you tempting me to, Emily?’

She said nothing.

He chuckled and drew her into his arms, cuddling her to his chest. She was warm and soft and fitted perfectly to him. ‘Tomorrow we start the individual dates.’

She nodded against his chest.

‘How do you feel about that?’

Releasing herself from his embrace, she looked into his eyes. ‘I don’t have a claim on you, Wil.’ She grinned. ‘I’d like to, but I’m not that naive. You’ve got to do what you need to do.’

He smiled. ‘I keep thinking if it was you I was competing for, against a bunch of men, I’d be losing my cool.’

She laughed. ‘Believe me, I’ve had to mentally pull myself back from getting my claws out. Especially with the comments I’ve had thrown at me. Then getting pushed in the mud …’ She shook her head.

He frowned and sighed. ‘I didn’t want this to get nasty.’

‘I know.’

‘What type of comments?’ His voice had an angry edge to it.

She lowered her gaze. ‘You heard a few from Amber.’

‘She was a nasty piece of work.’ His eyes narrowed, his jaw clenched tight. It fascinated him that he, already, felt so protective of Emily.

‘Then the other night, I was called a cheat,’ Emily said.

He shook his head, brow furrowed. ‘Cheat?’

She smiled sardonically. ‘Some girls think I’m spending more time with you than them …’ Stopping, she groaned. ‘I shouldn’t be saying this to you.’

He took her hand in his. ‘Em, I want you to open up to me. Good and bad.’

She sighed. ‘It’s so easy to forget this is a game show. And then I hear myself bitching like that, and it’s a big reality check. I don’t want to be … I can’t be …’

He tilted her chin when she could no longer look at him. ‘What?’

‘I can’t be one of those women who fall for a guy like you.’

It hit him in the guts like a punch. A guy like me? So this is what she had been fighting against. Not the show so much, but the man who would choose to be the centre of it.

Wil inhaled noisily, but he didn’t let go of her hand. He reached for her other hand. A strong grip. ‘I get it, Em. I told you that. I’ve seen other dating shows. I’ve seen what some of those men are like. I’ve seen the drama. But, if I tell you my intentions are honest, will you believe me?’

She shrugged. ‘I knew from the first moment you opened your mouth, you were different. But I have these niggling doubts in the back of my mind.’

‘We’ll work through that barrier, Em. Just give this—give us—a chance.’

Her honey-brown gaze firmly locked with his, and she asked, ‘You truly want that?’

He nodded without hesitation. ‘Yeah. I really do.’

She looked out over the darkened fields, hidden under the cloak of night, then peered back at him. ‘Okay. Let’s give this a go.’

He drew her to him and kissed the top of her head.

Emily stayed in his arms for a while longer. But being together was a risk—especially with the other contestants. He didn’t want that trouble for her. And this would only make it harder.

‘I better get back,’ she said.

He nodded, understood.

‘If you need help with your duties, you know who to call. Pigsties and I are as compatible as chocolate and cherries.’

He laughed softly into her neck and inhaled her intoxicating scent—so sweet. He kissed her cheek. ‘Have a good night.’

‘You too.’

Wil pulled away from her, releasing her from his arms. He smiled and when she smiled back, he melted that little bit more. ‘See you tomorrow, Em.’

She nodded. ‘Looking forward to it.’

He strode away and she left in the opposite direction, yet so badly wished they were leaving together. As he walked, he breathed in deeply and shook out his hands, trying to expel some of the sexual tension tingling through his body. There was no way he was getting much sleep tonight.







Chapter 20

Emily pressed her fingers to her lips when she woke. She could still feel Wil there, taste him. An excited energy swirled through her veins just thinking about last night—sparking her to life. She rolled out of bed and took her time showering, dressing and eating breakfast. Her date with Wil wasn’t until this afternoon. He was spending the morning with Tatiana. She’d be lying if she didn’t admit the thought of Wil on a date with a woman as gorgeous and smart as Tatiana made her skin crawl.

But she was committed to the words she had spoken to Wil last night: she didn’t have a claim on him, and he had to do what was required by the show. It felt wrong to direct his actions. Sure, she wanted to win this. And she would love to get to know Wil more. She definitely desired to kiss him again, a thousand times over and run her hands over the hard slopes of his body. But this was temporary. It had to be.

What if one of those girls was someone he could love long-term? It would be a low act to deprive him of that opportunity. No denying the sparking, crackling, dizzying chemistry between them, though. She could sense it surging through her body each time she thought about him.

Mid-morning, Emily went for a walk around the property. The beginnings of spring had taken hold—new buds were sprouting on the trees, little yellow and purple flowers grew from the grass, and everything was so green. She strode past the tree where she snuck in her phone calls and shared that delicious first kiss with Wil. Her belly fluttered as the memory struck her. Moving further along, she marvelled at this place and what it was doing to her. The air dragging into her lungs was like medicine—not only for her body but also her mind. Since the first day, she hadn’t had another panic attack and that rushed sensation she always had was slowly subsiding.

Further she strode, knowing she would never find the end to the farm in one day. After a little while, she took a seat on a small elevation in the grass and looked out at the landscape: the paddocks of hairy cows, the dirt roads that cut across the fields, the kilometres of fences. Stunning, but she couldn’t ignore the amount of work that would go into maintaining a property like this. Yesterday with Wil was a little taster, she knew that. You didn’t get a body like his, big and rugged, without doing hours of hard, physical labour.

So different from the type of men she dated in the city. They were professionals—worked all day in an office, and only ever gained their bulk from working out at a gym. And that was okay. She liked it—the sharp suits and polished shoes. At least, she thought she had. But there was something so earthy and honest about Wil and the way he got amongst it all. The rough touch of his hands. Knowing that if he had really wanted to, he could have thrown her over his shoulder.

She shook her head and giggled. This place was bringing out long-dormant primal instincts. And she didn’t, altogether, want to discourage that.

A noisy engine sounded from just over the slope. She stood and brushed off her jeans, watching as a white ute with lumber in the back drove along the nearby dirt track. Couldn’t be Wil; he was on a date.

It drove a distance across the grass and stopped beside the fence to a paddock. The door opened and an older male dressed in jeans, a long-sleeved shirt and boots stepped out. ‘Hi there,’ came his deep voice when he faced Emily.

Emily could see immediately that this was Wil’s dad. He bore the same piercing blue eyes and big deep dimples.

Grinning, Emily strolled to him. ‘Hi. I’m Emily,’ she said holding out her hand.

‘William,’ he said, shaking her hand. ‘Wil’s dad.’ Then his eyes sparkled and recognition showed on his face. ‘Oh, that Emily. Yes, Wil’s mentioned you.’

Her eyes widened. ‘He has? All good I hope.’

William laughed and it was as contagious as his son’s. ‘Yes. All good.’

She looked at the ute and back towards the cottage in the distance. ‘I’m sorry if I’m intruding on—’

‘Not at all. I’ve got fencing to do. And Wil’s, as you know, occupied at the moment.’

She smiled. ‘Yes. Quite.’

‘I’ll tell you what, Emily. I need some help here for a couple of minutes. Do you mind giving me a hand?’

Emily shook her head. ‘Not at all, but I must tell you, I’m … hopeless when it comes to manual labour.’

William laughed then, big and strong. ‘We heard all about the pig sty.’

Emily’s cheeks warmed. ‘I wish you hadn’t. It wasn’t a proud moment.’

He laughed again. ‘We’ve all had it happen. And besides, my boy had trouble staying on his own two feet by the sounds of it.’

‘You’re right,’ she said faux indignantly. ‘You wait till I see him again.’

William walked around to the back of the ute. Emily followed. He opened up the tray, pulled out a piece of timber and handed it to Emily. She took it, hoping she had the strength to hold it, but when she bore its full weight, she knew she was capable.

‘Just throw it down near the fence there,’ he said.

She did as he asked and went back for the rest, another nine times.

‘I fell off a ladder a little while ago and broke some ribs,’ he said.

She gasped, but he waved his hand dismissively.

‘It happens. I’m not quite ready to do the heavy work yet and my son-in-law is tending to a heifer having some trouble calving.’ He lifted his gaze to meet hers, her eyes wide with bewilderment. ‘So I’m glad I ran into you.’

She nodded. ‘I’m glad I can help. W-what would you like me to do?’

With casual ease, exactly like Wil, he directed her to hold the timber while he drilled nails, sticking them to the horizontal posts. She helped him pack the soil around the posts, so they were sturdier. By the end of it, despite the cooler weather, she had a sweat up and her muscles ached deliciously.

Afterwards, they leant back against the side of the ute. ‘You enjoying yourself so far, Emily?’ William had a relaxed country twang that Emily found endearing.

She nodded. ‘I am. I’ll admit, I was scared to come here. I’ve only ever known the city.’

He crossed his arms over his chest. ‘It’s a bit different, yes. But we’re not so far from the city here. We head in to watch football games a lot. Or if the missus wants to do some shopping. We prefer the lifestyle here, though.’

Emily nodded. ‘I can see why.’

‘What have you got planned for the afternoon?’

Emily jolted and looked at her watch. ‘I nearly forgot. I’ve got a date with your son in half an hour. The directors will be wondering where I am.’

‘Jump in,’ he said. ‘I’ll drive you back.’

She shook her head. ‘You don’t have to—’

‘I do. And I am. Now jump in. We don’t want you late for Wil now, do we?’

Emily smiled and climbed into the passenger side. William joined her in the driver’s seat and started the engine. They headed to the track and down towards the contestants’ quarters. ‘Wil’s a good lad,’ he said.

Emily met his blue gaze briefly. ‘I can see that.’

He nodded. ‘And he’s using his manners?’

She nodded and giggled. ‘Very much. He’s attentive and incredibly polite.’ Not to mention an amazing kisser with the hottest body known to mankind.

‘Good to hear it. His mother would take it as a personal failure if he wasn’t.’

They pulled up outside the cottage. ‘Thank you very much for the ride back.’

‘It’s the least I could do for keeping you so long.’

She smiled and climbed out of the car. ‘It was lovely to meet you.’

‘You too, Emily. You enjoy your date with Wil now, won’t you?’

She nodded. ‘I will.’

They said goodbye and she closed the door, waving once as he manoeuvred the ute around and started back up the road.

Emily barely had time to freshen up before she was loaded into a car and driven to the farmhouse. Wil awaited her in his living room. When she strode in and met his blue gaze, last night came rushing back and stung her directly between her thighs.

‘Hi, Emily.’

She grinned bashfully as his taste, scent, and feel swamped her senses. ‘Good afternoon.’

‘You ready?’

A small twinge of nerves pulsed in her belly. What did he have planned? She managed a nod.

He laughed loudly as he approached her. ‘You look nervous.’

‘A little,’ she admitted. ‘I never know what you’re going to rope me into.’

‘I have to warn you, today will be incredibly taxing. Lots of hard work. Mud,’ he added in a teasing tone.

Emily’s eyes widened. After helping his father with fencing, she hoped he was tricking. But, she wasn’t going to play the damsel regardless. ‘Bring it.’

He laughed even louder and she grinned along with him. ‘Oh, I’ll bring it all right,’ he said and led her through the house, out to the front. He grabbed her gumboots from the front porch and handed them to her. ‘You’ll be needing these.’

She bit back a groan but kept her expression calm. She nodded and said through clenched teeth, ‘Great.’

He chuckled and she tossed her gumboots into the back of the ute before climbing into the front seat. As they drove across the farm, Emily wanted to ask how his date went with Tatiana but decided it was inappropriate and she didn’t need the details. It would only anger her. She also wanted to mention that she met his dad, but felt with microphones recording everything they said, and the cameramen in a car following behind, it was too personal a subject for prime-time television.

Looking through the windscreen, she saw a big dam in the distance, the water a deep blue. Beside it was a cluster of trees and nestled within was a white canopy.

Glancing sidelong at Wil, she asked, ‘What’s this?’

He winked. ‘You’ll see.’

He parked a short distance from the canopy and they climbed out of the ute. The mid-afternoon sun was warm though the breeze had a chill to it. He took her hand and a shot of sensation rocked her to feel his warm skin against her own. ‘Remember I said I would organise something relaxing for you?’

She nodded.

‘I kept my word.’

He lifted the tent door and led her inside. There were two massage tables and a heating lamp at the side of the canopy filling the small space with warmth. Two ladies, dressed in white shorts and shirts, stood near the wall, grinning. Obviously massage therapists. It smelled delicious, like lemon and lavender and expensive hand creams.

Emily’s eyes widened as she glanced back at Wil. ‘Wow. You keep surprising me.’

He laughed. ‘I’d hate to be predictable now, wouldn’t I?’

She arched a brow. ‘So the gumboots?’

‘Were a devious ruse.’

‘Well played.’

He grinned wide and her heart melted. He gestured she go further inside. ‘I’ll wait outside while you get ready, then I’ll meet you back in here.’ He released her hand and left the tent.

Emily’s muscles were already relaxing just contemplating a massage. She stripped down to her knickers and laid stomach down on the table, poking her head through the head hole. The massage therapist covered her backside with a towel and squirted oil over her back.

Her fingers were like heaven as they worked away years of built up stress in Emily’s back, shoulders and neck. A rustle and footsteps sounded as Wil entered the tent again. She lifted her head to the side to catch a glimpse of him as he was lifting his shirt over his head. Holy mother of God. He was as delectable as she imagined. His chest, arms, shoulders and abs were unbelievably strong—all thick lines of muscle. His skin was gorgeously tanned, as though he worked through the summer without a shirt.

He caught her eye as he started on his jeans buttons, and winked. If she wasn’t already lying down, she would have been. That swooning she thought was imaginary was very much happening again. She licked her lower lip and pressed her face back into the head hole though it took every ounce of effort she had to do so.

The massage therapist continued to press and knead at her back and she had to clench her jaw so as not to groan. How lucky was Wil’s masseuse to be running her hands over that amazing body? She’d be wondering what heavenly creature graced her with such luck today.

Emily turned her head to face him again, to look upon that naked upper body of his, the smooth lines of muscle. Wil was already watching her though his attention wasn’t on her face, rather his gaze was raking up her body. When he met her eyes again, he grinned, cheeky dimples flashing.

‘Was this an excuse to get me half-naked, Wil Parker?’ Her voice was low and her words long from the utter indolence she was experiencing.

He chuckled. ‘No, just a pleasant side-effect. Now relax and enjoy yourself.’

The masseuse continued to rub and knead over her shoulders, down her arms, then to the back of her legs. It was the most splendid sensation, as though she was dissolving under this woman’s magical hands. Wil had nailed it; this was exactly what she needed to let that little bit more of her Melbourne life go.

When Emily was about to drift off to sleep, the massage ended.

‘I’m going to sleep here tonight,’ she said, unwilling to use her muscles, so deeply relaxed.

‘Hmmm, me too,’ came Wil’s sleepy voice. ‘We’re never getting up,’ he said to the masseuse, who giggled like a school girl. Emily couldn’t blame her; Wil reduced her to that at times too. And the fact that Wil had no idea how much charm he wielded was what made him so damn sexy.

‘You better get up first,’ Emily said. ‘Otherwise, this date is going to turn into a peep show.’

Wil laughed. ‘Best not reduce it to that level then.’

He pressed his palms into the massage table and lifted up, his arms tensing with solid muscle, his back rippling. There was that dizziness again. She wasn’t looking away, no way, as he flipped onto his backside, then stood, dressed only in black briefs. His legs were long and pulsing with muscle as he walked to grab his jeans. She was a perv. No denying it. And she was loving every tanned, muscled-flesh minute of it. Emily bit down on her bottom lip to hide the grin commandeering her lips.

‘I’ll meet you outside,’ Wil said and left the tent.

Emily had to wait a few moments for her senses to return before she changed back into her clothes, thanked the massage therapist and met Wil outside. He was looking off into the distance, but turned to her, his blue eyes sparkling, when he heard her approaching.

She smiled wide. ‘Thank you for that. A perfect way to spend an afternoon.’

‘It’s not over yet.’







Chapter 21

Wil held out his hand. Emily reached for him and entwined her fingers with his. It felt natural, like they were always meant to, and always had been, holding hands. But a pain pierced her finger.

‘Ow,’ she said.

He released his grip. ‘What’s the matter?’

She lifted her finger closer to see. A dark sliver was digging into the skin. ‘A splinter? I haven’t had a splinter since I was a kid.’

Wil took her wrist and looked closer at her finger. ‘That’s a decent size. Come on, let’s go sit down and I’ll get it out for you.’ She followed him along the jetty that sprawled across the glistening blue dam and took a seat beside him on the blanket that had been set up for them both. ‘Do you think you got this yesterday? Maybe from the sty palings?’

She shook her head. ‘No. It’s fresh. It would be from the fencing I was holding for your dad.’ It was out of her mouth before she realised.

His eyebrows arched. ‘My dad?’

She nodded. ‘Um. Yeah. I wasn’t going to mention it with the cameras around. I went for a walk this morning and met William.’

Wil drew a deep breath in. ‘Well then. And you helped him with fencing?’ He grinned as he asked that, as though he couldn’t believe it.

She smiled triumphantly. ‘And I did a good job too. Except for the splinter.’

He reached for her hand and brought her finger closer to his eye. ‘And what do you think of Dad?’

‘A lovely man. You look like him.’

He took his thumb and finger to the splinter and pulled at it quickly.

‘Ow,’ she said and yanked her arm back, but he held tight to her wrist. Pulling her hand closer, he blew gently on the tip of her finger until she was no longer thinking about the pain, utterly distracted by those lips and the sensation of his warm breath. What delicious beast did that? Pulled out a splinter then blew on the wound.

A deep, throbbing ache stung her low. Biology took over, clouding her thinking. He released her hand and, acting on primal urges, she pressed both of hers onto the blanket, shifted onto her knees and crawled towards him until her face was centimetres from his. The scent of this man caressed her, sinking deep between her thighs as though it were his plunging fingers. Looking into his eyes, she asked, ‘Who the hell are you, Will Parker? I’ve never met a man like you.’

A throaty groan sounded as he fisted her hair and pulled her closer until their lips forcefully touched. Cameras or not, she wanted this man like a wild beast sought its prey. This setting, the unadulterated ruggedness of him, had her kissing him like she was starved. In a way, she was, because she’d never had animal urges like these. Urges that trumped all rationality and thinking.

And he met her, tongue for tongue, breath for breath, touch for touch. If there wasn’t an audience, she could fuck him right here. She knew that without a doubt. Her body, mind completely tossed aside, ached for him.

He tasted like sex and as his tongue slid against hers, he sure as hell felt like it too. Good sex. Great sex. The kind that presents you with an O, over and over. She wanted to sink deeper into him but knew she couldn’t. Not now. If she wanted any respectability when she left this show, she had to pull away. But it killed her, not softly, but blunt and violently, to do so.

She pulled back, breaths heavy and didn’t look at that face of his if she wanted to retain any strength and not lunge at him again. Eyes downcast, she breathed in deeply, until she could gather a modicum of control. Eventually, she lifted her gaze to meet his. He was looking at her how he had looked at her last night, with pure aroused hell. Because that’s what this was—not being able to do all the things she wanted to do to him—a hell.

A smile spread across Wil’s lips. He inhaled deeply, his chest expanding. ‘Do you want a drink?’

They both burst into laughter and Emily continued to laugh until her stomach hurt. It was the only way to relieve the tension that pulsed between them like big flashing lights. They continued to chuckle and giggle as Wil uncorked a bottle of champagne and laid out a spread of strawberries and chocolate truffles.

‘Thank you,’ Emily said, taking a glass of bubbly from him.

He uncapped a bottle of beer for himself and held it up. She chimed her glass against the neck and took a sip. Expensive. And she didn’t miss that the flute was crystal. So this, to him, was a time and place for “nice”. She agreed, royally.

She eyed the platter of food and her tummy rumbled. ‘You just reminded me that I didn’t have lunch today.’

‘You should have said something. I could’ve organised—’

‘I’m fine. Really.’

‘Why no lunch?’

She smiled. ‘Oh you know, I was using my muscles and getting my hands dirty. Time slipped away.’

‘I’ll have to have a talk with Dad. Make sure he doesn’t leave you hungry again.’

She shook her head. ‘It was my fault. And, besides, we were having a good old chat. And lunch slipped my mind, along with our date.’

He arched a brow. ‘Are you saying I’m forgettable?’

She shrugged and smiled. ‘Hardly.’

‘So what did you chat about?’

‘He was making sure you were using your manners.’

Wil laughed and shook his head bemusedly. ‘And what did you say?’

‘I said you’ve been so-so.’

He winced. ‘Harsh.’

She grinned. ‘No, I said you were very polite.’

‘That’s better.’

Emily popped a chocolate truffle in her mouth and sighed. ‘Yuumm.’

‘Good, eh?’

‘Very.’ When she finished chewing, she had another sip of her champagne and looked out over the deep dam. ‘So you’re obviously close to your parents?’

‘A requirement when you work the family farm together. We’ve our moments, like all families I guess, but we’ve a solid relationship.’ He had a slug of beer, then rested his bottle on the blanket. ‘What about you?’

‘My parents both live in different states now, so I don’t see them often enough, but I love them both to bits.’

‘When you say different states, you mean they’re divorced?’

She lowered her gaze and nodded.

‘Makes it tricky, doesn’t it?’

She nodded.

‘Yeah, my ex-wife …’ he trailed off and grinned abashedly. ‘I should not be talking about my ex.’

Emily shrugged. ‘It’s fine.’

‘I was just going to say that I understand. Her parents were divorced and it made Christmas time hell. It was always a mission to not offend anyone and an effort to share the time evenly between the in-laws and the parents.’

‘You know what I think the worst part is? Not feeling comfortable going into their homes and opening the fridge. Or staying there. They’ve both remarried, so I’ve never had that sense again that their home is mine.’

‘That’d be tough. I’m doubly grateful that Mum and Dad have been married for nearly thirty-five years.’

‘Wow. That’s …’

He arched a brow as he waited.

‘Enviable,’ she finally managed.

He cocked his head to the side. ‘I’ve never thought of it that way. I always saw it as a really high benchmark that so far I’ve come nowhere near achieving.’

She lowered her gaze to her glass as she took another sip. ‘There’s time.’

He laughed. ‘Yes, Emily. There’s that.’ He glanced out at the dam, then back to her. His mouth was curled cheekily. ‘They still hold hands.’

Emily’s eyes widened. ‘I sensed your dad was a sweetie.’

‘After so many years he says when he looks at Mum, it still feels like that first time they met.’

She threw her hand to her chest and tears pricked her eyes. That was the most beautiful thing in the world. ‘I want that.’ And she did. In a way, she always had. But it was her issues that always got in the way. Emily knew that. She also knew, deep down, that the fact she was on her own came down to her innate distrust of men and her inability to completely risk her heart, her independence, and her finances for one.

Wil nodded and said softly, ‘Me too.’ Intuitive of her prior trail of thoughts, he asked, ‘Have you ever been in love, Em?’

Emily smiled, but it was tense. ‘Yes.’ She was capable of loving and being loved, but she couldn’t make it last. It was as though when she felt that magnetic, all-encompassing tug of emotion at her heart, was when her defences came up the strongest and her insecurity and distrust hit the hardest. She guessed because, until then, she had nothing to lose. But once her soul had been snared in a love trap, she was opening herself up for a world of hurt.

He arched a brow. ‘More than once?’

She nodded. ‘A few times.’

He nodded slowly and by the impartial expression on his face, she couldn’t discern what he was thinking. Did he assume now that she wasn’t worth the risk? Because he’d be right if he was thinking that. In fact, she hoped he was thinking that because it would save him a lot of trouble in the future.

Did he think she was a heartbreaker? Because she was one of those too. She’d broken exactly three hearts in her lifetime and neither of those guys deserved it. And she’d probably break Wil’s too if they ever got that far.

But this was a game, right? They both knew that. She was telling herself that, despite how bright and brilliant everything felt when she was with him. And despite the urgency inside her guts to unravel everything that was Wil Parker until he was laid out before her, and she knew every facet of his soul.

‘I’m sorry it didn’t work out. But, at the end of the day, not everything does. And besides, you’d never have turned up on my farm if it had.’

She smiled at him. ‘Very true.’







Chapter 22

All the time Wil and Emily chatted he wanted to press his lips hotly against hers again. Hell, he wanted his entire body crushed to hers, his hands all over her. Especially when she brought a truffle to her mouth and chewed it, intermittently licking the chocolate from her lips. If the cameras were not here, he’d be leaning over and sucking that chocolate directly from her lips then continue tasting her until the sun set.

His chest still ached to feel again that unleashed need inside her, directed at him. She had restrained herself because of present company, and he could only imagine what she was like behind closed doors. He had to see her again. He would not be able to sleep tonight if he didn’t get to kiss her again.

As the sun was setting, they hopped back in Wil’s car and drove to the farmhouse. Under normal circumstances, if this was a real date, he’d ask her in. But there were so many restrictions and rules, it was driving him crazy.

They climbed from the car and lingered out the front of his house. He took her hand and she smiled up at him.

‘Thank you for a great afternoon,’ she said.

He leant in and kissed her cheek, then whispered in her ear, ‘A shame it couldn’t be longer.’ Her heat wrapped around him and caressed warmth into his flesh. That bounty of desire sitting just below the surface of his skin stirred.

Emily sighed. ‘I know.’

He frowned and entwined his fingers with hers, now holding both hands. ‘I won’t see you again until the next elimination cocktail party.’

Which was in two days’ time. He wanted to groan just thinking about it. His eyes locked with hers, in a silent communication. ‘I’d love to meet you before then.’

She nodded, a knowing glint in her gaze. ‘Mmmmm that would be nice.’

Again he leant in and kissed her mouth, this time lingering against her lips. His nose trailed over her jaw and he whispered in her ear, ‘Ten.’

Her breathing grew heavier, a tell-tale sign of her want. Eyes closed, she moved her lips to his ear and whispered, ‘A-ha.’

The sensation of her warm breath had him tightening with need. Holy hell, he was fast going to lose control where she was concerned. Leaning back, he said, ‘I’ll see you at the party, Emily.’

She nodded and smiled and let their hands slowly pull apart.

Now that wasn’t at all obvious—he hoped. But who knew how attuned these cameramen and directors were to the goings on of their hearts.

Thankfully tonight, the after-date questioning was brief. With two dates to dissect, there was only so much to say. Wil was grateful when the production crew left and his solitude was returned to him. With so many people around, day in day out, invading his personal space, questioning him, demanding of him, he hadn’t realised how much he appreciated seclusion.

Over the last few years since his divorce, he’d not understood how comfortable he was in his own company. But that didn’t negate his desire for a lover. Being in a relationship brought a different kind of solitude—a partnership of privacy. He’d love to curl up on the couch at night with a woman, then follow her to their bed. He missed waking up with a warm body pressed to his and having someone to spoil with affection. He wanted that above all else. And for the first time in a long time, it now seemed like an actual possibility. With Emily.

He headed upstairs to his bathroom for a long, hot shower. He would do his best not to think about Emily, about their date today, and what would come later when they met under the tree. He undressed and turned the taps on until a warm stream of water flowed. Jumping in, he had soap to flesh, a lather forming, when a thought hit him and he chuckled. In his imagination, Emily was in here with him, and it was her naked flesh he was soaping, her rounded arse cheeks he was nudging up against with his aching shaft. Anticipation and excitement rushed at him, fuelling his blood and breath. It had been so long since he’d allowed himself to feel good about the prospect of another relationship.

Picturing himself with someone else wasn’t something he had granted himself permission to do. Every time he ventured there, even during the brief relationships he’d had since his divorce, an overwhelming ache formed in the centre of his chest. The wound Billi had inflicted upon him was scarred and gnarled—difficult to iron out. She was his first love and his last. Her betrayal was enormous. And he hadn’t believed it possible to even consider loving another, let alone loving again. He didn’t love Emily. Not so soon, but there was a potential that love could blossom between them.

Wil finished in the shower, dressed and made himself a quick stir fry for dinner. With every breath, Emily was there. She wouldn’t leave his thoughts. He was aching to see her again and ten o’clock couldn’t come too soon.







Chapter 23

That evening, Emily ate dinner with the other seven contestants. As the group shrunk, the girls grew closer, and though they were nicer now to Emily, she was an outsider—like she couldn’t quite open up to these women. Perhaps the feelings she was developing for Wil ensured that she would never let these women in because she viewed them as fierce competition and potential threats to her happiness.

But there were no cameras tonight, and that was a relief. For them all. She could tell by the natural expressions and relaxed banter. Even laughter. Because Emily and Tatiana had gone on dates earlier that day with Wil, they were hard-pressed by the remaining contestants to offer up every last delicious detail.

Tatiana was peppered first with questions. She and Wil had hiked together through a nearby forest, stopping for lunch at a rock pool.

‘Did you kiss him?’ asked Daniella.

Tatiana shook her beautiful head, her blonde hair floating around her face. ‘No. It never felt like quite the right moment.’ She grinned devilishly. ‘But, boy, did I want to.’

Emily’s shoulders relaxed after that. She knew she had told Wil to do what was required of him, but she wasn’t sure now, after that lush moment with him today, that she’d react well to hearing about him kissing another contestant.

‘And what did you do, Emily?’ asked Tatiana.

She told him about the massage, then the champagne by the lake. ‘It was relaxing.’ And super-sexy as Wil’s half-naked body laid only a metre from her, then the kiss they shared on the jetty, but she wasn’t admitting that.

Becky snorted. ‘He probably felt obliged after your little breakdown the other day. You come up with all the best moves.’

Emily narrowed her eyes. ‘They’re not moves. I’m not pretending. It’s all me.’

‘No kiss, then?’ asked Tatiana.

Emily lowered her gaze and swallowed. ‘No. Not even close,’ she said though her words sounded like obvious lies to her own ears.

‘So no one’s been kissed yet,’ said Daniella. ‘Wil’s incredibly courteous, isn’t he? Seems like he has old-school manners.’

Emily knew different.

Becky nodded. ‘I agree. I don’t think he’ll kiss anyone until maybe the third date. Though that doesn’t mean I won’t be trying.’

Emily ground her teeth as she pictured little Miss Vampire going after Wil. She took a deep breath. Relax, Emily. You don’t have a claim on him. And if she was stupid enough to freak out every time one of these ladies spoke about getting their hands on Wil, she’d be a blithering mess by the time the two months were up. If she made it that long. Yes, Wil appeared incredibly interested, but she wasn’t stupid enough to realise other women in her exact situation have had the rug pulled out from under them.

Excited pangs of anticipation had Emily vibrating as she showered and dressed, awaiting ten o’clock when she would meet Wil by the tree. When the time came, she snuck down the hall and had her hand on the back door handle when Becky came out of her room.

‘Where are you off to?’ she asked, an eyebrow raised, though there didn’t appear to be any malice or suspicion behind her question.

‘Just getting some fresh air.’

Becky smiled. ‘Mind if I come with you?’

Yes. I mind a great deal. She resisted looking at her watch to check the time. ‘Fine by me.’ Emily opened the door and stepped out into the cool night, Becky following.

She walked only a couple of metres from the house and looked up at the stars. In case Wil was already waiting for her, though he wouldn’t be visible that far away in the dark of the night, she didn’t want to give his location away. Especially if he’d brought Daisy with him.

‘Beautiful out here,’ Emily said.

Becky sighed. ‘So beautiful. I’d pack up and move out here in a second if that’s what Wil wanted.’

‘He’s charming, isn’t he?’

‘Very.’

They both giggled at the sound of her whimsical voice.

‘I can tell you may have some genuine emotion for him?’ Becky asked.

Emily looked at her, a brow arched. ‘That obvious, ha?’

Becky nodded. ‘Yep.’

They giggled again.

‘What about you?’

‘I think he’s a great guy. So gorgeous. I knew they’d pick an attractive cowboy, but he surpassed all my expectations. And it’s as though he doesn’t even realise.’

Emily gazed towards the tree, but she couldn’t see anything. ‘Yeah. I know.’

‘Did you ever think you’d end up doing something like this?’

Emily shook her head. ‘Never. I nearly didn’t. My best friend nudged me and nudged me until I gave in. Then when Amber insulted me at the auditions, I went through with it out of spite.’

‘She insulted you?’

Emily waved her hand. ‘Long story. Not worth retelling.’

‘I was glad to see her go. When I first saw her, I actually thought she’d be the one to win. Talk about drop-dead gorgeous. I just can’t put my finger on his type.’

Emily shrugged. ‘Perhaps he doesn’t have one.’ She needed this conversation to end. Wil would be waiting for her and here she was, barely two hundred metres from him, unable to leave because of Becky.

‘Perhaps.’

Emily didn’t initiate any more conversation, in the hopes it might sway Becky to go back inside. But after a long silence, Becky said, ‘A couple of the other girls and I are going to check out the nearby towns tomorrow if you want to come with.’

That didn’t sound like a bad idea. She was only going to be hanging around here all day otherwise. ‘Sure.’

‘We might see if there is somewhere we can go shopping.’

She grinned. ‘I would like some more boots.’

Becky laughed. ‘We’re going to leave about nine.’ She pointed back at the cottage. ‘I’m going to head back in. It’s cold out here. I’ll make you a cup of tea?’

Emily shook her head. ‘Oh no, you don’t have to do that.’

‘I insist.’ She nodded at the door. ‘Come on. I’ve got chamomile. It will help you sleep.’

Emily smiled, though every part of her was aching to meet Wil. Damn, damn, damn. But she couldn’t see a way out of this. Swallowing down her disappointment, she followed Becky inside.







Chapter 24

Wil made sure he got to the tree a little early, in an effort to make it up to Emily for his lateness last time. He reached to the branch above his head and broke a leaf off, flipping it over between his finger and thumb as he waited.

Despite it being early spring, the cold weather was lingering this year. He shoved his hands into his jeans pockets, trying to warm them. He hated that he had to meet Emily out here, when he had a perfectly warm, comfortable house less than a kilometre away with a fireplace stoked. He’d be glad when this show was finished and normalcy could find its way to the farm again.

But, also, in a way, the secrecy was exciting. His stomach was tensing with anticipation. He grinned because he’d not experienced this type of reaction to a woman since he was a teenager. Glancing down at his watch, he stopped himself from picturing her face, and those big beautiful breasts and hips, because it made the waiting, and wanting, so much harder.

A few more minutes passed and he checked the time again. It was ten past ten. He crossed his arms over his chest and looked up to the stars. She wasn’t coming. Or maybe she misheard the meeting time. What if she came here earlier and he didn’t show? He shook his head. No, the time was clear between them. She must be held up somehow. He’d wait another twenty minutes.

If he had the number to that smuggled-in second phone, he could find out what was going on. That would really break the rules. The studio made it incredibly clear that all interaction between the contestants had to take place in front of a camera, or at least when the microphones were hooked up and recording. He snickered; it couldn’t break the rules any more than sneaking out at night to meet under the darkness of night with one of the contestants.

Twenty minutes came and went. Wil pushed his hands through his hair and sighed as he took one more squinted look through the blackened gloom towards Emily’s sleeping quarters. He listened for footsteps, but only heard the chirp of crickets.

His chest was heavy with disappointment as he headed back to the house. And his mind raced to cling onto an explanation for why she didn’t show. His irrational, insecure side told him he’d done something wrong, said something that Emily grew angrier about as the night progressed, and she changed her mind about meeting him. But his rational side suggested that something happened, preventing Emily from showing and it had nothing to do with her emotions for him.

It was a head-to-head battle. And one that would continue for days.



 

GET REAL—THE HOME OF REALITY TV

Catch Me a … not-your-everyday Cowboy

Wattle Valley local, and third-generation farmer, Wil Parker, is set to become the seventh series cowboy in the hit reality dating show, Catch Me a Cowboy. But Parker is a different brand of cowboy to those chosen in the previous seasons.

Social media went into meltdown after pictures of the twenty-nine-year-old stud were released yesterday by Dream Studios, but his looks are not all that is causing a stir.

Wil Parker has been pioneering methods he says have the potential to ‘revolutionise farming practices in Australia if embraced’ and he wants to use the reality dating show to highlight his successes.

Highly educated and outspoken, he is also a proponent for on-shore renewable energy investment and utilisation. Parker says he has seen firsthand ‘the devastating impact climate change is having on rural communities,’ and demands we start implementing change now, ‘not only externally by corporations and everyday Australians, but also on farms and stations.’ Parker believes, ‘circumventing climate change is everyone’s responsibility.’

Before the first episode has even aired, Catch Me a Cowboy is already promising all the romance and drama of previous seasons, but with a change. Change is as good as a holiday.

 



Chapter 25

Emily woke with a strong sense of guilt about missing the meeting with Wil last night. But it wasn’t like she had a choice. Surely he would understand. She groaned when she rolled out of bed and wondered how long he had waited for her.

At nine, Emily met Becky, Daniella and Tatiana in the kitchen. Emily made them all takeaway coffees and they set off together to explore the surrounding townships in a car the studio leant to them for the day.

The centre of town in Wattle Valley was one street long. There was an art studio, small café, and a couple of touristy gift shops. The remainder was residential houses set on big blocks of lush land and, in the distance, those beautiful mountain ranges. The other towns were a little bigger but had that same old rural feel, and each with a main street lined with shops, cafés and pubs.

The further away they travelled, the larger the towns grew until they stopped at one that had a small shopping centre. Emily managed to find a cute shoe store that stocked a decent selection of shoes. And yes, a great line of boots. She bought three pairs and didn’t bat an eyelid at doing so. She’d found a new love. Stiletto’s, at least for the time she was out here in the country, were taking a back seat.

Emily laughed as she swung her shopping bags in her hands and headed back to the car. ‘I’ve found a new fetish.’

Daniella laughed along with her. ‘We’ve noticed.’

All seated and buckled in the car, Becky started the engine. A squeal sounded from the backseat. They all looked at Tatiana who was holding up an iPhone. ‘Our profiles are up on the Catch Me a Cowboy website.’

‘You have a phone?’ asked Becky.

‘Oh please. Of course I do. I’m not going two months without my phone.’

Daniella laughed. ‘I thought I was the only one.’ She reached into her purse and pulled out her mobile, holding it up for all of them to see.

‘Fess up, you two,’ said Daniella, arching an eyebrow at Becky and Emily.

Becky was first to break. She giggled and admitted she had a phone in her purse too.

‘Mine’s back at home in my luggage.’

‘I knew it,’ said Becky. ‘I knew that’s why you sneak out for so-called “fresh air”.’

‘Busted,’ said Emily. If that was the only suspicion Becky had about her late night walks, then so be it.

The girls logged onto the website via their own phones. Tatiana let Emily look with her as she scrolled through all the girls’ profile shots, accompanied by some short details about them—age, profession and an interesting titbit.

‘You’re a freakin’ millionaire?’ screeched Becky, her mouth dropping wide.

Emily closed her eyes and groaned. ‘That’s seriously what is says about me?’

She snatched the phone from Tatiana to look more closely. But Becky was right:

Emily Wolfe, real estate agent to the Melbourne elite,

Had earned the status of millionairess before she was thirty.

She was going to kill Xanthi for revealing her confidential, nobody-else’s-business information. ‘Why the hell would they print that? It’s private.’

‘But it’s true?’ asked Daniella.

Emily didn’t answer, instead passed the phone back to Tatiana. Yep, she was going to put her hands around Xanthi’s neck and squeeze tight.

‘Why are you even on this show?’ Becky’s voice was a screech again. ‘You’d be able to get any guy you wanted.’

Emily scoffed. ‘Is that what you think? That money can buy love?’

Becky nodded. The other girls did too. ‘Yes. It sure as hell can.’

‘Well I hate to burst your bubble of misinformation, but it doesn’t. It buys boots and big apartments, and purebred cats, but it doesn’t buy love.’

‘Surely you’re not going to give up all that money for Wil?’ asked Daniella.

Again, she didn’t answer. That was none of their business either.

Later that night, Emily tucked her phone into her jacket pocket and snuck out the back door. She hoped Wil might think to try again tonight at the same planned time. She arrived at the tree a little earlier so she could ring Xanthi while she waited.

‘You finally remembered me,’ said Xanthi when she answered the phone.

‘I’ve been … busy. But really, I shouldn’t have bothered after the information you revealed about me. Since when has my financial situation been up for public scrutiny?’

There was a silence. ‘I’m sorry. I only mentioned it in your application because I knew they’d find that interesting and marketable. You actually should be thanking me. It’s one of the reasons you got on that show.’

Her friend was completely serious. ‘My reputation needs to be intact when I get back to Melbourne, Xanthi.’

‘True, and I promise you, it will only be enhanced by others knowing that about you. People will now know how brilliant an agent you are. They’ll be knocking down your door.’

Emily mulled that over. Xanthi may have a point. ‘I still would have preferred you asked my permission first.’

‘Permission, shmerission. Tell me all about Wil.’

‘Wil. He is something else.’

‘Yes. And?’

‘And we had our first individual date together.’

‘How did it go?’

‘Wonderfully. We had our own little private meeting too.’

‘Private? Really? And, what happened?’

Emily laughed. ‘He kissed me and my missing O purred like a cat.’

‘Oh. My. God. They’ve started advertising the show on television. There’s a big billboard of Wil near Batman Avenue. Holy fucking hell. I nearly drove myself and the kids into the retaining wall.’

Emily laughed so loud she snorted. She covered her mouth, hoping no one back at the house heard her.

‘And you kissed that? My God, I’d drop Geoff like he’s hot if Cowboy crooked his finger at me.’

‘I’ve told you before, it’s not all about looks.’

‘Very true. But you also said this cowboy’s got a great personality. I’m pretty sure you wouldn’t be kissing him otherwise.’

She scoffed though Xanthi’s words were completely true. ‘I’ve kissed others for less.’

Xanthi laughed. ‘Forever the pessimist when it comes to relationships, aren’t you?’

‘You know my track record.’

‘Yes. I also know that you’re your own worst enemy. And I know, if you really want to, you could make this happen. You should see how they’re advertising this man, Em.’

Emily cocked her head to the side and swapped the phone to her other ear. ‘How?’

‘Super intelligent. At the forefront of changing the agricultural industry. He’s a loud voice for circumventing climate change. Has a good head for business. And mega-rich.’

Silence. Emily didn’t quite know what to say to all that. Wil had mentioned some and she’d done the maths herself on the value of this property, but these shows were always going to embellish. And in the end, what did all that matter. She was getting to know the man Wil Parker, not his resume.

‘How the hell is he single with his face and that resume?’

Xanthi laughed. ‘I could say the same for you, Emily Wolfe.’

‘Yes. Thank you. Always so quick to throw it back in my face.’

‘What are friends for?’

‘Indeed.’

Emily ended the call with the promise of calling again soon. She sat down on the damp ground and pulled at the grass. She waited for a few more minutes, but Wil never showed. That night, she slept with disappointment heavy in her heart. This cocktail party couldn’t come too soon.

The afternoon sun was flooding through the left side of the barn, coating the inside in orange light. Music hummed softly from the surround sound. A sense of relief and excitement buzzed through the room. All Emily could think about was the missed meeting and how she wasn’t going to be able to explain to Wil why she couldn’t make it because of the incessant lack of privacy.

She wore a pale blue, long sleeve wrap dress that hugged her curves and fell just above her knees. It complemented her new tan leather boots with electric blue patterned stitching. Her hair was pulled up into a high, loose ponytail and her lips painted with bright red lipstick.

The girls sat at the lounge area near the barn, discussing their dates. Each of them had been on their individual date with Wil and they were all equally impressed by him. Except for Amelia, a stunning twenty-three-year-old school teacher.

‘I think he’s stuck up,’ she said sipping on the straw sticking out from a tall pink cocktail.

Emily shared a glance with Becky.

‘Why?’ asked Daniella.

‘I get the impression he thinks he’s too good for me. He’s stand-offish.’

Emily guessed, by the looks of Amelia, she’d not experienced anything but fawning males in her history.

‘How so?’ asked Tatiana. ‘I found him incredibly attentive.’

Amelia shrugged a bare shoulder. ‘I’m not sure.’ She rolled her eyes, sipped on her straw again, then sighed histrionically. ‘I went to take his hand and he pulled away from me. Seriously, my school kids behave better.’

‘I’m sure that’s not it, Amelia,’ said Becky. ‘He’s polite. I don’t think he’s going to make moves early on with anyone.’

Emily didn’t miss what was unsaid in that statement: Yes, even with someone as young and beautiful as you, Amelia. She had a strong sense that if these girls were to find out the reality of her and Wil’s dates, she’d be a lamb to the slaughter. But they’d never know, as long as Emily kept her mouth shut, and as long as Wil did the same.

Her gaze floated to the entrance. Empty. Damn, she really needed to talk to him.

The cocktails flowed and as Emily chatted with the other women, laughing and talking about the sexy guy they were each dating, she could forget where she was, and that their sexy men were all one and the same—Wil.

When Amelia left the group momentarily for the bar, the gossip began.

‘Amelia’s too young for him,’ said Tatiana.

‘Did that seriously just come out of your mouth?’ Becky laughed sardonically. ‘No man, ever, would find that twenty-three-year-old woman too young. Wil included. He’s a gentleman, but he’s still a man. And besides, she’s still here, isn’t she?’

Emily watched Amelia as she waited at the bar. Wil was twenty-nine, but this girl laughing with the barman, coiling her long blonde hair around her finger, did look very young. Small and petite. And Becky was right. Twelve girls so far had been eliminated, but Amelia was still here. Emily would be lying if she didn’t admit to that grating on her, just a little. Emily’s own father had left a marriage of twenty years for a younger woman. The allure of youth was strong—so strong that men would destroy entire families to chase it.

She bit back an angry groan for having such ridiculous thoughts. She was thirty years old, one year older than Wil, not seventy. God, Amber’s comments and this show were warping her brain. And besides, Emily was the one kissing Wil, not Amelia. By her own admission, he wouldn’t even hold her hand. Emily narrowed her eyes as she glanced at her again. What if Wil was behaving the way he did with Emily, with the other girls? Emily wasn’t spilling her secrets to them; they could be acting just as discreetly.

Closing her eyes, she rubbed the back of her neck with her hand. Stop it, Emily. You’re doing what you always do. Trying to find a reason to prove him untrustworthy. Ultimately, that was the reason her last three relationships had ended. She knew that. But it was proving a hard habit to break. One she had hoped, by the time she was thirty, she’d have beaten.

Emily had a solid head buzz up by the time Wil came in—exactly what the directors had hoped for, she was sure. He was dressed more casually than the last cocktail party—torn stone-washed denim jeans, a short-sleeved white t-shirt, which hugged his muscled arms, and that make-her-so-damn-wet cowboy hat.

She held back this time though she tensed to go to him. His smile was wide and courteous as he strode towards the small cluster of women. ‘Hi, ladies,’ he said, tipping his hat.

That move stoked the fire in her belly—the flash of his eyes, dimples, and seeing those arms on display. His gaze swept over the girls until he found her. Emily smiled as she locked her gaze with his. ‘Hi,’ she mouthed.

He winked. ‘Hi.’

And her legs turned to jelly beneath her. That’s all it took, for him to see her. She wanted to go to him and throw her arms around him. She wanted to explain that she didn’t mean to stand him up and she hoped he hadn’t waited too long.







Chapter 26

Wil headed directly to Emily. He wouldn’t be able to relax until he knew she was okay and what had started between them hadn’t come to an abrupt end for reasons he couldn’t comprehend. No one else in the room existed. When she placed her hands on his shoulders and leant in to receive a kiss on her cheek, his body sighed to feel her touch, to breathe in her scent—sweetly feminine.

‘Everything okay?’ he asked.

She leant back and edged closer for a kiss on his other cheek. ‘So sorry. Waylaid.’

Leaning back he smiled down at her. ‘I thought you may have changed your mind about me.’ He didn’t care about the cameras. He needed to know.

She shook her head.

His shoulders rolled and he realised how tense he had been. God, he wanted to kiss her so badly then. ‘Tonight,’ he whispered incredibly softly, eyes hotly on hers.

She nodded imperceptibly.

He blew out a long breath and smiled. ‘I’ll just say hello to the others, then we can talk.’

‘Sure.’

Wil turned to the other girls. He had to choose at least three women to talk one-on-one with over at a little section of the barn set up with cameras. It was all bullshit—supposedly to give him more time to see who he wanted to eliminate later on tonight. But, as he kept reminding himself, this was part of the game. And this game came with Emily, so he’d endure it. Besides, he already knew who he was going to eliminate.

He took Tatiana with him first. They chatted about their date and she told him more about her modelling career. She was incredibly well-travelled and had a head on her shoulders. He loved to listen to her talk because her stories were engaging. He appreciated her life experience and maturity. Life in Russia had been difficult for Tatiana but her parents found refuge in Australia where she was given the opportunity to flourish. She was currently in the process of releasing a swimsuit line.

‘You’re incredibly beautiful and smart, Tatiana. It astounds me that you’re single.’

Pain flickered in her blue eyes before she lowered her gaze. ‘Yes. Some men find it difficult to be with successful women.’

He shook his head, his brow crinkled with incredulity. That’s one thing he could never understand. Determined, successful, independent women were who attracted him. There was nothing more desirous than a confident woman meeting him head-to-head. ‘Their loss,’ he said, and he meant it. He knew Tatiana wasn’t right for him and his lifestyle here on the farm. He sensed she would soon grow weary of the quiet. But she was an amazing woman and he hoped the best for her.

He escorted Tatiana back to the other ladies and asked Amelia if she would talk to him for a while. The director stipulated that Amelia was one person he had to talk to. It angered him because he knew the reasons why. Their last date didn’t end on a good note.

She smiled, stood and took Wil’s hand. Wil ushered Amelia to an area at the back of the barn. She was a young teacher from the outer suburbs of Melbourne, beautiful and sweet, but ruthless. She tried to kiss him at least three times, hold his hand, squeeze his thigh, and press her hand under his shirt. Yes, her attentions were flattering, but he knew if she stayed here, those attentions would grow and it would look bad on film. He didn’t want to do anything to hurt Emily, despite what she said about her not having a claim on him. And there were only so many times you could politely remove yourself from someone’s embrace and advances before you looked like a rude, arrogant arsehole.

Amelia was rigid as she sat beside him, kept a distance between them. He sighed because he knew his constant rejection of her advances had hurt her.

He frowned. ‘I’m sorry, Amelia.’

She shook her head, shrugged. ‘What for? I’m fine.’

‘There are still eight ladies left and nearly six weeks of filming. I want to ease into this. Make sure I’m not moving too quickly.’

She flicked her hair over her shoulder and nodded. ‘Sure. I get it.’

He could foresee this type of situation becoming worse as the weeks went by. And the hardest thing was these women were wonderful in their own way. It was the format of the show that meant all but one had to ostensibly lose.

He tried to talk to her for a while longer, but she was a closed book. He didn’t persist. It made him feel ridiculous and Amelia more resentful. He escorted her back to the other ladies who were loud and raucous, laughing and chatting with each other. It warmed his heart to see Emily looking more relaxed with them now. Especially after some of the comments she’d received.

He stood in front of Emily and grinned wide. ‘Hi there.’

She smiled up at him with her honey-brown eyes. ‘Hi.’

‘Did you want to come have a chat with me?’

‘Sure.’

He held his hand out to her and she gripped it, loving the instant comfort and warmth it provided him. He led her to the hay bales and sat close, his arm around her and his fingers running up and down her back. It was a compulsion to touch her. He knew how it would look once the show aired, but he didn’t care. Touching her was like needing air.

She nestled in under his arm, leaning against his chest. ‘I’m a tall woman—’

‘Yes, you are,’ he said. That was one of the qualities he loved most about her. He was a tall man, so he could certainly accommodate her height.

‘But next to you, I feel tiny.’

He laughed. ‘Is that a good thing? Or do you like to dominate your men?’

‘If you mean like with whips and bondage …’

There was a flirtatious lilt to her tone he couldn’t ignore. He arched a brow.

‘No. But, I definitely prefer men to be tall.’ She giggled then.

‘What?’ he asked, smiling.

‘You’d be surprised how many short men have a fetish for tall women.’

‘Is that right?’

She nodded. ‘Personally, I think it’s because their heads are at breast level.’

Wil chuckled. ‘Could be. Or it could be the appeal of a tall, sexy woman. That’s the first thing I noticed about you. Statuesque. Soft curving lines. And those gorgeous honey eyes.’

She lowered her head and blushed. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered when able to meet his gaze again. ‘I thought it might have been all the mud. A sexy new fashion statement.’

He chuckled deeply, but leant closer to her and said, ‘I noticed you before then, Emily.’

She peered into his eyes, lips gently parted. God, he wanted to kiss her so bad. Could he? Could he lean in right now and kiss her again? His eyes dropped to her lips when her tongue ran over them, wetting them. So tempting.

‘Emily,’ he growled, low and deep. ‘Do not look at me like you want to eat me …’ He shook his head. ‘I can barely contain myself now.’

A deep breath in and he straightened taller, breaking the trance. He had to talk, or he was going to kiss her. ‘I’m continually asked what I’m looking for in a partner and I can never give an answer. I think it’s that quality that can’t be defined. You know what I mean? That indescribable feeling that’s so damn strong it coats every thought and accompanies every breath.’ He pressed his hands to his forearms. ‘I feel it on my skin.’ His gaze dropped to her mouth and his voice grew hoarse. ‘And taste it on your tongue. I don’t know what it is, but that’s what I want. And that’s what I feel when I’m with you. That’s what I felt tugging at my insides when I first saw you.’

Emily pushed her hair off her forehead, her head tilting towards her shoulder as she tried to hide her gushing pleasure. ‘That’s the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard.’

‘It’s the truth,’ he said.

‘You’re so direct.’

He shrugged. ‘I want something real. And if that means I’m direct and wear my heart on my sleeve in order to get it, then I’ll do it.’ He reached for her, his hand cupping her face, his thumb smoothing over her cheek. She nestled towards the touch, blinking long, slow blinks. ‘Early days yet, Emily, but I’m looking forward to getting to know you better.’

She nodded against his hand. ‘Me too.’

Slowly, he removed his hand from her face, all her heat rushing away from him. He wanted to chase it, drown himself in it. Under normal circumstances, he would have. But he continued to remind himself that this was a game show, these small interactions were miles from ordinary.

‘Thanks for spending time with me tonight.’

She smiled. ‘And thank you.’

They stood and Wil placed his palm on the small of her back. ‘Eleven,’ he whispered, almost too soft to hear.

Emily smiled and grinned up at him, then he took her back to the other ladies.







Chapter 27

Despite knowing there was a private date with Wil later tonight, Emily was twitching with adrenaline at the elimination ceremony. She wasn’t surprised when Wil announced that Amelia was the next to be booted.

Missy, a camera on her, and another on Amelia, said, ‘That means tonight, Amelia, you will be going home. Please take a short moment to say goodbye.’

Chin high, Amelia walked to Wil and stood directly in front of him. She looked a small bird compared to his enormous frame. Meeting Wil’s gaze, she said with a loud, clear voice, ‘I’m glad you eliminated me.’

Wil’s expression didn’t alter. Emily’s eyes widened and she glanced quickly at Becky, who was looking equally shocked.

‘Yes, because you think you’re above me and the other women here, and I’d rather not continue with a man like that.’

‘I assure you, Amelia, I don’t feel that way. And for you to say that, when I was only ever gracious to you and to my other guests, is highly offensive. So, I’m sorry you feel that way, but I’m now sure that my decision about who is to leave the competition tonight was a correct one.’ Despite his stern words, his chest and stance had deflated. Knowing him like Emily did, this was not something he would have ever wanted—bitterness, resentment. But, it was a game and unavoidable when people’s real emotions were at stake.

Real emotions, like her own.

Amelia said nothing more and marched out of the barn. Emily noted Wil’s hands fisting at his side and the tic in his jaw. This had angered him. The seven remaining ladies looked to each other.

‘Hashtag awkies,’ said Daniella.

Awkward all right.

Missy turned to the contestants. ‘And seven lovely ladies remain. Congratulations to you all for reaching the business end of the competition. This is where things really start to heat up. Over the next fortnight, you will each be going on full day dates with our cowboy. All I can say is to be prepared for anything.’

Eventually, the filming ended and an entirely new excitement took over Emily. For in a little under two hours, she would be alone with Wil, the stars their only audience. When back at the cottage, Emily didn’t let anyone or anything stop her from leaving this time. She made sure the hall of the sleeping quarters was empty before she snuck quietly down it and slipped out the back door.

Once outside, she shrugged her jacket closer around her and strode towards the tree. The dew-damp grass crunched under her boots. The material of her dress swished around her thighs with each step. The only other sound was her breathing and the melodic hum of crickets. As she neared the tree, she could already see Wil’s big outline.

She sighed as she smiled and kept on towards him.

He held his arms out to her and she rushed into them until they were firmly on her hips. He drew her to his chest, cradled her cheeks in his hands, then lowered his face and pressed his lips to hers with a long, desperate sounding inhale. The cold fled and his warmth blanketed her; there was nothing else but his lips and tongue, the feel of his palms on her face, and the crush of his chest against hers.

Slowly, he pressed back from her and whispered, ‘I’ve wanted to kiss you for days. I thought I’d go mad if I didn’t see you tonight.’

His lips met hers again, with more need than she thought possible, his tongue softly sliding against hers. The sensation hit her low and deep between her thighs and she involuntarily rocked against him, only to feel the long, hard length of his erection at her tummy. He growled against her mouth as she made contact, the sound like fingers on her flesh. A fire ignited within, scorching her. His hands made a long firm slide down her arms, to her waist and one gripped firmly on her arse, pushing her against his shaft again. Another rumble in his chest and a desperate sigh slipped from between her lips.

‘I am so fucking hard for you.’

Those words invoked an aching desire and were totally unexpected. Seems he was only a gentleman in the street.

‘Those boots …’ His voice was deep and rough, almost a growl, ‘I keep imagining you wearing them and nothing else. And your legs wrapped around my waist as I …’ He broke off to kiss her. She rolled herself against him again. Her body throbbed; her head was light. ‘You turn me on so fucking much, every minute of the day.’

Her breaths were thin in her throat; the need pulsing through her body was strong. But they were under a tree in the cold of the night, stars winking above them, and a houseful of women less than two hundred metres away.

Wil edged back, resting his forehead to hers. His breaths were heavy. ‘Emily,’ he said with a low, deep voice. ‘If I keep kissing you, I won’t stop.’

She knew exactly what he meant. Like nice things on this farm, there was also a time and place for what was happening between them … and it was preferably a bedroom.

‘I understand,’ she whispered, amazed by how breathless she sounded.

He straightened up and ran a hand through his hair, then took a step back. He inhaled deeply. ‘So no trouble getting away tonight?’

She shook her head. ‘No. The other night, Becky caught me going out the back door and kept me talking. I couldn’t leave without her knowing what I was up to.’

He pulled his mobile out of his back pocket. ‘Can I have your number, so we can text this sort of thing? It’s tricky with the microphone strapped to us and the cameras honed to catch every movement.’

She nodded and told him her number. He entered it into his mobile and shoved it into his back pocket again.

‘Tonight’s elimination was tough, ha?’

Wil grimaced. ‘I think it’s only going to get worse. I didn’t want that.’

‘I know.’

He stroked her cheek with his finger. He was frowning. ‘Do you ever see that? Like I think I’m better than—’

Emily shook her head. ‘Not at all. The opposite. She was disappointed she was leaving, that’s all. She was trying to hurt you.’

Wil rubbed the back of his neck and sighed. ‘I dread those ceremonies. Every damn time.’

‘We all do. It’s a cruel show, isn’t it?’

He reached for her again and trailed his finger across her bottom lip. Her eyelids wanted to fall closed, so she could feel his touch more deeply. ‘Yes and no.’

She smiled and gripped his hand, pressing it to her cheek.

‘Are the other women being nicer to you now?’

‘Surprisingly, yes. We even shopped together the other day.’

He grinned and his gaze dropped to her boots. ‘So that’s why these new boots made an appearance?’

She nodded. ‘A new fetish of mine.’

His deep dimples flashed as he grinned. ‘You have more than one fetish?’

‘Not outside of shoes.’

He laughed. ‘And what did you think of the nearby towns?’

‘Stunning. Reminds me a little of the UK countryside.’

He nodded. ‘I agree. Like Northern Scotland.’

‘Yes. Exactly.’

‘So you’ve travelled a bit?’ he asked.

‘A bit. Not for years now. Too busy with work.’

‘Me too. On both counts.’

She smiled at him. ‘I feel we might suffer from the same malady, you and me.’

He nodded and pulled her against his hard chest. ‘But I’m feeling you may just be the cure for that, Emily Wolfe.’

They were silent as she laid her head on his chest and wrapped her arms tightly around his waist. His height, the rugged, natural strength he possessed, may well be another fetish she picked up at this farm. ‘What you said to me at the party earlier was … I’ve not been able to stop thinking about it.’

‘It was the truth, Em,’ he said, stroking hair from her forehead.

‘Thank you.’ Another comfortable silence lingered, only their steady breathing and the melodious chirp of crickets was heard. She wanted to speak great floods of words to him, tell him that she was giddy in his presence, her heart fluttered when she saw him, and her body raged with a violence of desire she had never before felt when he touched her. But something held her back—a niggling doubt that despite it appearing so, absolutely none of this was real, and if it was, it wouldn’t last.

Emily pressed her palms to his chest, feeling the deep slopes and solidity of muscle beneath his thin shirt. On tiptoes, she inclined her face until her lips were pressed to his, then moved them with his as though they’d been designed to fit.

Their last kiss goodnight was slow and deep, full with the promise of something she wasn’t willing to admit or voice, yet felt so strongly it hurt. Too soon, she was disentangling herself from his strong arms and turning to leave. Their hands slowly fell away, their fingertips lingering against each other, not willing to let go.

Wil winked. ‘I’ll see you later, Emily.’

‘Bye.’

As she walked back to the contestants’ quarters, it felt like she was walking on a cloud. After a shower, she dressed into her pyjamas and gathered her phone before she laid back in bed. Waiting for her was a message.

WIL: Goodnight xx.

Emily grinned wide and pressed the phone to her chest. Such a simple gesture and she was as scatty as a school girl. She typed a message back to him.

EMILY: Goodnight xx.







Chapter 28

Emily pulled up outside of Wil’s home. From the front porch, he squinted through the sheeting rain for a closer look. Emily was sitting in the back seat, smiling at him through the window. His stomach flipped, remembering anew how utterly gorgeous she was.

He jogged to the car, opened Emily’s door. With an umbrella held high above them, he accompanied her to the front porch, shielding her from the big thrumming drops.

When undercover, Wil collapsed the umbrella and leant it against the front of the house. He smiled as he came to her and kissed her cheek. ‘Good morning.’

She pressed her lips to his other cheek. He loved the feel of her soft skin and the sweet scent of her.

‘Good morning to you. Gumboot weather today.’

Wil nodded. ‘Stay-in-doors weather today. So that’s what we’re going to do.’ He placed a hand on the small of her back and gestured they go inside. ‘And I had such grand plans for us.’

‘Oh really?’ she asked, stepping inside when he opened the front door.

He followed her in. The space had a subtle scent of smoke from the roaring fireplace. It was warm, which was a relief from the gusting cold wind. Cameramen were already waiting, along with one that followed them into the house. But Wil had already decided he was going to ignore them as best he could. Today was all about Emily. A full day.

‘But we’ll have to take a raincheck, literally.’

Emily grinned.

‘I’ve had to improvise. And I apologise, but it’s going to be low-key. In comparison.’

He’d already taken one contestant up in a hot air balloon over the countryside and another up the mountains for a day of skiing. It seemed wrong that he couldn’t spoil Emily like he had planned. But that could wait for another day.

‘Do I still get to spend the day with you?’ she asked, her voice softer.

His gaze locked to hers as he nodded. His heart was beating faster.

‘Then you don’t need to apologise.’

‘Emily,’ he growled, low and deep. He was surprised to hear the need in that rumble of sound. This reaction to her stupefied him—surreal almost. What was it with this woman that almost brought him to his knees?

He took her hand and led her to the kitchen.

Emily’s eyes widened and her lips parted on a rushed inhale. ‘Impressive.’ She looked at Wil with kittenish eyes. ‘But I bet you hear that all the time, right?’

Wil threw his head back and laughed.

His friend, a local chef, stepped towards them and held his hand out to Emily. ‘Matt Morgan.’

She shook his hand. ‘Emily Wolfe. Lovely to meet you.’

He grinned. ‘You too.’

She cocked her head to the side. ‘Have I seen you on television?’

He nodded.

‘Matt’s a good mate of mine from my school days,’ said Wil. ‘He was back from the city visiting his family. I thought he could help us cook our lunch.’

Again Emily’s eyes widened as she looked from Matt to Wil, to the oven, then shook her head. ‘I can’t cook.’

Wil laughed.

‘That’s why I’m here,’ said Matt.

Emily placed a hand on her hip and narrowed her eyes at Wil. ‘Is this a polite way of seeing if your potential lover will be able to make you dinner?’

Wil laughed again and when Emily didn’t smile, his lips narrowed into a long line. He arched a brow. ‘Are you serious? Do you think that’s what I’m looking for? Someone who can cook me dinner.’

She frowned, then shrugged. ‘Maybe.’

Oh man. ‘Remember when I said that this place exists in the same century you live in?’

She nodded slowly.

‘It applies to this assumption as well. If you can cook, bonus. If you can’t, then lucky it’s something I enjoy doing and would be happy to cook meals for my potential lover.’

Emily lowered her eyes.

‘I can attest that he’s a good cook too,’ added Matt.

Blush rose in Emily’s cheeks. She lifted her eyes to his and whispered, ‘I’m sorry. That was stupidly offensive.’ She shook her head.

Now he felt like an arse, but he needed her to know the reality of his life, and the reality of what he expected versus her assumptions. He strode closer and lifted her chin so she was looking into his eyes. He smiled warmly. ‘It’s understandable. My father would certainly expect that from my mum. He still does. But I’m a new generation, Em. And I want to make it clear to you that if you can’t cook dinner, then so be it. If you want to work long hours on your career, fine by me. If you don’t want children—’

‘I want children,’ she said quickly. Her eyes flickered to Matt, the cameraman, then back to Wil.

He nodded and grinned. His voice was gentle when he said, ‘Good. So do I. And all I want, Em, is someone who’ll love me. Laugh with me. Be my partner in life.’ He knew he was getting ahead of himself here. It’s not like they even had a relationship. This show made that almost impossible with all the imposing restrictions. But there were the rumblings of something between them. And he didn’t want misunderstandings and antiquated suppositions getting in the way of those rumblings developing into sky splitting thunder.

Emily stared silently at him before she nodded. Then smiled. She inclined onto her toes, lifted her face to his and kissed his lips. Just once. Quick, but warm. ‘Thanks for clearing that up.’

He smiled and rubbed his hands together. ‘All right, now all the heavy stuff is out of the way, let’s get cooking. And because I know how much you like to get your hands dirty, Matt and I thought you could make the pasta.’

Emily’s mouth fell open. ‘From scratch?’

Will laughed. ‘Yep.’

Matt grabbed a packet of flour and a carton of eggs and placed them on the bench in front of Emily. ‘I’ll walk you through it.’

Emily looked at Wil. ‘When I leave here, I’m going to be fearless. I’ll be a pig wrangling, chicken tractor moving, horse riding, pasta making pro.’

Will laughed. ‘And there’s plenty more to come.’

They spent the next few hours preparing homemade ravioli, stuffed with goats cheese and basil. Then a tomato based sauce to serve over the top. Next, they worked on a sweet pumpkin pie. All the ingredients were fresh and organic from the farm.

‘So you grow vegetables here as well?’ asked Emily as she chopped pumpkin into small pieces.

‘Yep. We are basically self-sufficient.’

‘Supply my restaurant too,’ said Matt.

‘It’s amazing. You mentioned earlier that your farming practices are different from your father and grandfather. And, forgive me if it’s just another assumption because I assumed tradition was valued in the country. So, why did you change?’

She was right. Tradition was important. Some farmers were hard-headed and refused to change, or didn’t know any other way; generations of hard men passing along hard-earned knowledge of how to work the land to their sons. ‘We suffered the worst drought in the farm’s history seven years ago. A tough, tough time. The soil was dust. The cattles’ ribs were sticking out. We were debating if we should—’ he shared a quick glance with Matt, ‘—put them down.’

Emily gasped. ‘How terrible.’

‘It was. But it helped me reach a place of understanding that something was really wrong, and it went beyond drought. We were out of touch, with the land and with our methods. It was all about profit, pushing the land to work to our schedule rather than respecting the natural cycle of the seasons. When you disrespect the land, something has to break. And it did. It’s taken long years to repair the damage.’

‘And your dad was fine with moving in a new direction?’

Wil averted his face and rubbed his cheek with his hand. When he looked at her again, he said, ‘Not immediately.’ But there were circumstances that, ultimately, made the entire family wake up. Circumstances he wasn’t going to mention on camera.

‘We’ve ensured there is now ecological balance across the property.’

‘How?’ she asked, leaning closer.

‘Replenished the soil for starters. Healthy soil holds so much more moisture than unhealthy soil and is teaming with billions and billions of living organisms, which support the plants and grasses our animals feed off, ensuring what we then eat is full of nutrition. We cut out the use of fertilisers and chemicals so these organisms can survive and we’re not ingesting dangerous poisons. We restored resilient native grasses across the entire property …’ He stopped. ‘And now I’m being boring.’

Matt chuckled.

Emily took a step towards Wil. ‘Not at all. It’s fascinating.’

He grinned. ‘You have to say that.’

She shook her head. ‘No, I don’t.’ Looking down at the pumpkin, which she was scraping off the chopping board into a frying pan, she said, ‘This pumpkin?’

Matt took the pan from Emily and said, ‘Incredibly delicious.’

Wil nodded in agreement. ‘Highly nutritious. Fully organic. And in season.’

Emily’s grin was wide. ‘Thank you for this.’

Wil arched a brow. ‘What for?’

‘For allowing me to experience all this. I never give a second thought to where my food comes from. Ever. Never do I wonder if the soils are plenished. Or if it’s rained enough. Or even ask what chemicals have been used.’

Wil grinned. ‘Well, now you will.’

‘Yes. And I think that’s a good thing. Using these ingredients and seeing where they’ve come from and the care taken to grow them, I feel connected. Does that sound ridiculous?’

‘Not at all,’ Wil said, shaking his head. ‘It’s perfect. Because that’s what we aim for now, to not just grow, but to actually be a part of the cycle.’

Emily stared up at him, her lips gently parted. ‘You are the most surprising package, aren’t you, Wil Parker?’

He laughed. ‘I’ve been called worse.’

Matt chuckled and nodded. ‘Yeah. I’ve called him worse. Much worse.’

Emily placed her hands on her hips and smiled. ‘Are we going to stand around here all day chatting, or are we actually going to get cooking?’

They finished up, all the dishes ready to go, and said goodbye to Matt. Will stoked the fireplace and turned music on before they dished up to eat lunch in the dining room.

Emily sat beside Wil at the table. It was comfortable to be in this setting with her, in his home, eating a meal together. The cameras, however, made it somewhat awkward by thwarting the type of conversation they would ordinarily have in private. Emily cut into her ravioli and spooned a half into her mouth. She closed her eyes, moaned, and all Wil could do was watch her face, try not to think about sex, nor imagine her face sharing the same expression as he made her come.

‘This is really good. I’m better at cooking than I thought. Matt’s a genius if he’s helping me make pasta taste this damn good.’

Wil swallowed down the sexual tension teaming through his body and tried his pasta. ‘Oh yeah. Good job, Em.’

She had another mouthful, making little moans of appreciation as she chewed.

Wil felt his shaft getting hard just listening to that. It was strangely erotic. He was glad there was a table top covering his lap.

He’d been disappointed this morning that he wouldn’t be able to have the date with Emily he had originally planned, but now he was grateful they were kept indoors, because though the morning had been simple, it was perfect.

‘So you said you were stressed before coming on this show?’

She lowered her gaze to her plate for a long moment and sighed. Smoothing a piece of hair behind her ear, she again looked at him with those honey-brown eyes. ‘I had a panic attack. It was terrifying. I thought I was having a heart attack. It was after meeting with this horrible, horrible man who screamed at me in front of an entire restaurant—’

Will shook his head, his lips twisting into a snarl. ‘What? A man yelled at you? Why?’

‘Because I did my job well, and he was too greedy to recognise it.’ She frowned. ‘I’ve never questioned if I liked my career until that moment. I’ve dealt with so many egotistical people, but he … he was something else.’

Wil’s muscles were rigid. He didn’t know this guy, but he wanted to strangle him. ‘I hope you told him what for?’ His words were clipped, but it was anger directed at this other man.

‘Oh yeah. I gave it to him. Threw a glass of red wine in his face. I’d wasted ten thousand dollars of my own money on that arsehole. Excuse the language.’

Ten thousand dollars? So she was obviously dealing with big figures. ‘I don’t know the guy and I want to break his nose.’

Emily laughed. ‘Thank you.’

‘So you think that’s why you had your panic attack?’

She shook her head, nodded, then shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I think it was a combination of many things. I thought I was dealing, but I guess I wasn’t coping too well.’

‘And you’ve been okay while out here? With me?’

She grinned and nodded. ‘This place is like medicine.’

The farm had proven to be exactly that for him in the past too, so he understood. But after the drought, when he was still fighting to save this farm, and at the same time Billi was seeking more than her fair share, it was the exact opposite.

He reached under the table and rested his hand on her thigh. She looked at him, her cheeks turning a rosy pink. ‘I’m glad.’

They finished their meal and dished up dessert. But they retreated to the living room to eat it in front of the fire. He poured them both a glass of port to have with their pumpkin pie.

When Emily took a bite of her pie and moaned with pleasure, Wil could barely restrain himself from crawling across the couch and kissing her silly. He watched her, the small blemish of caramel on her lips, and arousal ebbed inside. He moved around in his seat, an effort to conceal the swelling evidence.

‘So you said you’ve been in love a few times, Em?’

She stopped chewing and nodded.

‘How long since you’ve been in a relationship?’

Emily swallowed hard, then took a small sip of her port. ‘A couple of years.’

Wil arched his brows. ‘Really? That’s a long time.’

She shrugged. ‘Yeah. I guess so. I’ve dated. Just nothing substantial. What about you? Anything significant since your divorce?’

Nothing longer than six months. And no one, no matter how much he tried to force himself, he could become invested in. ‘Not really.’

‘Dating really sucks.’

He smiled. ‘You thought you’d remedy that by coming on a dating show?’

She laughed. ‘Yes. See how rational I am about finding love?’

Wil grinned and shuffled closer. ‘So that’s what you are looking for, Em? Love?’

Emily turned to look out the front windows then back at him. ‘Yes. I meant it when I told you that. I woke up one morning after yet another Oless night, and realised what I was missing was a committed relationship.’

Wil cocked his head. ‘Oless? What’s that?’

She placed her plate on the coffee table in front of them and pressed her palms to her cheeks. ‘Oh God. I did not mean to say that.’

His brow furrowed and he smiled. ‘Do you mean … orgasm-less?’

She groaned, hands still trying to hide her blush and nodded, almost imperceptibly.

Wil’s eyes widened. ‘What? How long has it been?’ Maybe he was pushing the boundaries of conversation here, especially when he could feel the crush of the cameras increasing.

‘Two years,’ she whispered, only holding his gaze for a nano-second.

He cleared his throat. ‘What? Like not at all?’

She shook her head. ‘Oless.’

‘But surely, you’ve … you know … to yourself …’ He stopped. Cameras, Wil. Inappropriate.

She grinned bashfully. ‘No comment.’

‘Do you know why?’ Again, inappropriate, but damn if he wasn’t curious.

She nodded, shrugged. ‘No spark. Selfish lovers. The wrong headspace. A combination of all the above.’

Hell, it was his personal mission to remedy this situation now. It would be his pleasure to help her out. ‘Hmmm,’ he said.

She shook her head and waved at him dismissively. ‘Anyway, that’s my problem.’

He’d be more than happy to make it his problem too. Rectify it. God, he needed to change this subject or his semi-hard shaft would soon be raging and embarrassingly obvious. ‘Um … you like the pie?’

‘Yep,’ she said reaching for her plate again. ‘You?’

He nodded. ‘Another great job, Chef Emily.’

She smiled, peering at him from under her long lashes. ‘You’ll have to show me your prowess next time.’

‘I look forward to it.’ In more ways than one.

When they’d finished their dessert, they settled together on the lounge. Wil sat closer and wrapped an arm around Emily’s shoulder, pulling her closer against him. ‘I’ve got another surprise for you.’

Emily grinned, an excited twinkle in her eyes. ‘More surprises.’

‘It’s over in the barn.’

‘Any hints?’

He shook his head. ‘Nope.’







Chapter 29

Wil unfurled the umbrella and held it high above Emily’s head before they stepped into the rain and tiptoed through the sopping grass to a waiting vehicle. Wil ensured Emily was covered until she was in the dry car, then followed in after her. A cameraman climbed in the front seat, then they were driven to the barn.

The patter of rain on the roof was loud inside the barn. The fireplace and heaters were already on, and the crew had set up an area at the back of the barn for them to sit. Wil took Emily’s hand and drew her further inside until she was able to see the surprise. And hear it.

Country music singer Prissy Jones, with a guitar in her hand, sat on a stool on a stage. Prissy smiled at Emily and Emily’s mouth dropped open in surprise. Prissy strummed her guitar and broke out into song—one of her most popular. Her soulful voice, with a cute Australian twang, was complemented by the natural acoustics of the barn as it sang out through the space.

‘Oh my goodness,’ said Emily, looking up at Wil with a smile as wide as her face.

‘I can’t believe this. For us?’

Wil laughed, smiled, and led her to the cosy nook of blankets and comfortable couches. They sat close together, facing the stage. He opened a bottle of champagne and poured them both a glass, then settled in beside her, his arm around her shoulders as they took in their private show.

Emily nestled against his chest. This was how it was always meant to be. He and Emily. He was so comfortable in her company and to have her body warm against him. He ached to explore this heat further and feel her soft curves intimately.

‘Thank you,’ Emily said.

He stroked her hair and smiled lazily. ‘My pleasure.’

Wil sat with a cameraman and the director for nearly an hour answering questions about his date with Emily. When they were finally complete, and the cameraman had packed up for the day, Andrea asked, ‘Can I just talk to you off the record for a moment longer?’

He nodded, knowing too well that it wasn’t really a question, more of a veiled demand.

Andrea leant forwards, elbows on her thighs, as she sat across from him. ‘Wil, I get that you like Emily.’

Wil’s stomach tightened. Where was she going with this?

‘And that’s perfectly okay. That’s what this show is all about. But, the favouritism is becoming too apparent in the editing room. And, first and foremost, we are here to make a show that will last the entire season. The other contestants need to feel like they are in with a chance. The viewers need to be guessing right until the very end. We can’t give it all away by week three.’

Wil sighed and ran a hand through his hair. ‘What are you saying?’

‘You need to start making the other girls feel like they are still in this. You need to get closer, let your guard down with them. Ask them the right questions that will have them believing there may be a future with you on the horizon.’

Wil screwed his face up.

‘You signed on to this, Wil.’ Andrea’s voice was louder, firmer. ‘You are contracted to play with all the spirit the game requires. So I’ll be giving you questions to ask the girls on your dates, and you are to back off a little with Emily.’

Wil couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He didn’t want to back off, but he knew that Andrea was right. Particularly after the way Amelia had reacted when leaving. The rules were clearly explained to him, numerous times over, before he signed the contract. He never anticipated meeting someone that he’d like as much as Emily so never considered how hard that would make the game. Until now.

‘We’re going to play angles with your next four dates. Enhance certain qualities each of the girls possess, and you will play along. If they try and kiss you, perhaps you could kiss them back.’

Wil groaned and scrubbed his hands over his face. Emily said he had to do what was required of him, but kissing another girl was going too far. If the shoe was on the other foot, he’d feel betrayed.

Andrea put her hand up. ‘Here me out. The gentleman card is working well for you. The girls don’t think you’re the type to be kissing so early anyway. They don’t know about your kiss with Emily. So that may work for a while longer. But, Wil, is it so hard to enjoy yourself? You’ve got a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to meet and interact with gorgeous women who are throwing themselves at you.’

He glared at her then. For assuming he was the type of man he was doing everything in his power to not be, because deep down he wasn’t. Yes, he found the attention from the contestants flattering. He had fun going on exciting dates and getting to know them better. But, he was an old-fashioned man when it came to love. And, besides, he knew how badly it hurt when someone you trusted to hold your heart took it and threw it against a wall.

What was happening with Emily, the emotions, were all so new. But he had kissed her. He had said to her that it was her he wanted to be dating. His affections were only for her. Surely he had a duty to honour his word and maintain his integrity? Because, at the end of the day, if he didn’t do either of those things, he wasn’t sure he’d like the man he’d be. And he was not going to let this show reduce him to someone he didn’t like.

He had to talk to Emily. The game was about to change and the only thing he could see was a future of hurt. For Emily. For the other contestants. And for himself.







Chapter 30

Emily’s day with Wil was the best date she had experienced for many, many years: the simplicity of it, the relaxed nature, his attention to detail … to her. The more time she spent with him, the more she realised these emotions for him were not only real but were intensifying. Her body ached to be with him in every way a woman could be. She wanted to rake her hands over his hard lines, kiss and suck at his flesh, and feel him buried inside her. Her missing O agreed wholeheartedly.

Once Emily arrived home at the cottage, she met the other ladies in the living room. They were dressed in stylish clothes, wore make-up, and a camera was ready to capture Emily’s response to the date.

‘She’s home,’ said Becky.

Emily smiled wide, unable to suppress it because she was still on a natural high.

‘Looks promising,’ said Tatiana.

Emily took a seat next to Becky, still grinning.

‘I’d say she’s smitten,’ said Felicity.

Emily nodded. ‘I think I may be.’

The girls oohed and aaaahhhed, clapped and cheered though Emily could see right through these disingenuous felicitations, displayed solely for the benefit of the camera. She was certain if they were alone, the rivalry would rear.

‘He is a dreamboat,’ said Tatiana, who went hot air ballooning with Wil last week.

‘What did you end up doing?’ asked Becky, crossing her legs.

‘We spent a simple day indoors because of the weather. He organised for Matt Morgan to give us a cooking lesson. Then after lunch, we had a private concert in the barn from Prissy Jones.’

Tatiana’s mouth dropped open on a gasp. ‘Oh my God. Really? I love Prissy.’

Emily smiled. ‘I do too. The whole day was so romantic and intimate.’

Maya squealed. ‘Now I’m so excited for my date. It feels like ages since I’ve seen him.’

Becky sat back against the couch and nodded, an eyebrow arched. ‘And the competition has well and truly begun.’

‘It certainly has,’ agreed Tatiana.

Emily didn’t bother with dinner, she was still full from lunch. She showered and changed into warm, comfortable clothes, then went to her room to wait until she could sneak out and make a call to Xanthi. Emily rifled through her luggage for her phone. She intended to spend the next few hours reading. A luxury she hadn’t made time for over the years—always too exhausted by the time her work day was over. She could never concentrate enough to absorb the sentences. But during her time on the farm, sleeping soundly and experiencing little stress—when the other girls weren’t accusing her of cheating that is—reading was exhilarating again.

One message notification was on her screen. From Wil. Her veins flooded with anticipation, her breaths shallower as she opened the message and read it.

WIL: I really need to talk to you. If the weather is clear, are you able to meet tonight at 9?

Emily wondered what he needed to talk to her about. She typed back a reply.

EMILY: Sure. We can meet. I’ll see you then.

Emily waited until it was five minutes before nine, then pressed her ear against her bedroom door to make sure there were no sounds of movement along the hall. When it was all clear, she slipped out, tiptoed towards the back door and snuck into the night. She hastened in the direction of the tree, hoping that this reprieve in rain continued. The ground sloshed under her feet and water and mud flicked on the back of her jeans with every step. But as she drew closer, she saw his silhouette.

She rushed into his arms. No holding back now. Not for any reason. Any reluctance she had was forgotten. All she wanted now were his arms and big strong body. But mostly, his mind. He was unlike anyone she had ever met. He continually surprised her, superceded all her expectations, and restored her faith in the inner-workings of a man’s mind.

He cradled her to him, wrapping his arms around her and pulled her tight to him, enveloping her in his warmth. His lips fell on hers and he lingered at her mouth, tasting, kissing, until she was hot all over and clawing him closer.

Pulling away, he rested his forehead against hers, and whispered, ‘I’ve wanted to do that all day long.’

‘Hmmm. Me too.’

Standing tall again, he smiled as he looked at her. ‘You’re so beautiful, Em, do you realise that? God, you’re all I can think about.’

She didn’t know how to respond to the direct compliment, to the unmistakeable sincerity in his expression and tone. Wil was so candid. When they were together like this in private, he was a different man.

‘I need you to tell me, Em. The truth. Are you serious about this? Do you want to take this—us—further? Explore where this can go between us?’

Emily took a step back and peered up into his honest blue gaze. His brows were drawn together, his lips pulled in a straight line. But in this game where everything was concocted, where they had to watch their every word, there was no room for untruths when she was with him in private. As though these moments were rare glimpses of what was real and what could become a reality. She couldn’t lie to him and knew in her heart that she did want to progress what was already developing between them.

‘I’m serious. I want more.’

He exhaled noisily and his shoulders relaxed. ‘Me too.’ But he looked away then, his face showing signs of disappointment. She couldn’t understand it.

‘What’s wrong?’ she asked.

He peered back at her, frowning. ‘Andrea had a talk to me today. She said I’m not giving the other girls enough attention. She, very directly, reiterated that this is a TV show first and foremost.’ He sighed and rubbed his cheek with his palm. She could hear the gentle scrubbing of his stubble against his hand. ‘I’m going to be provided with questions to ask, that will make the contestants feel as though they have a chance of winning.’ He stopped and wrinkled his face. ‘God, that sounds so fucking pathetic.’

Her eyes widened to hear him swear. He was generally mindful of not doing it around her and the other women. Yes, what he was saying was twisting her gut and making her feel sick, but what he was asked to do would be staged. Wil had not done anything to make her believe he had feelings for any of the other women. He had been friendly, chivalrous and fun, but nothing more. She could handle that.

Emily nodded. ‘It does sound terrible. I agree. But, I also know that this is a show and you have obligations. I don’t want to direct your actions, Wil. Ever. You are your own person and I trust that you will act in ways that you feel is right and respectful to all of us.’

He shook his head as he gazed down at her, a smile creeping onto his lips. ‘You are really something else, Em.’

She laughed and pressed a hand to his chest, loving the feel of his hard muscle beneath. ‘I’m glad you noticed.’

He grabbed her hips and pulled her closer. ‘I noticed all right. From the first moment I laid eyes on you.’ He lowered his head to the side of her neck and kissed her sensitive skin. She arched, baring herself to him more. His mouth brushed over her ear as he whispered, ‘I want you so bad. I hate that we have to meet out here like clandestine teenagers. I need you in my bed, where I can touch you.’

A well of tingly sensation stirred in her belly and ebbed down to her sex, a pleasurable throbbing need. ‘Please don’t say that or leaving here tonight will be so much harder.’

His lips pressed to hers, his tongue pushed between them until it stroked hers and she couldn’t stop the whimper that sounded in her throat. Strong hands crept up her waist, her ribs and over her breasts, his thumbs circling her nipples as they hardened to stone peaks. Sensation surged through her, ignited her further, made her so hot.

‘I want to make you come hard,’ he growled between kisses.

She arched back, her breaths heavy, and stared at him. ‘What?’

‘No woman should go two years without an orgasm.’

She shook her head slowly. ‘No, she … I shouldn’t.’

He leant in closer, his lips and breath at her ear. ‘I could make you come right now without even taking our clothes off.’ A thumb found her nipple again, circling over the sensitive surface.

She swallowed hard, the throbbing between her thighs intensifying with his words. It was the way he was saying the word “come”, a deep growl, with so much confidence and promise behind it.

Her missing O roared inside her, demanding she let him try. He pushed her backwards with his enormous frame until she butted gently against the trunk of the tree. He towered over her, enveloped her completely; it was never more obvious, the disparity in their sizes, than now. This is what she had needed. As a tall woman, most men she’d dated or had relationships with, were not that much bigger than her. But Wil towered over her and his broad frame made him seem even bigger.

He kissed her, hard and earnest. Commanding. He was taking charge and she was willing to let him. For a woman, who controlled all aspects of her life to the very last detail, this relinquishing didn’t come easily. But, in this moment, instinct, biology, let her know it was something she could do. Her missing O let her know it was something she should do.

His knee pushed between her thighs, widening them. She let him, helped him by stepping her legs apart. The pressure of his thigh pushing against her sex was unbelievably pleasurable and she instinctively rolled against him allowing the material at the apex of her jeans to skim against her clit.

His thigh fell away to be replaced by his clothed erection, straining against his jeans, pushing between her legs. To feel him there, so big, hard and present, made her hot, light-headed. Her sex throbbed as he rolled his hips and the taught material of her jeans slipped against her clit—a sensual friction. All the while his tongue stroked her own, his lips pressed and played with hers, his hands roamed over her flesh.

He tweaked her sensitive nipples, his other hand reached under her jacket, skin on skin, to caress her waist and back. Rocking again, pushing his hard shaft between her thighs, she groaned from the blissful pang that pulsed in her clit, expanding up to her belly, and to the peaks of her breasts.

A growl in her ear, ‘I want to place my mouth on that hot flesh between your legs and taste you on my tongue.’

Her breath hitched in her throat to hear him speak that way. This gentleman was a totally different man under these conditions. ‘Then after you come against my lips, I want to thrust into you. Over and over …’ he finished with a ragged breath in and another thrust between her legs. Feeling him there, hearing his erotic words, had her aching with need. She bucked to meet his next thrust, positioning just right so her clit pinged with the contact of her jeans and his erection.

God, she wanted him to touch her so bad it hurt. Her entire body was thrumming with arousal, each intimate zone sensitive and throbbing.

‘Do you want me to make you come, Em?’ he asked in a deep, grainy voice. His breaths were hard.

‘Please,’ she hissed against his mouth as he kissed her again. Hard and warm.

‘It makes me so fucking hard to imagine you coming against me.’ He thrust again and she rocked to meet him. Again, faster, each push between her thighs filling her with enough sensation to undo her right here. ‘Oh, fuck,’ he growled. He rolled her nipple between his thumb and finger, piercing her deep. The sensation increased the heat between her thighs and she knew she was so wet for him, so ready. All he’d have to do is reach down her pants and she’d explode with one touch of her clit.

Wil rolled his hips, again and again, until Emily was panting. Her head lolled back, eyes closed. All this beautiful friction left her mindless.

‘How hot and wet for me are you?’ He groaned as his teeth nipped the arch of her neck. ‘How slick on my fingers would you be?’

And still he continued to push between her thighs, rubbing her clit in the most delicious way. The first signs of an orgasm transpired—a throbbing current of warmth in her sex, a surging of pleasure. Her breaths grew short and loud. Was she seriously going to come from this alone?

‘I want to taste you as you come, on my fingers, in my mouth.’

Each flicker over her hyper-aware nipples brought her closer to the stars. He was taking her there, fully dressed, with his delicious thrusting and she was letting him. At this stage, she had no choice. Too far gone. At the mercy of his words, his body, her own pleasure. She was hot and achy and ready to explode.

‘One day, Emily, I’m going to spread these exquisite thighs of yours as wide as they can go and I’m going to push my shaft so far inside you.’

His deep, gravelly voice at her ear, the dirty talk, was all it took. She mindlessly bucked against him and he met her speed as wave after wave of heat and pleasure violently shook her. She broke away from his kiss, arched her head back, eyes closed and moaned. The intensity of sensation surging through her had her uncaring if the entire world heard her.

She met Wil’s wanting gaze. Oh my fucking God, he actually made me orgasm. Breaths still heavy and head light, she swallowed hard. So he was a dirty talking cowboy. And turned out, she was well into that. She smiled. Heat rose in her cheeks. She never knew that was her thing, but hell it was so damn hot. She was buoyant as she rested back against the trunk of the tree, scared to put all her weight on her legs. Not after an orgasm like that. She may fall.

The first orgasm she had experienced in two years, and she wasn’t sure if it was because it had been so long since her last that made this one feel like it was the most intense, heart-stopping orgasm she had ever experienced, or it was what this cowboy could do to her.

‘You sure put everything into accomplishing challenges.’

He chuckled softly. ‘Some.’

He stroked a strand of hair behind her ear, then rested his palm against her cheek. ‘You look so damn beautiful when you come. I want to see that again, but where I can really take the time to explore your body.’

This man was like no one else in the world. Each comment, gesture, and look was unexpected, but exactly what she needed, yet never realised she had.

Wil kissed her so softly her bones dissolved under the sensuality of it. His kiss alone had her craving more of him.

They explored each other for a long stretch of time, but Emily eventually pulled away, though it pained her to do so. She couldn’t stand out here all night. Not if the girls back at the cottage had heard her leave. How much she wanted to go back to his house and spend the night in his bed. She had a hint of that body beneath his shirt and she wanted more … all of it, every which way she could. But, some things were out of reach. At least, while the show was being filmed.

Afterwards?

She wasn’t going to think about afterwards yet.

‘I better get back in case someone notices I’m missing and they call out a search party.’

He nodded.

She lifted onto her tiptoes and kissed him once on the lips. ‘Thank you, Wil Parker. You broke the drought.’

Wil laughed. ‘To make sure you’re out of danger, we should make it rain more often.’

They said their long goodbyes and Emily walked back to the cottage across the sopping grass. She wiped her boots at the back door, then snuck in through the door.

‘There you are,’ came Becky’s voice. ‘We were looking for you.’

Emily, still flushed and foggy from her amazing orgasm, took a moment to think of a lie. She pointed outside. ‘Um, I was just …’ She lowered her gaze and shrugged. ‘Busted. I was sneaking a phone call.’

Becky laughed. ‘Don’t worry, I think every one of us does it. We’re having a few drinks in the living room if you want to join us.’

Emily nodded. ‘Sure. Why not.’







Chapter 31

Wil tried not to think about Emily coming, particularly the beautiful expression on her face as she did. It didn’t feel right to be remembering that moment when he was supposed to be entertaining another lady.

Today was the last of the day-long dates. He had driven Becky to a rainforest nearby. They hiked to a river where he had kayaks waiting for them to explore the cave systems. On the long hike back, he couldn’t stop his mind focusing on Emily. It had been the same thing all week. That night under the tree replayed over and over again in his mind. Especially as he attempted to sleep, his shaft would become so hard, he thought he’d burst if he didn’t relieve it.

A picnic was waiting for Wil and Becky at scenic rock pools, which was a popular spot in summer. Much too cold to swim in at this time of the year, but they were stunning to look at.

Wil sat with Becky on a blanket, which was laid out beside the pools. They enjoyed a spread of high-tea type foods—little sandwiches, cakes and the like. Wil had enjoyed the day with Becky. He felt comfortable in her company. She was intelligent, funny and had fantastic stories about her travels through Eastern countries. But it was Emily who kept his mind occupied.

‘Do you see a future with me, Wil?’ Becky asked, smoothing a hand down her long, red hair.

Wil had been coached on how to answer this question. He had a set direction he needed the conversation between them to go, so it appeared to Becky she was in contention to win. Perhaps, if Wil hadn’t met Emily, Becky would be someone he could see himself with. She was gorgeous. And seemed keen to start a life in the country. But there wasn’t that indescribable chemistry between them like he shared with Emily.

‘Becky, I think you’re beautiful and smart and you make me laugh.’ He wasn’t lying. This was truth and it fell naturally from his lips. ‘A future between us is a possibility.’ That last part was what felt dissonant. He hated to be disingenuous. It went against everything he stood for. And when Becky looked up at him with the most beautiful smile that showed her joy at his answer, he felt like the biggest arse.

‘Do you see a future with me?’ That was one of the questions he was directed to ask.

Becky nodded. ‘Yes. I’m falling for you.’

Wil forced a smile, tried not to groan. This show was going to end with an explosion. He could feel the storm brewing. Becky shuffled closer and laid her head on Wil’s shoulder. He loosely hung an arm around her back.

‘Thank you so much for the most wonderful day. Each day I spend with you, the more I’m convinced that you’re right for me,’ she said, lifting her head to look at Wil.

‘I’m glad you enjoyed yourself.’

She gazed at him for a long moment, then whispered, ‘Can I kiss you?’

He parted his lips to say no, then hesitated, sealing his mouth, because he was told he wasn’t allowed to directly decline. But he couldn’t kiss her. No way could he do that to Emily. It was bad enough that he had his arm around Becky. He needed an excuse. A good excuse. But how to say no diplomatically, in a way that still pleased the directors and Becky?

Wil parted his lips again to say something, anything, but Becky quickly pressed her lips to his, catching him off guard.

If they try and kiss you, perhaps you could kiss them back.

Do what you think is right. I trust you.

He squeezed his eyes shut and forced himself from jerking backwards. Becky eased back, but her lips touched his again. She went to open her mouth, but he moved away, not too fast. He didn’t want to make it obvious. His heart was racing.

Becky smiled up at him, then laid her head on his shoulder again. Wil looked away, knowing this was just the start of hell moving in.

This morning was another elimination, followed by a group date with the remaining contestants. After yesterday’s date, when Becky had kissed Wil and confessed her feelings, he had transformed into the insincere villain playing every one of the girls. He knew that’s what the game demanded, a cat among the pigeons, but to play that role was more difficult than he could have ever imagined. Now, after sweet talking the girls for the last few weeks, he had to tell one of them they were going home. That everything he had said about seeing a future with them was complete bullshit.

As they stood in the barn, with the girls lined up, he could barely look Emily in the eyes. She told him he had to do what he was obliged to do. But was what happened with Becky overstepping the boundaries? Surely she’d understand that he had to. But did he really? Was it an obligation to let the other contestants kiss him? Could he have turned his head? He didn’t know. He didn’t know how far the studio was willing to enforce that contract he’d signed—where he promised to play within the spirit of the game.

Anyway, it was too late now. The kiss happened.

The elimination went by in a blur. And before he could think clearly again, Felicity was crying as he said goodbye to her. Actually crying. He frowned as he took in her tears. He didn’t believe they had built any kind of connection that would demand tears. But, at this end of the game, emotions were amplified. He knew that for himself, as though this game was a fast tracked, stripped down microcosm of what went on in real life.

Felicity kissed his cheek and her tears wet his face. ‘Thank you for being my guest and allowing me to get to know you over the last month. You’re a gorgeous woman and so kind. You will make someone very happy in your future, I’m certain of it.’

Felicity nodded and made her final exit from the barn. Wil was deflated. Like he couldn’t hold his body up. Never did he anticipate the game would affect him like this, but it went against most people’s nature. People don’t like to fuck others around. People didn’t like to lie to another’s face. And humans were not polygamous, no matter how much certain sectors attempted to convince themselves that it was the natural biology of humans. It wasn’t. Because people got hurt. Invariably. Wil understood then why these shows were so successful because they were never short of conflict and viewers ate that up.

Missy addressed the contestants. ‘We are now down to six women, all vying to win the heart of our cowboy. What a fantastic three weeks of dates you’ve experienced. Some of you have been whisked up into the ether in hot air balloons, others kayaking along pristine waters, and some experienced private concerts from Prissy Jones. You’ve all had extended time to get to know Wil in a one-on-one setting. There’s been some deep emotions revealed and—’ she held up two fingers, ‘—two kisses.’

Wil’s heart thud like a bass drum again his ribs when those words came out of Missy’s mouth. His eyes flickered to Emily. She met his gaze, her mouth gaping. A look of shock and betrayal crossed her features and then it was gone, replaced by a wall of stone. He knew that look anywhere; it was the one he saw every day in the mirror since his divorce.

His stomach knotted. His throat felt sick because he knew in that instant, he had lost her and it may well be impossible to get her back.







Chapter 32

Two kisses. Two freakin’ kisses? That meant Wil kissed someone other than her. Emily couldn’t believe her ears. She gave him permission to do what was required, what he felt was in accord with his integrity, but kissing transgressed unstated barriers. Maybe a week ago, she could have accepted it, but not after their amazing day spent together, then how he made her feel under that tree those few nights ago. Not after the way he whispered his sweet everythings in her ear.

So, she allowed herself to feel shock, regret and betrayal for only a moment before all her old defences shot up and surrounded her heart with their bullet proof protection. I’m fine. I can move on from this. Yes, she had enjoyed Wil’s company, his touch, his kiss, his mind, his body, but that could all be undone. He’d facilitated the ease in which that would happen already.

She could convince herself that none of that was real—merely a product of this false reality where she was made to believe in things like fairies and the possibilities of true love. Both nonsense.

When filming was cut, Emily didn’t hang around to talk to Wil like she had planned, like some of the other women were doing. No, instead, she stormed out of the barn and headed directly back to the contestants’ quarters. When home, she went to the kitchen and poured herself a glass of wine. Standing there, she took the few moments of quiet she would be allowed before the other contestants got back. They were required to talk about the elimination tonight. It was the last thing Emily felt like doing.

Halfway through her first glass, chatter, laughter and footsteps floated up the hall and grew louder as the girls approached the kitchen. A camera was following them. It was all pleasant as they fixed themselves drinks, but once they were in the lounge together, the questions began.

‘Two kisses?’ asked Tatiana.

‘So that means two girls are keeping secrets from the rest of us,’ said Daniella.

Becky looked at Emily and she knew immediately that it was her that Wil had kissed. Her stomach pulled and squeezed, despite her declaration that this was not going to affect her adversely. Wil was just another guy proving what guys do best—looking after number one. Themselves. Her dad had taught her that lesson nice and young, that way she had no expectations, that way she could never be totally broken hearted.

Becky arched a brow and a smug grin flickered across her lips.

Tatiana squealed and pointed to Becky. ‘It was you? Why didn’t you tell me?’

Becky shrugged a shoulder. ‘I don’t kiss and tell.’

‘So who else?’ asked Georgie.

All the girls shook their heads except for Emily. Eventually, the room of women turned to gaze at her. Their mouth’s dropped open. ‘You?’ asked Daniella. ‘I knew it. I knew you were hiding something. You’ve got to share what it was like. Damn it, I was hoping he was still being a gentleman, yet here he was with two on the go at once.’

That comment hit Emily in the heart of all places and she lost her breath. She felt like such an idiot to have ever believed him. What else was he doing in private with Becky?

‘Was it a full on French kiss?’ asked Tatiana, looking from Emily to Becky. Emily held her breath until Becky answered, wanting to stupidly know the answer to this as well. Just how far did Wil go with her?

‘No. But it was so sweet. He’s not the type to take it too fast, so it was a gentleman’s kiss.’

Emily sighed with relief to hear that. Though it was still a kiss, it wasn’t open-mouthed, which made it feel less like a betrayal. Sort of. But their lips still touched. He got close to her. Smelled her scent. Emily closed her eyes and drew some deep breaths to ease the tension in her body. When she opened her eyes, the girls were all looking at her.

Tatiana pressed a hand to her hip and cocked her head to the side. ‘Well?’

‘Um … just a quick peck,’ said Emily, not willing to show to the other women just how foolish she had been.

Becky narrowed her eyes at Emily. ‘It was more than a peck, Emily Wolfe. I can tell. You’ve been pale from the moment you heard he’d kissed someone else. What, did you think you would be the only one?’

Emily forced a smile on her face. She shook her head. ‘Of course I didn’t. This a dating show, isn’t it? I’m not that naive.’ Her voice cracked when she said that and she had to rein in her emotions before they exploded in front of the cameras and the other girls. ‘But our kiss wasn’t anything special.’ Yet to me it was everything. Because I’m an idiot who let herself think Wil was different, despite the fact that he had signed up for this show. ‘Excuse me,’ Emily said, placing her glass on the coffee table. ‘But I’m not feeling well.’ She shook her head as she stood and cleared her throat. ‘I’ll see you all tomorrow. Have a good night.’ And she walked out.

When back in her room, she grabbed her toiletries and pyjamas and showered quickly. She wanted to change into comfortable clothes, climb into bed and brood. But she was also curious to see if Wil had texted or rang. She wanted to see that he had tried to contact her, but also didn’t want him to have contacted her. She was scared of what he might say and hopeful that there was a perfectly good reason for him to kiss Becky. To kiss Becky. God, I’d punch him fair in the face if he was here right now.

She went to her luggage and rummaged under her clothes for her mobile. She pulled it out and switched it on. As she waited for it to boot up, her stomach squirmed. Her throat had that tight, sickly sensation.

Her phone vibrated and her breaths stalled for a moment while she debated if she should see who it was. Taking a deep inhalation, she clicked into her messages. Wil’s name popped up. She thumbed the screen to open it and read the text quickly.

WIL: I’m sorry.

Her heart sank to her stomach when she read that. Because an apology implied guilt. She continued reading, anger burning a path through her veins like scalding water.

WIL: I’m sorry. She kissed me before I could stop it.

Emily sighed. So they really did kiss. This confirmed it. She groaned to the ceiling at how ridiculous an excuse that was. Before he could stop it? What a cruel joke.

She angrily pressed reply and punched a message back.

EMILY: Sounds utterly plausible.

A message vibrated back quickly.

WIL: I know. It sounds horrible. We need to talk in person. Meet me in 5 minutes. Please!

EMILY: Best we just keep it professional from here on out.

WIL: Don’t do that. I deserve to give you an explanation for what happened.

EMILY: You don’t have to explain yourself. This is a game. For your enjoyment. So enjoy yourself.

She switched off her phone. And I’m the idiot who signed up to make that possible.







Chapter 33

Wil was in the kitchen with his mother. She was at the stove cooking bacon and eggs. He was setting the table. He hadn’t smiled since what happened with Becky, and especially since Emily was told about it.

‘I’ve lost her,’ he said, placing forks beside plates. ‘How can I expect her to understand what happened?’

‘If she cares enough, she’ll understand, Wil. But you need to talk to her. Face-to-face. Without all the stress and intrusion of the cameras and the other women.’

‘I know I do. But I can’t just head on over to the contestants’ quarters and seek her out. There are rules. And she won’t answer my texts.’ Wil started on the knives, growing more despondent with each second that passed. ‘And, besides, I’m starting to think that it’s when she cares the most that she pulls away the hardest. You should have seen her face. One minute she was open and receptive, then the next, stone. She’s been hurt before. That was a practised defence. No doubt about it.’

‘Then you have something more in common.’

Wil did manage a small smile. ‘You have this ability to turn things, even emotional luggage, into a positive.’

Mum picked bacon out of the pan with tongs and placed it on paper towel. ‘That’s my superpower.’

Wil laughed.

‘Along with making miserable people laugh again.’

Wil looked at his mum. ‘Thank you.’

Mum shrugged and grinned, then turned back to the task at hand. The sound of the front door opening, followed by voices and footsteps echoed through to the kitchen. Dad stepped into the room, followed by Wil’s sister Cheree, Wil’s niece Rochelle, and nephew Jai.

‘Wil,’ said Dad. ‘Good to see you, son.’

‘Hi,’ Wil said, then greeted his niece and nephew with a kiss on each of their heads. When he straightened, he said hello to his sister.

Cheree, who was nearly eight months pregnant, took a seat at the kitchen table. ‘What’s wrong with you, sad sack? The gameshow not working out how you hoped?’

Mum placed a tray of bacon in the centre of the table. ‘He’s having some trouble with that girl he likes.’

Dad took a seat at the head of the table. Jai and Rochelle found chairs opposite their mother. ‘Who? Emily?’

Wil nodded. ‘It’s a long story.’

‘We just saw her,’ said Cheree, rubbing her stomach.

Wil’s eyes widened. ‘Where?’

‘She was walking along the fence line a distance from the cottage.’

‘Would she still be there?’ he asked quickly.

Dad shrugged. ‘I guess so. She was quite a distance. I see her there a fair bit. She seems to like morning walks.’

‘She’s gorgeous,’ said Cheree. ‘Ridiculously gorgeous.’

‘Can you go back and get her for me? Please. Bring her here? I need to talk to her.’

Dad’s brow furrowed. ‘What? Why?’

‘I screwed up. Big time. And I need to explain what happened. She’s not answering my texts and she’s really angry.’

Cheree rolled her eyes. ‘What did you do?’

He lowered his head and groaned. Running hands through his hair, he said, ‘I kissed another contestant—’

‘You what?’ Cheree shrieked.

‘It’s not like that. I didn’t have time to stop her. But Emily thinks it was a proper, intentional kiss.’

Cheree shook her head, her lips drawn into a straight line, eyes narrowed.

Wil gestured a hand at her. ‘See, that’s what I’m up against. That’s how Emily sees it too. But I swear—’

Dad pushed his chair back and stood, faster than he had in the last few months. His ribs were obviously healing well. ‘I’ll get her.’

‘Thank you,’ said Wil as his dad donned his hat and left the kitchen.

Wil paced the length of the kitchen as he waited for the crush of gravel under tyres to sound. Less than ten minutes later, he heard the truck pull up. He rushed out the front and stood on the porch looking into the cab of the ute to see if Emily was there.

She was. He sighed with relief and his shoulders rolled forwards. She was scowling, but he was expecting that. How Dad managed to convince her was beyond him, but he didn’t care at this point, just grateful whatever he said or did, worked.

Emily pushed the car door open and stepped out. She was wearing short denim shorts that accentuated the length of her strong, exquisite legs, cowboy boots that drove him wild, and a long-sleeved white shirt.

He marched to her. ‘Emily.’

Hurt filled her eyes as she looked up at him and his chest ached to see it there, knowing it was because of him. He had a lot of explaining to do.

‘I’m glad you came. Thank you. I really need to talk to you. Come with me, there’s a chair where we can sit and have some privacy.’

Dad tipped his hat at Emily and made his way inside.

Emily still hadn’t said anything but walked alongside Wil towards a tree off to the side of the house that had a two-seater swing chair under it. They sat beside each other, not touching. Her hands were folded in her lap, arms held in tight to her body.

Resting both his feet on the ground, he bent forwards with elbows on his knees. ‘I am so sorry you had to hear that from Missy in such a way that offered no explanation as to the reality of the moment between me and Becky.’

Emily crossed her arms. ‘I’m sorry too.’ Her voice was soft, emotionless.

‘Becky and I were having a picnic together. I’d been given topics by Andrea to talk about with her. They implied that there was a future between the two of us. She was happy about that.’ He stopped and rubbed a hand along his jaw, then shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, but this is so ridiculous. So completely beyond normal that it sounds stupid coming out of my mouth. She asked if she could kiss me.’

Emily’s head snapped up, her forehead creased. ‘She asked you?’

He nodded. ‘While I was thinking of a way to turn her down while still respecting the directors’ needs, she kissed me. I braced myself and let her because I thought I had to.’ He groaned. ‘I know how that sounds, but my mind was all over the place. As soon as she went to take it further than a simple peck, I turned my head away. Nothing else happened.’

He shifted on his chair, turning his legs to her. ‘I get it if you see that as a betrayal. I do. I understand. Because I’d be pissed. I know it. But, in my mind, it was too late to back out without giving the game away. I can get sued if the directors don’t get what they want. Now, I know that doesn’t mean I have to pimp myself. But I promise you, Emily, from now on, no one will be getting close enough to me to even allow that to happen again, directors be damned.’

Emily peered at him with a deep frown on her face. ‘Last night, when I heard you had k-kissed …’ She could barely say the word, stumbled over it. ‘I wanted to punch you so hard. And scream at you.’

Will winced but nodded. ‘That’s understandable.’

Emily sighed and turned to face him. Her features softened. ‘But I wasn’t so angry when I woke up this morning once the shock and betrayal had time to wane. Last night, knowing how much it affected me to hear that you had kissed someone else, terrified me.’

He opened his mouth to ask why, but he stopped when dread roiled in his guts because the answer she might give may not be the one he wanted to hear.

Emily sighed. ‘It terrified me, because as much as I tried to put the barriers up, my emotions broke through. And that means my feelings for you are … deep.’

Wil shook his head. This was better than he had expected to hear. He only hoped there wasn’t a but that would negate everything that came before it.

‘And I know this a stupid dating show. And here I am expecting you to stay away from the other contestants when I know you can’t do that. I know that, yet my jealous streak came out with a vengeance to hear it. I want you all to myself, Wil Parker, and I know that’s not possible.’

He reached for her hand and gripped it. It felt like sweet relief to feel her flesh again. Her warmth nestled in his palm. ‘It’s not entirely possible now. And in no reality, other than this bizarre one we find ourselves in now, would I ever even say something like that. But after, I promise you that. Until then, I need to make it clear that my desire is for you and you alone. The entire time I was on that date, I was thinking about you. I was getting hard, daydreaming about you. And when Becky kissed me, you were in my thoughts. You occupy my mind every damn second of the day. I want you so bad, I’m willing to end this game show right now and consequences be damned. That’s how much I believe in what we’ve started. I can see a future and you’re in it.’

She breathed in deeply. ‘I’m not worth the consequences—the financial burden ending this show would place on you. We need to see it out to the end. And, I promise, I’ll try not to be such a jealous monster from here on out.’

He shook his head. ‘But you have every right to be. I’m obliged to talk the talk with the other ladies. There’s no getting around that. But anything else, I’ll do what I can to avoid it.’

Emily nodded. ‘Okay.’

‘You’re fine with us again?’

Again she nodded.

He sighed with relief. ‘Good. Thank God.’

She smiled. ‘Can I kiss you?’ She was being facetious, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to miss this chance.

‘You can do whatever you like to me, Em.’

She leant into him and pressed her lips against his. Just a light brush. Perhaps her way of claiming his lips again, of wiping his memory of Becky. But little did she know, he never stored a memory of that moment anyway. The only lips on his mind were Emily’s.

Locking eyes with him, she whispered, ‘There’s more where that came from.’

Wil grinned as he released his hand from hers and held her face. He moved in closer and kissed her, properly, with tongue and heat and passion. Becky paled in comparison to this woman right here with him.

After a long moment, he tilted his head back. ‘Have you had breakfast?’

‘No.’

‘Come on. You can meet Mum and my sister in the process.’

Emily’s eyes widened. ‘Is that moving a bit too quick?’

Wil laughed and stood, held his hands out for her. ‘You’ve already met Dad. So two more members of the family can’t hurt.’

She smiled, gripped his hands and allowed him to help her from the seat.

‘Might I say you look mouth-watering today?’ he whispered in her ear.

She arched a brow. ‘Good enough to eat, you could say?’

Will wiped the corner of his mouth. He found it hard to compose himself after the images that statement created. ‘Very much so.’

They made their way into the house and through to the kitchen. The others were already eating breakfast. Mum stood when they walked in, wiping her hands on her apron.

‘Mum, this is Emily. Emily, this is Genene Parker,’ Wil said, holding his hand on the small of Emily’s back and gesturing towards his mother with the other.

Emily smiled. She took Mum’s hand and kissed her cheek. ‘Lovely to meet you.’

‘You too,’ said Mum.

Emily stepped back to Wil’s side.

‘And this is Cheree, my sister.’

Cheree went to stand, but Emily shook her head. ‘Oh, please, no need to stand.’

Cheree relaxed back in her seat. ‘Good to meet you, Emily.’

Emily smiled. ‘You too.’

‘And this is my niece, Rochelle, and nephew, Jai.’

‘Lovely to meet you two,’ she said in a higher pitched voice.

The kids grinned wide. ‘Good to meet you,’ they chorused. In the face of cerebral palsy, Rochelle had made leaps and bounds with her language. And Wil was so proud to see her confidence shining through.

‘Take a seat,’ said Wil.

Emily sat down and Wil assumed the chair beside her. Mum returned to her seat and it was all seven of them at the table. Wil could imagine this becoming an ordinary occurrence in the future, all of them together.

‘Where’s Mark, Cheree?’ asked Wil, only now realising her husband wasn’t here.

‘A neighbouring farm needed his help with a sickly calf.’

Wil nodded and looked to Emily. ‘Cheree’s husband is a vet. Very handy addition to the family.’

‘And what do you do ordinarily, Emily?’ asked Cheree.

‘Real Estate agent. Not quite so handy a skill to have on a farm.’

Cheree laughed. ‘No, I guess not. But I did hear you have a knack for dealing with pigs.’

Emily’s cheeks flushed and Wil chuckled. ‘Hardly,’ she said.

‘Please, dig in,’ said Dad. ‘Just serve yourself at this table. Don’t be shy, plenty to go around.’

Emily reached for some bacon and placed some rashers on her plate.

‘How are you finding the country so far, Emily?’ asked Mum.

‘It has spellbound me. I was saying to Wil that it feels cathartic out here.’

Cheree nodded. ‘Especially after all the changes we’ve made over the last few years. It’s certainly that way for us too.’

‘Can you see yourself living out here, Emily?’

Emily nodded. ‘Yes, I can.’

Wil reached under the table and gripped her hand in his. He squeezed it gently.

And so they ate and chatted like it was any other time Wil would bring a partner home to meet his family. There were no questions about the game, only about Emily, her life and general conversation about the farm.

Dad stood when his plate was clear. ‘I hate to be rude and leave, but I’ve got to get back to work.’

‘You’ve got Paddy here helping today?’ asked Wil.

Dad nodded. ‘He’ll be meeting me at ten. He had to help his dad with something first.’

‘Okay. Good. Well, I’m free most of the day, so I’ll head out and meet you soon.’

‘All right.’

‘It was lovely to see you again, Emily. I hope to see more of you here,’ said Dad.

Emily smiled. ‘Thank you.’

Cheree looked across the table at her children. ‘How about the both of you head on outside to play.’ The kids climbed from their seats and happily left the table.

‘I’m sure Wil hasn’t told you, but my Rochelle was born with cerebral palsy. Not as severe as some of the cases I’ve seen, but enough to slow her development and affect her motor skills. She’s mentally intact, which is great, but having a body that doesn’t do what you want it to do can be taxing.’

‘I’m sure,’ said Emily.

‘She’s why we are doing all this, Emily. She’s the reason we pulled this farm back to bare bones and started again.’

Emily narrowed her eyes and shook her head. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t think I understand.’

‘We’re not certain,’ said Wil. ‘But Cheree was exposed to some fairly heavy pesticides and fertilisers during her pregnancy and we think that it may have contributed to Rochelle’s condition.’

‘We don’t know for sure. And we never will,’ said Mum. ‘But it was enough for us all to wake up and start doing things differently.’

Cheree smiled sadly. ‘We were already heading in that direction.’

Wil nodded. ‘True. You, for starters,’ he said to Cheree.

Cheree laughed. ‘Yes. A woman farming. It goes against the grain that’s for sure.’

Emily arched a brow. ‘Really?’

‘I’ve always wanted to be a farmer. It’s in my blood for generations. I grew up here, just like my brothers. I never once believed that it was something I would ever be denied just because I’m a woman. Not until my best friend at school told me about her elder sister. She was married to a man who helped her father work their property—a big sheep station closer to Melbourne. The sister and husband got divorced and her ex-husband stayed on to work the farm.’

‘You’re serious?’

Cheree nodded. ‘Many farmers are still very traditional. Still only pass properties down to their sons and expect them to take on the farming role.’

‘Didn’t quite work out that way here,’ said Mum.

Cheree laughed. ‘No.’

‘Cheree was the one who saved this farm. Who made us see things in a different way,’ said Wil.

Mum smiled at her daughter. ‘She brought a much needed feminine touch, where we work in partnership, as much as is possible, with nature, rather than whipping Her.’

‘I just love that concept so much.’

‘Later on,’ said Cheree. ‘Once this show is over. You and I will spend the day together and I’ll take you around, show what we’ve done here.’

Emily smiled. ‘I’d love that. Thank you.’

‘Along with Wil finding someone to fall in love with, he wanted to use this show as a platform to show others what we are doing here.’

Wil nodded. ‘And production were agreeable to letting us take that angle. I do a lot of behind-the-scenes stuff that showcases our pioneering methods.’

‘I didn’t know that.’

‘It’s hard to have a real conversation when there’re cameras around.’ And equally as hard not to kiss her silly when they got a rare moment in private.

She sighed. ‘It makes it tough.’

‘But you are both patient enough and intelligent enough to persist through it,’ said Mum.

Wil looked at Emily and chuckled. ‘Yes. We have our road bumps, but we’ll get there.’







Chapter 34

After breakfast, Emily stood with Wil on the front lawn of his parents’ property. The morning was sunny and bees buzzed around the blooming flowers that adorned the garden’s trees. Wil’s family was wonderful—epitomised everything she hadn’t had growing up. Not since she was fifteen anyway. And before her father left for good, there was obvious friction between her parents and it trickled down, affecting the family dynamic and mood. Always tension. Always stress. Always an undercurrent of fear that it would implode at any moment and life would shoot off in another trajectory. Eventually, it did.

Sitting there at the breakfast table with all of them, chatting away, Emily had felt sadness alongside her happiness. Sadness, because she ached to have that for herself. She hadn’t realised. She knew she wanted a husband and inevitably children, but to have parents, sisters, nieces and nephews all seated together at a table was everything she craved. It strummed her heartstrings, producing the most beautiful melancholy melody.

It frightened her to want something so much. It scared her more to want someone so much. That realisation stung her on the tongue when she woke this morning and she had no choice but to swallow that bitter truth. She wanted Wil. Every which way. Anyhow.

And it seemed now, she wanted what he had as well. His family. His lifestyle. All of it. She could slot right in beside him and be happy.

But to do that, she would have to give up everything she had ever known—her life in Melbourne, her career, everything. Could she do that? Right now, looking into Wil’s handsome blue eyes, she could. She was ready—biologically, emotionally, spiritually. This candid, charming, dirty talking cowboy was worth the risk. But when it actually came to the crunch, could she give it all up for him? That, she didn’t have the answer for and wouldn’t until, and if, that moment came.

In the meantime, she needed more experiences like this with him. Where they could be themselves. Be open and intimate.

‘Can I meet you later, Wil?’ she asked.

Wil grinned and those dimples of his flashed. ‘I’d love that. Do you have anything scheduled today?’

Emily shook her head. ‘No, we are all free until the group dinner tomorrow.’

‘I need to help Dad for a while, then I’ve got a meeting with Andrea this afternoon, but after that is wide open. And no more meeting under the tree. You are to come to my place.’

Emily’s stomach squeezed to hear those words. She wanted to be alone with him, in his home with him. She nodded. ‘How?’

‘I’ll meet you under the tree at five, but I’ll have the ute a little distance away to drive us home. Then I can drive you back, later on tonight. I’ll cook us dinner.’

Emily smiled. ‘Sounds great.’

He leant in and pressed his lips to hers. She closed her eyes and held his waist, pulling herself against his chest. He smelt like sunshine and goodness and honest work. He opened her mouth with his lips and slipped his tongue in to slide against hers. Breathing deeply through his nose, he cupped her jaw and deepened the kiss.

She tasted his tongue, caressed his waist with greedy palms and fingertips, feeling the hard muscle beneath his shirt. Remnants of sensation from the other night under that tree where he made her come without even taking their clothes off, without any penetration of fingers on her most sensitive area, and arousal flooded her body.

It took all her discipline to pull away before she embarrassed herself in front of his family who still sat inside, but could come out and see them groping like teenagers at any moment.

She looked into his blue eyes, heavy hooded with arousal, and grinned. Hands still at her cheeks, he met her gaze for a long silent moment, then whispered, ‘I’m going to make you come again, Em.’ His whisper sounded very much like a growl and it hit her directly between her legs.

Her chest rose and fell, as she contemplated his proposition. But perhaps proposition wasn’t the right word. Statement, demand, order, were all much more suitable terms. Emily opened her mouth to speak, but no words transpired.

He smiled cheekily and kissed her forehead. ‘Lost for words?’ He drew his hands away from her face and she nodded in reply to his question.

He laughed and kissed her lips quickly. ‘Come on. I best get you back before the other ladies send out a search party. I’ll get Cheree to drop you back, so as not to draw too much attention.’

Emily nodded, but sounding through her brain was, I’m going to make you come again, Em. She wanted that so much she ached.

‘I want to make you come too,’ she whispered, barely audible, but loud enough that he heard it. The smile fell from his face. He stepped closer, his chest rising and falling along with his deepening breaths.

‘Yeah?’

Oh God yes. She nodded.

‘How do you plan on making that happen, Em?’ His voice was deep and gravelly.

The breath in her lungs grew thin. She shrugged. ‘A number of ways.’ With her hand, with her sex, with her mouth.

Closer he stepped until they were chest to chest and his hard shaft nudged against her tummy. She leant in tighter, pressing against him. A low groan streamed from his lips. ‘More than once, you mean?’

A small smile shaped her lips and she nodded.

‘Feeling greedy?’

For him, she was. ‘Yes. Very.’

He licked his lower lip as he stared into her eyes. ‘How am I going to be able to work while thinking about you all day long?’

Emily smiled. ‘I’m sure you’ll manage.’ Herself, on the other hand. She was going to be trapped in a small cottage with five other women and nothing much to do. She was going to go stir crazy until five o’clock came around.

Cheree dropped Emily back at the sleeping quarters a little before eleven.

Tatiana strutted down the hallway, dressed in the shortest skirt and highest heels Emily had ever seen. Her hips rocked from side to side as she strode towards her, and Emily wondered why Wil wasn’t head over heels for this woman.

‘We are heading in to town today. You need to hurry and get ready if you want to join us.’

Emily shook her head quickly and pressed a hand to her forehead. ‘I’m sorry, I … ah … have a really bad headache. I’m just going to spend the day in bed. But thanks for asking.’ She couldn’t risk arriving home late and missing her date with Wil.

Tatiana frowned. ‘Okay. We’ll be back later this afternoon.’

Becky came down the hallway, along with the other women. ‘Who dropped you here?’ asked Becky, brow furrowed.

‘Just some farmhand I saw on my walk. I told her I was getting a migraine, so she offered to drop me home.’

‘A pregnant farm hand?’

Emily nodded. ‘Yes. Pregnant doesn’t mean crippled.’

Becky nodded. Tatiana shrugged. ‘Okay,’ said Tatiana. ‘We’ll see you later.’

Emily went to her room. It was going to be a long wait until five o’clock, but she was grateful for the hours of solitude. From her luggage, Emily pulled out her mobile, switched it on and dialled Xanthi.

‘Hi. How are you?’

‘I’m doing fantastically,’ said Emily, grinning as she laid back on her bed.

‘Tell me all about it.’

Emily filled her in on everything since their last phone call. Xanthi squealed excitedly when Emily told her about the encounter under the tree.

‘Oh, my, fucking, God. He’s like some freaky sex god.’

Emily laughed. ‘I was kind of thinking that myself.’

‘I am so jealous. Do you know that? Not only do I have to see his sexy face on a billboard every day, but now I’m going to look at it knowing that he can make women orgasm without using any of his appendages.’

Emily laughed again.

‘I’m going to get Geoff to try that out on me.’

‘It’s worth it.’

‘So what else?’ asked Xanthi.

‘He talks dirty.’

‘What the? You’re killing me here. Like how dirty? Blushing blue dirty or just sort of dirty?’

‘I do blush. But it’s not too blue. At least, not yet. Who knows what he’s capable of. But, holy freaking God, it gets me as hot as hell.’

Emily told Xanthi about meeting his family and her plans to rendezvous with Wil tonight at his house.

‘So it’s full steam ahead?’

Emily smiled and switched the phone to the other ear. ‘Yeah. There was a little setback last night, but I think it solidified the feelings I have for him. It made me recognise how I truly feel.’

‘Setback?’

Emily explained about the “kiss” and Wil’s explanation of the event.

‘It’s a tough environment,’ said Xanthi.

‘So tough. Harder than I ever thought it would be. I assumed I’d arrive here, and there’d be a little flirting, perhaps some kissing, but no emotions. It’s so much more than that. And I’m not the only one. All these women have fallen for him. I can tell. It’s fierce competition and the more I like Wil, the harder it is to remember that this is a show and there are other contestants who want him just as much as I do.’

‘Hmmm,’ said Xanthi. ‘And he has to pretend like he’s interested in all of you.’

‘Yep.’

‘They start airing the show next Monday. I’m curious to see how they portray you all.’

‘Me too,’ said Emily. ‘The directors have been fairly ruthless. They’re after ratings, no doubt.’

‘That’s the scary part. Make sure you call me again after your private date with him tonight.’

‘I’ll try, but I may not get a chance until tomorrow.’

‘Okay. Whenever you can fit me in to your schedule,’ she said with mocking sarcasm but ended with a laugh.

‘I’ll do my best. Love you.’

‘Love you too. And good luck.’

Emily ended the call and laid there for a moment staring up at the ceiling. She had a smile so wide across her face, her cheeks hurt. I’m like a lovesick kid. I’m goo-goo gaga over this man.

She jerked when her mobile vibrated with a message. Her heart sped up as she lifted the screen closer to her face to read it.

WIL: I can’t stop thinking about you. Dad is ready to strangle me for having my head in the clouds and not on task.

Emily typed back a quick response.

EMILY: Me too. See you at 5.

The girls hadn’t arrived home when Emily crept across the field towards the tree. She had left a note on her door for the others not to disturb her as she was trying to sleep off her headache.

Wil, dressed in jeans and a checked shirt, was already waiting for her as she neared. His car was parked another five hundred metres away. Wil smiled when he saw her and she grinned wide back.

What a gorgeous man he was with his stunning blue eyes, strong jaw, and big broad body. Her tummy tugged as she neared him, knowing that the smile on his face was for her. That he was here, waiting under a tree, sneaking around, for her. All for her. She took a deep breath when he held his hand out and she grasped it, adoring his warm, rough skin against hers. How unbelievably lucky she was.

The sense of bliss to be near him, to be spending the afternoon with him, surged through her body like effervescent bubbles. She stepped in closer and pressed her lips to his. ‘Hello,’ she whispered when she pulled away.

‘Hi,’ he said and leant in for another kiss. She closed her eyes and relished the sensation of his lips. The slight prickle of stubble on his face. The smell of earth and soap and man.

‘Your dad didn’t end up strangling you?’

Wil shook his head. ‘No. I escaped, barely.’

Emily laughed.

Wil, hand in hers, led her across the long grass to his car. The sun was setting behind the mountains in the distance casting an orange and pink glow across the sky. The breeze that blew in was growing colder with the hint of night time on its wings.

Emily breathed in the scents that surrounded her and giggled. Bliss was riding her blood through her veins.

‘You’re in a good mood,’ he said.

Emily looked across at him as she stamped across the field. ‘I am. I feel high.’

He laughed. ‘I know what you mean.’

‘I didn’t expect this, Wil. I have to be honest here. I didn’t think I’d have any feelings for you when I signed on to this. But you are the opposite of everything I supposed you’d be. And I do have emotions.’ She pressed her free hand to her heart. ‘Right here, I feel you.’

His hand squeezed tighter over hers and he stopped walking. Standing before her, he placed his hand on her jaw, his fingers lightly resting at her nape. ‘I love to hear you talk like that.’ His lips met hers with a fierceness he hadn’t showed her before. Resting his forehead on hers, he said, ‘I could end this show now. I’ve found what I need. You.’

That was what she wanted to hear from him. Those words meant everything to her, yet some little part in the back of her brain clicked when she heard them. A nervous current swelled inside. It was okay for her to feel as she did for him because it was only herself that would be heartbroken later. But for him to feel so strongly about her too, she couldn’t handle breaking his heart. And that’s what she did. That’s what she always did.

No. Wil is different. This time, I will be different. She was not going to be that same, untrusting, ridiculous person she had been her entire adult life. What she had with Wil was great. Better than great. She was not going to ruin it because of some unconscious, irrational self-sabotaging habit she possessed. He deserved better than the person she once was. And she deserved more from herself too.

Lifting a hand to his face, she stroked down the length of his cheek, his jaw, feeling the rough stubble beneath. ‘Do you feel the same way?’

He nodded. ‘Without a doubt.’

She kissed his lips, just once. ‘Good.’

They kept on to the ute, climbed inside and drove to his house. Apart from the roiling anticipation in her belly, she was comfortable to be spending the evening with him. In this moment, there was no game show, no other women, only her and Wil and an intimate date at his house.

They pulled up outside of his farmhouse. Wil jogged around the car and opened Emily’s door. Taking her hand, he helped her out and kissed her cheek as her feet touched the ground. ‘I’m falling hard for you, Emily Wolfe,’ he whispered in her ear.

Emily smiled. Her legs weakened beneath her. There was the swooning again that shouldn’t exist, but most definitely, irrefutably did. In the distance, an engine sounded and grew louder as a car motored along the dirt track that sliced along the length of the property and led to the contestants’ quarters. Emily ducked down quickly behind the car, so she was out of sight.

Wil laughed as he looked down at her.

‘Do you think they saw me?’ she asked.

He shook his head. ‘I don’t think so. They weren’t looking this way.’

When the engine grew softer in the distance, she stood. Her cheeks were hot. She replayed that scene over again in her mind and her shoulders shook as laughter threatened to escape. The mocking grin on Wil’s face was what undid her. She burst into laughter, knowing how ridiculous it was for a thirty-year-old to be creeping, ducking, and hiding. ‘I’ll be so happy when we no longer have to do this sneaking around anymore.’

He took her hand and drew her to him for a kiss, a quick peck on the lips. ‘Me too. Now let’s get inside before someone does see us.’

The full impact of the size of Wil’s house was apparent without the intrusion of lights, cameras and production crew. Quiet. Homely. A big house for one man to live in on his own. He must feel that space pushing in on him like Emily had when she was in her apartment.

Wil led her through to the lounge, where he had wine and cheeses waiting on the coffee table. The fireplace was lit, dousing the room in a warm orange glow. They sat close together on the couch. Wil poured them a glass of red wine each.

He held up his glass to hers. ‘To moments of privacy.’

Emily chuckled as she chimed her glass to his. ‘Yes. May there be plenty more.’ She swallowed a mouthful and rested her glass on the table. ‘You must notice the quiet. Here on your own?’

He held his wine on his lap, hand cupping the curve of the glass. ‘Yes. I thought I didn’t mind the silence and my own company until I was reminded of what it could be like to share this space.’

She smiled. ‘With twenty beautiful women traipsing through here, you’d have to get used to it pretty quick.’

He shook his head. ‘No. I’m only talking about one woman, Em. You. You’ve reminded me that it’s so much more pleasurable to have company.’

She nodded slowly as she reached for her glass, needing to hide the warmth in her cheeks. Taking a sip, she looked at him from over the rim. He was so sexy it drove her wild. But to complement that with more charm than she’d ever encountered, overwhelmed her mind and senses.

‘Thank you. That’s very sweet,’ she said.

Wil leant back against the couch, relaxed. ‘So what did you get up to today?’

She smiled. ‘Absolutely nothing. The girls went out and I had the place to myself. It was a nice break.’

‘What would an ordinary day consist of for you in Melbourne?’

Emily sipped at her wine. ‘Work. Sometimes a date on the weekend. Or dinner with friends. Drinks on a Friday afternoon if I don’t have late appointments or an open house too early Saturday morning. Then if I’m feeling really adventurous, snuggling on the couch with Fifi to watch a movie together.’

‘Fifi? Is she a … friend?’

Emily laughed. ‘No, she’s my cat.’

‘So you’re a cat person?’

‘I like cats. But I find Daisy cute too.’ She smiled. ‘When she’s not jumping at me in the dark.’

‘Does Fifi like dogs?’

Emily’s brow furrowed. ‘Not sure. She’s never seen one.’ Then the penny dropped. He was wondering if Fifi and Daisy would get along if the future insisted such a meeting were to take place. ‘I’m sure she’d adjust if she had to.’

‘Good to know.’ He leant forward and drank a swallow of wine. ‘So tell me about your job. You are obviously invested in it?’

Emily nodded. ‘Invested would be the correct description. Obsessed might be another.’

‘You must enjoy it if you’ve done so well.’

‘I do. For the most part, I love real estate.’

‘What about it exactly?’

Gosh, she’d never had anyone probe her like this before. She sipped her wine while she thought of her answer. ‘For starters, I love homes. Not the structures themselves, but what they become when people put their stamp on it. I get a rush stepping into the lives others have made for themselves. And every home is different, even if, architecturally, it’s the same. There are little idiosyncrasies that no two people share—they’re like windows into people’s personalities.’

Wil nodded and watched her closely as she spoke.

‘And I feel like I have a natural intuition about what people are looking for. I love seeing their faces light up when I show them their perfect home.’ She laughed. ‘It’s so funny sometimes. They all try and hide their natural emotions from me, but they never can. It’s like the atmosphere changes. And their eyes brighten. I liken finding the perfect home to someone meeting their soul mate.’

‘Like that feeling I was talking to you about. That something that doesn’t have any words to describe, yet is felt so palpably.’

‘It’s exactly like that. It’s a privilege to be able to help people with that process. I’m like a home matchmaker.’

Wil laughed. ‘A great title. You could put that on your business cards.’

‘I could. Emily Wolfe. Home matchmaker. Helping you find your soul property.’

‘Perfect,’ he said, chuckling, but as he looked away his expression soon faded.

‘What’s the matter?’ she asked.

He attempted a smile, but it was strained. ‘I don’t expect you to give that up, Emily. When you’ve found your calling in life, you don’t give it up.’

Her heart sank into her knotted stomach. ‘What … what do you mean?’

He shook his head. ‘I’m not sure what I’m trying to say.’ He blew out a long breath. ‘I want you to be happy. Above anything else.’ His forehead wrinkled. He frowned. ‘I can’t make you give up your life to move out here with me. You’d resent me.’

She inhaled deeply. ‘Maybe I would. Maybe I wouldn’t.’

He scrubbed his palm along his chin. ‘By demanding that of you, is basically implying that what I’ve built here is more important than what you’ve spent so many years creating for yourself. Who am I to assume that? About anyone. But then I think about the moment I first laid eyes on you, and the sensation that came upon me like I was home. I want, with every part of me, to make this—us—work. Don’t you?’

She nodded. She did. But she wasn’t sure how it possibly could.

‘You said you wanted to. You said you could move here to be with me. But seeing your face just now, the way your career illuminates you, I’m not sure you mean it.’

Emily lowered her gaze to the coffee table. She leant forward and placed her glass down. ‘I’m not sure what I want.’

His frown grew deeper as he nodded. ‘I thought so,’ he whispered. ‘What is this then? When I asked you if you were serious, were you pretending?’

She shook her head quickly. ‘No. No, Wil. I wasn’t. I was telling the absolute truth. I am serious about us. About you. So serious that it scares the hell out of me. And any resistance I have is because I’ve never had to do anything like this before. I’ve never had to give my lifestyle up for a man, and I’m unsure how I will react when it comes to the crunch. Surely, you can understand my insecurity and indecision.’

He sighed but nodded. ‘Of course I understand.’ He raked a hand through his hair. ‘I’ve been hurt like this before, Em. My ex-wife, she said all the right things, but always, in her heart, she dreamed of the city. The city won in the end. I don’t want to make that same mistake again. I won’t.’

Emily shook her head. She couldn’t think about the future now because there was so much uncertainty residing there. She was only concerned with now and how this man made her feel. But that’s what this show did. It took real life, shoved it in an enclosed space and pressed fast forward. It made her think about things she wouldn’t ordinarily contemplate.

They both needed to take a step back and look at what was happening between them from outside the show’s perspective. ‘I think we’re rushing this conversation. We don’t have to be so serious, do we? This time we have together is about getting to know each other. Exploring our emotions now. Seeing if we’re compatible. If we had met at a bar, rather than on this show, that’s what we’d be doing. We’d be enjoying each other.’

He rubbed his hands over his face and groaned. ‘You’re right. You’re right. I’m sorry. And I shouldn’t be letting my baggage cloud my thinking. That’s unreasonable. And ridiculous.’

She smiled and rested her hand on his thigh. ‘But perfectly understandable. You don’t want to get hurt again. I get that completely.’ In fact, she was the master at it. Every relationship decision she had ever made was done so with heavy baggage stowed on her back.

‘I’m sorry for doubting you,’ he said again.

She shook her head. ‘Don’t worry about it. Let’s just enjoy ourselves.’

He nodded. ‘You’re absolutely right.’ He sat his wine on the table and stood. Looking down at her, he took her glass from her hand and placed it beside his. He held out his arms. She gripped his hands and he lifted her up until her body was flush to his. Face nearing hers, blue gaze boring into hers, he whispered, ‘I want you, Emily.’

Being so close to him stirred the lust in her belly and stole the breath from her lungs. ‘You have me.’

‘All of you,’ he growled.

He didn’t give her a chance to answer. He pressed his lips to hers and found her tongue with his own, stroking and sliding. His hand cupped her jaw, the other tugged at her waist. He tasted like sunshine and smelt like earth. Soft stubble prickled her chin as he tilted her head and kissed her deeper, his mouth positioning just right over hers. A gentle mewl sounded in the back of her throat as sensation burned through her, his passion stoking the flames higher. She caressed his broad back, his tight waist, but she wanted skin, flesh on flesh, to ease the ache in her body.

His lips teased hers, sucking and nipping until her legs were weak and she was so hot; if she didn’t tug these clothes off she’d disintegrate. Along her jaw and throat, his mouth sucked and kissed, until he found her ear. Warm breath and gentle lips brushed over her as he whispered, ‘Let me taste you deeper.’ His words were rich, gravelly, stung between her thighs and tugged at her belly.

Her breaths were thin; she could hear them rasping. Her heart beat strong in her chest. Her skin prickled at the thought of letting him take this further. His hand drifted down her belly, then dove under her skirt up to the apex of her thighs. He stroked, long and slow, over her sex through her knickers. ‘I want to suck and lick and taste this sweetness until you come against my mouth.’

A throb pulsed through her as sweet tension made her muscles taut. To feel him there between her legs was the most delicious sensation. Her O no longer feared being forgotten; this man had no problem whatsoever caressing it to life.

His finger slid along her cleft and pressed a little harder on her clit.

‘Mmmmm,’ hissed from her throat. ‘I want to feel you there.’ God, she’d give anything to feel his lips and tongue there, not to mention another part of his body.

His hand drifted away. She was panting … for more. He grasped her hand in his, entwining their fingers.

Blue eyes, heavy hooded with arousal, met her gaze. ‘Come, I’ll show you my bedroom.’ His voice was deep, commanding, full of promise, and she couldn’t have denied him if she wanted to.

She nodded and let him lead her out of the lounge room, up the hall to the staircase that steered them up to his room. Her pulse was galloping. Her body was tensing with anticipation.

Inside his room was dark. Wil left the main light off and switched on two side lamps saturating the space with a soft light. Emily stood at the end of the bed, watching him move around the room. He grinned when he met her eyes again and gestured she climb onto the bed.

Her heart pulsed up into her throat.

Bending to slide off her boots, he shook his head. ‘No, they are to stay on.’

She did as he bid and climbed onto the bed, boots and all.

He slipped his own shoes off and crawled across the bed to her side. Rolling inwards to face each other, he stroked a finger down her cheek. His hooded gaze was penetrating.

‘I’ve wanted you in my bed for too long,’ he said, lifting her up with an arm around her back and positioning her in the centre of the mattress. His body perched over hers and his mouth was at her lips, greedily, before she had time to breathe.

She needed his weight upon her, craved the heat of his body against her. She raked her hands down his back and tugged him to her, rolling to meet the hard press of his erection. It shook her deep, to feel him so aroused. She wanted him inside so much her body throbbed for it. She rolled again, pushing against that steely length.

He moaned against her mouth, then pushed up and gazed down at her, tenderly coaxing the hair from her face. ‘You liked that last time?’

She nodded as she recalled how he made her come under that tree with that action alone. ‘I want more than that.’

Half his mouth curled into a grin. ‘Tell me, Em. What do you want?’

She slid her hand down his side until she dipped between their bodies and squeezed his shaft.

His eyes closed as he sighed.

‘I want this inside me.’

When he looked at her again, his features were loose with arousal. ‘I want that too. Hard, fast and deep.’

‘Please.’ Her plea was barely a whisper.

‘Oh, Em, you don’t have to beg.’ Again with that half-smile, he cradled her cheek and licked deep into her mouth. He gripped her buttocks, lifting her to meet his next pelvic rock. His shaft applied just enough friction against to her clit to have her head rolling back and a long sigh streaming from her lips.

‘That’s it,’ she said, words breathy, desperate.

Emily’s stomach tensed, her skin tingled, begging for the driving thrust of his cock inside her. She had never been so invested in sex, in a man’s body and the pleasure it could bring, but she knew that if he didn’t fill her up as deep as he could soon, she would beg.

She raked her nails down the hard line of his back and gripped his t-shirt before pulling it up. To help her, he pushed onto his knees, reached for the hem and lifted his shirt over his head. Her mouth opened on a rushed inhale as she gazed at his glorious body—solid, rippling muscle, straining as he lowered to her again. His arms bulged as they found a position on either side of her head.

‘Oh, my fu … You are gorgeous.’ Surging up, she nipped gently at his shoulder, then his pectoral.

His eyes closed, his muscles quaked. ‘Emily Wolfe,’ he growled husky and deep. ‘Did you just bite me?’

She nodded. ‘I think I just did.’ Her voice was weak and raspy to her own ears. It surprised her to hear the need in each word.

‘Are you trying to make me lose control?’

Yes. No. Hell, the control issue was with her.

He grabbed her dress and pulled it up her body. She manoeuvred, lifting her back from the bed to help him hitch it over her head. Before she rested back on the mattress, he reached behind and released her breasts from her bra. Under his gaze, her nipples hardened. His mouth was on her breast before she could think, lips warm and yielding as he sucked greedily at the taut peaks. Her back arched, pushing the plump mound up to his mouth. She couldn’t get enough of how good it felt. She gripped his hair hard, too emblazoned with desire and sensation to restrain.

His deep growl vibrating against her nipple confirmed her suspicions that he liked it a little rough. He kneaded the heavy weight of her breast with one hand while sucking the nipple of her other. His mouth was hot, his tongue course silk. When she couldn’t take any more, pleasure piercing her low and violently, he nipped the nipple with his lips.

She gripped hard to his hair again as sensation scattered across her skin and arrowed to her core. She was aching, mindless.

‘Wil …’ It slipped from her mouth saturated with desperation. She couldn’t manage anything more. She didn’t need to, he understood her desire.

His mouth was on hers again, his powerful body, masoned from solid muscle, hovered above her. His tanned flesh was misted with perspiration. He was long, strong and ruggedly elegant. Just to look at him stoked the desire long dormant in her bones and blood. He claimed her mouth with a rough, impatient kiss. She gripped his arse through his jeans and reared her pelvis up to meet his shaft.

‘You need these jeans off,’ she rasped. ‘I want you inside me. God. Please. I … neeeeed you.’ He had worked her into a state of frenzy. She had never felt like this before, lost to his touch, desperation to be satiated writhing under her skin.

He chuckled against her throat and lifted himself until he was kneeling between her legs. He unbuttoned his jeans then slid the zipper down. She raised onto her elbows and sat up before gripping the rim of his jeans and sliding them down his thighs. Next, his underwear. His shaft sprung out, rigid. It was so thick and long, ribbed with veins. The head glistened with his arousal. She reached for it, gripped the wide root and slid her hand along the length all the way to the tip. Wil’s head rolled back, his eyes squeezed shut. She had to taste him. No thought needed, it was a compulsion. She leant forward until she was on her knees and her lips enclosed over the tight head.

‘Oh fuck,’ he hissed, eyes snapping open, his blue gaze intent on her.

Emily looked up at him as she took him deep into her mouth. Utter pleasure transformed his features and he groaned such a guttural, primal sound. She sucked deeper, firmer, trying to satisfy her thirst for him, this desire to pleasure him like he had her. His fingers fell to her hair, gently gliding through the strands. ‘Oh, Emily … fuck that feels so good.’

His cock thickened even more between her lips and she moaned as she drew in the next mouthful. He thrust gently to meet her next suck, then the next and the next, quicker.

‘Oh fuck, Em, I will not come before you. And if you keep that up, I’m coming very sooooon …’ His voice trailed off as she tightened her lips around him. ‘Oh, God, Emmmmm …’ His breaths were ragged, his voice a deep growl.

She sucked once more, fluttered her tongue over the head then backed away. His hand drifted to her cheek where he rubbed his thumb. Then he pushed her back against the mattress, pulled his jeans off the rest of the way, then her knickers. He took a moment to stare down at her as she laid on the bed wearing nothing but cowboy boots.

He lowered his body over her; his cock was heavy between her thighs, prodding against her clit, and his hands were everywhere. His muscles strained beneath her roaming touch. His lips were warm against hers, his fervour loud.

She bucked up and the head of his cock slid between her slickened lips, pushing against her sensitive clit. Her mouth broke from his as her head arched back and she gasped. She bucked again, forcing him to slip along the length of her.

Reaching for his shoulders, she dug her fingers into the thick muscle and kissed him hard.

‘You’re so wet. I want to taste you on my lips.’

She didn’t tell him no, instead pushed down on his shoulders, directing him lower. He chuckled and pressed kisses to her breasts, down her stomach. He whispered his intentions across her mound. ‘Taste you … need you … come against my mouth.’

Hands on her knees, he pushed them apart and kneeled before her, his gaze lingering over the slopes of her body. ‘You are so beautiful, Em. I’ve pictured you in my bed, dressed in nothing but these,’ he said tapping her boots.

Her instinct was to close her legs. There was a vulnerability felt under his intense stare, but she didn’t. He reached for her cheek and she nuzzled into his palm. ‘I mean it. You’re the sexiest woman I’ve ever laid eyes on.’

She didn’t know what to say to that, so she said nothing, instead relished the blissful emotion his words made her feel. Gripping his hand, she turned it over and kissed the back of it.

He kneeled back on his haunches and ran his hands up the underside of her thighs, pushing her legs further apart until she was spread so wide for him. His hands stroked along the inside of her thighs creating such pleasurable sensation. Reverently, the rough pad of his thumb rubbed over her clit and trailed down to the opening of her sex. His finger teased at the sensitive tissue. She thrust and circled her hips.

‘You like that?’ he asked, his gaze intense on hers.

‘Yes,’ she managed though it sounded like more of a gasp.

‘You want my mouth there? My tongue?’

She bucked again. ‘Ah-ha.’

‘You want me to make you come like that?’

She shook her head. ‘I want to come with you inside me.’

He drew his fingers away and crawled backwards on the bed until his face was between her legs. Lips against her lips, he said, ‘You’d like that, ha? My cock deep inside you …’ He lazily licked along the length of her cleft and she shuddered to feel him there. Another long lick. His mouth was scorching; her tender flesh was responsive.

‘Yes,’ she hissed.

The tip of his tongue focused on her clit, circling the tight nub, building and building a delicious tension in her belly until it expanded and ebbed to her chest and limbs. Her head was light. Her breathing laboured.

Another growl came from his throat. ‘You taste so fucking good.’

She closed her eyes to feel him more deeply and let his wicked words caress her. Well and truly had she established, in the bedroom, Wil was not a gentleman, and she didn’t want him to be. She loved his cheeky tongue, in more ways than one.

Emily’s breaths were coming faster, harder to pull air in. With each flicker of his tongue over her clit, the ache intensified. She gripped his hair as his head bobbed between her legs and thrust her pelvis, desperate for more as the precipice zoomed into focus. She was falling, fast, and she didn’t know if she could pull herself back from the edge, stop herself from diving into the blissful current awaiting her.

Intuiting she was on the verge, he slowed then eased his mouth away, pulling her back. He climbed up her body and kissed her, gentling the pace until his tongue was slowly, deeply fucking her mouth. She had never wanted to be filled so much than she did in that moment, and she needed it to be Wil.

He pulled away and peered into her eyes. She couldn’t look away from him, entranced by this incredible man. ‘You want this, Em?’

She nodded and said quickly, ‘Yes.’

He kissed her once on the lips, then reached into the top drawer of his nightstand and retrieved a condom. He tore the wrapper between his teeth. Watching him fisting himself as he rolled the rubber onto his thick shaft, his chest broad with muscle and his arms dense, was erotic. She was wet and swollen, so ready for him.

Lowering his body on her, she loved the feel of his weight, though he was holding most of it on his elbows and forearms that were perched on the mattress beside her head. She reached for his erection and directed it between her thighs. The head prodded against her entrance and slid slowly inside until she was full of him. His size made her clench as she attempted to adjust to him.

He groaned feeling it. ‘Oh, Em, you’ll have me blowing before we start.’

She took a deep breath, relaxing around him, fitting to him, and he began to move inside her. A long slide back before he thrust into her again. Her back arched, and her nipples peaked against his chest. He cantered again, releasing then sliding hard back in, filling her to the hilt.

‘Feel. So. Good,’ she managed, bucking to meet his next stroke.

His mouth covered hers as they moved together, creating their own momentum, their unique synchronicity that built the pleasure, the aching tension, between them.

She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. Her fingers clawed his unyielding muscles. He pushed himself inside her, harder, deeper and she met him, stroke for stroke. Wanting, demanding his pleasure, her release. His hot breath was at her ear, whispering wicked things.

Waves formed deep. The friction of his cock pumping into her was too much and her body took over, thrusting upwards, taking more of him until she shook. Digging her fingers into his shoulders, his back, she came hard, clenching around him, her core rhythmically throbbing. Her head rolled back, a moan falling from her throat as pleasure stormed through her.

Wil’s thrusts quickened, hard, rocking her body. His thick arms tensed, his stomach tightened and he groaned and shuddered as he spilt his seed deep inside her. His rushed exhales became the air she breathed. He was a part of her now. He nestled his face in the curve of her neck until their chests ceased heaving then rolled off and onto his back beside Emily.

He took care of the condom and snuggled in beside her. She lifted her head on his chest and they laid together for a long while until her lazy blinks brought a moment of sleep.

A kiss on her forehead was what woke her, and Wil’s hand stroking along the length of her arm. She was warm and blissfully content in his arms—never wanted to be anywhere else.

‘If I fall asleep, I’ll never get up,’ he said.

‘I don’t ever want to leave your arms.’

‘Hmm, that’s an enticing scenario.’

‘I don’t want to go back to the show where I have to share you. I want things to be normal.’

He stroked his hand over her forehead. ‘I know. Me too. Not long now. We’ll get through this, Em.’

She nodded but sighed. ‘Yeah. We will.’

‘Come on. Let’s hop up and have some dinner. I’m starving.’

She smiled against his chest. ‘Sure.’







Chapter 35

Wil prepared a dinner of steak and salad and they ate it from their laps on the couch in front of the fire. He was still vibrating from the moment they just shared in his bedroom and his thoughts were consumed with images of Emily’s body. Her beautiful curves blew his mind, made him harder than he’d been since a teenager. His gaze drifted to her, to the dress hiding the amazing body beneath.

‘You passed the first bonk test,’ she said with a cheeky grin.

Wil arched a brow. ‘Pardon?’

She laughed. ‘I made the decision, after the duds I’ve shared my bed with, that if it wasn’t good for both of us after the first round, then there were no more chances.’

Wil chuckled. ‘Fair enough. Life’s too short for bad sex.’ Not that he’d ever had “bad” sex, and before Emily, he’d certainly never had mind-blowing sex either. And now that he had experienced how good it could get, he wanted more. Much more.

He shifted on his seat, his shaft swelling just thinking about sex with Emily again.

‘Exactly.’

‘And I’m glad I passed. So that means I get seconds?’

She smiled and chewed on her bottom lip, looking at him from under her lashes. He wanted to lean over and nip that lip. ‘Yes. It does.’

They finished their meal and carried their plates and cutlery to the kitchen. Emily took his from him and placed them in the sink before turning on the taps and rinsing them. She was so beautiful, her tall curvaceous body, and looked perfect in his home. Hell, she’d look perfect anywhere she went. Particularly perfect between his sheets.

He went to her, his hands on her waist as she placed dishes on the drying rack.

‘Wil Parker, are you after something?’

His shaft was already solid. He nudged it against her arse and sucked in a hard gasp of air to feel the pleasure her round cheeks had on the tip of his dick. He was ready for her again. He would be ready for her all night if given the opportunity.

Wil pressed a kiss to the back of her neck, her shoulder, and slid his hands down her waist, hips, to her thighs. With her height and frame, she was a worthy opponent. He didn’t worry about hurting her like he had with some of the petite women he’d dated in the past. He was able to lose himself in Emily and she met him, his demands, eagerly, and that drove him wild.

‘Let me fuck you,’ he growled against her ear.

She spun until her back was against the kitchen cabinet and faced him. Looking up into his eyes with that honey-brown gaze of hers, she whispered, voice hoarse, ‘You sure say it how it is.’

‘There’s no room for social politeness here.’

She shook her head. ‘I can tell. Not one to mince your words.’

He cupped her jaw with his hands and leant his face closer. ‘Not where you’re concerned. I can barely think when you make me feel like this, let alone pretend. Because I am going to fuck you right now. Not make love. But fuck. Hard. I can’t be gentle, Em. I have to have you. Right here.’

Her lips parted, her eyes searching his face. But she didn’t say anything. He didn’t need her to, he could see the desire in her features, hear it in her shortened breaths. He could be a gentleman when the time called for it, but he could also be primal. Now was not the time or place for gentlemanly actions or words.

He pushed his hands under her dress and found the waistband of her knickers, then tugged them down her thighs and she stepped out of them. Gripping her waist, he shifted her along the bench until there was a clear space behind her, then lifted her up onto it.

Hands to her knees he pushed her thighs apart and stood between them. His heart was thundering, his cock straining hard against his jeans, eager to push inside her. He’d had a taste of how it felt earlier and that only made his need stronger.

He undid his top button, pulled the zip down, and released his shaft from his underwear. Her scent was still all over him and it rocketed through his senses, amplifying the lust in his guts. He couldn’t wait, he had to take her right now.

‘Are you on the pill?’ he growled.

She nodded.

He thrust himself between her thighs, deep into her, and groaned to feel the pressure of her walls clenching around him. He pulled out a little then shoved inside again. Already it felt like he could burst, but knew he wouldn’t, not after coming so soon. His body would grant him time to experience the pleasure.

His mouth closed over hers and her legs wrapped around his waist, those boots firmly around his hips. She was needy and not afraid to show it. He fucking loved that. He thrust harder, in, out, in, out, adoring the silky slide of his cock in that hot, tight crevice.

She groaned against his mouth then pulled back and nipped at his lower lip. He tasted blood, felt a sharp burst of pain. His stomach tightened, his cock grew even harder if that was at all possible. She sucked hard at his neck, then nipped at his earlobe. Her fingers dug into his back. Christ! Did she know what that did to him? He looked at her face and saw the devilish glint in her eyes—she knew exactly what he liked.

Oh, fuck. He pushed his hand under her arse and rolled her hips forward to meet his next thrust, the next, the next, harder into her, losing himself. The rumblings of an orgasm sounded in his loins.

‘Oh … fuck you all night long … tight little …’ His words were a growl against her lips as he penetrated her mouth with his tongue, sucking and sliding.

Her body tightened under his hands; she bucked wildly against him, clenching around his shaft. Oh hell. He was not going to be able to hold on. Not when her scorching body was vibrating around him and those sounds coming from her mouth, desperate mewls and harsh breaths.

She threw her head back and moaned and Wil exploded into her, jerking as he pulsed his seed deep inside. His vision hazed, his heart thundered and flesh burned. ‘Emily,’ he growled against her ear as the last remnants of come and pleasure pulsed.

He cupped her face and rested his forehead against hers, sucking in deep breaths.

‘I’m so sorry,’ came the sound of a female voice behind him.

His head whipped around to see Billi.

Wil could not believe his ex-wife was standing in his kitchen while he had his dick still inside Emily. All the bliss he felt just seconds before as he came deep inside her, fled the moment he looked at Billi. Bloody hell.

What the hell was she doing here?

His face was contorted with his quickening rage. ‘Get out of here,’ he yelled, louder than he anticipated. Emily’s breaths were rushed and her movements quick against him as she attempted to cover herself from the eyes of this intrusion.

‘I knocked,’ said Billi, turning her head so she faced away from them. ‘No one answered. The door was open—’

‘Not quite the moment to be explaining yourself. I’ll meet you in the living room.’

‘Right. Yes. Of course,’ she said and strode from the kitchen.

Wil sighed. ‘I am so sorry about that.’

Emily’s eyes were narrowed, her brow furrowed. It contradicted the gorgeous flush she had earned from their romp. ‘Who is she?’

He closed his eyes as he pulled out from her. ‘My ex-wife.’

‘Oh. Does she visit, unannounced, often?’

He pulled up his underwear and shook his head. ‘She hasn’t stepped foot in this place for three years.’

Emily climbed off the bench and bent to pick up her knickers. ‘Pregnant.’

Wil nodded.

‘What’s she doing here?’

Wil clasped the button on his jeans and yanked up the zip. ‘I don’t know.’ He went to her, placed both hands on her shoulders, and pressed a kiss to her lips. ‘Give me five minutes to find out what’s going on.’

Emily nodded.

He strode out of the kitchen and found Billi sitting on the couch in the living room. Her head snapped up when she heard his footsteps. He was still shirtless. Barefoot.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I’m so embarrassed.’

‘What are you doing here?’ he asked, taking a seat beside her.

She shook her head. ‘I guess it doesn’t matter now.’

He breathed in deeply, trying to contain his anger. ‘Billi, don’t jerk me around. Why are you here?’

She rubbed her hand over her swollen belly and frowned. ‘I guess you heard that Gerry and I have separated.’

He nodded.

‘It’s for the best. We weren’t working out. We never really have. Not like …’ She looked him in the eyes. ‘Not like you and I did. I was so stupid to leave you, Wil.’

‘Yeah, well, a bit late for regrets.’

She nodded and sighed. ‘I know. But I still do. I regret everything. We were so happy. We could have had a good life together.’

‘Again, a bit late to be telling me this.’

She swept a hand through her hair. ‘Are you serious about that woman in there?’

‘That’s none of your business. It’s bad enough you broke into my house unannounced and saw that.’

She lowered her head and shook it. ‘Yes. It didn’t feel good to see you intimate with another woman.’

He did laugh this time. Sardonically. ‘What, did you think I was going to remain celibate my entire life because you decided another man was more suited to your needs?’

‘Of course not.’ She hesitated for a moment. ‘Is she one of the contestants for this show you’re doing?’

‘Again, none of your business. Look, I’m sorry you came all the way out here, but you really have to leave. I’ve got a guest and I’m being rude ignoring her so I can chat with my ex-wife.’

She winced when he said the words ex-wife, but he had no sympathy. He had done more than wince when she cheated on him then demanded he fund her and Gerry’s future life together.

Billi nodded and pushed up from the couch. ‘Fine.’

He stood too. ‘Look, I’m sorry about your current circumstances, but it’s got nothing to do with me anymore. Your life is your life. You made your bed.’

Tears formed in her eyes and his stomach clenched. He didn’t mean to make her cry. Damn it. But was it his responsibility to help her out? Was it his responsibility to feel empathy for her? No. It wasn’t. She couldn’t come into his life after all this time and demand it of him.

He sighed deeply, his shoulders rolling forwards. ‘Billi, please, I have to ask that you leave. And you can’t come back here.’

Her eyes widened.

‘I know that sounds harsh, but, honestly, you have no idea what pain you’ve caused me over the years and I find it hard to even look at you. I won’t have you coming back here and trying to dig your claws in again.’

‘Claws?’ she shrieked.

He wasn’t getting into a fight. This woman played no part in his life anymore. There was no reason whatsoever for her to be standing in his living room. ‘Just leave. I’m sorry, but you’ve got to go.’ He pointed to the door.

She nodded, pulling her shoulders back. ‘Fuck you, Wil Parker. I wish I never met you.’

He didn’t acknowledge that.

She stormed away and he didn’t relax until he heard the front door slam.

He went to the door and locked it, which he would remember to do from now on, though he didn’t anticipate she’d be back.

Emily was still in the kitchen, leaning back against the bench. She offered a strained smile when he entered the room. ‘Everything okay?’

He nodded. ‘Fine.’

She stepped closer and looked up at him. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Yeah. I’m good.’ And he genuinely was. He knew, in the past, that visit would have shaken him to the core, but he was shown that he was well and truly over Billi.

Emily wrapped her arms around him and he cuddled her, breathing in her warmth and comfort. Emily was his future. He knew that now with every part of his soul. He kissed her lips and smiled as he looked into her beautiful eyes, for no other reason than because he was happy.







Chapter 36

‘I am falling for Wil so damn hard, I can barely breathe.’

Xanthi’s squeal sounded through the mobile. Emily had to pull it away from her ear. ‘Oh. My. God. Are you serious?’

‘So serious. I spent last night alone with him and it was more than I could ever have imagined.’

‘You slept with him?’ Her words were fast and urgent.

‘Yep.’

‘How was he?’

‘Ah-mazing.’

‘Did he talk dirty again?’

Emily smiled and shifted the mobile to her other ear. ‘Ah-ha. And boy do I love that filthy mouth of his.’

‘Ooooooh. I want a dirty talking cowboy.’

Emily laughed. ‘You’ve got a husband. Let me have something here.’

‘So you are serious about him?’

‘Yes. I am.’

‘I’m so happy for you! So what’s next?’

Emily leant back against the tree, letting the darkness of the night enclose her. ‘Today we had a group lunch, then this afternoon was another elimination. We’re down to five girls. Next week, we’re to have a super-date then another elimination. After that, we meet his family.’ She giggled. ‘But I’ve already done that.’

‘Sounds like fun. Who would have guessed you were going to find an amazing man on Catch Me a Cowboy?’

‘I know. Go figure.’

‘A “thank you” would suffice.’

Emily laughed. ‘Thank you, Xanthi, for kicking my butt and making me take the leap.’

‘You’re very welcome.’

They said their goodbyes and Emily snuck back into the cottage. Inside was still, quiet, with only a few girls left. The end of this show was on the horizon, and Emily thought if she reached out far enough she may be able to touch the outskirts of it, feel the bright, warm edges found there. But some hidden place inside her, pulled her back, covered her eyes. A whispered mumble said that she wasn’t ready to see what was there yet. She dutifully obeyed. No use getting ahead of herself.

She crept down the darkened hall to her room and closed the door quietly behind her before flicking on a light. Blissful emotions still surged through her body from last night’s encounter with Wil. He was the most delectable lover she’d ever had. No one compared to Wil—his size, body and a certain other appendage, but also the reverence in his touch, as though he worshipped at her alter, wanted to please her sexually, emotionally, spiritually. And in doing so, she ached to give him what he needed in return.

Emily sat on the end of her bed and opened messages on her phone before she hid it away in her luggage.

She smiled as she typed a message to Wil.

EMILY: Goodnight. xx

WIL: Goodnight, gorgeous. Here’s hoping I dream about you.

Noon the next day, Emily’s tummy was fluttering with excitement as she climbed into the passenger side of Wil’s helicopter. He sat in the pilot’s seat, handed her a headset, then put on his own. He wore beige pants and a white long sleeve shirt.

She’d flown in a helicopter before, but never had her lover been the pilot. It thrilled her to see him in this commanding position and she never thought him sexier than she did right now.

Who would have thought that this cowboy from the country would bring her to her knees?

‘Where are we going today?’ she asked.

He winked and smiled. ‘Secret. Now buckle up, baby, coz we’re about to take off.’

Emily locked the straps over her shoulders and waist. Wil started the chopper and they floated into the air. She watched the hectares of lush green farmland from the window as they soared above it all.

A cameraman sat in the back and a Go-pro was set up above the front window, but she could ignore the intrusion now—Wil was the centre of her focus. Only him.

They flew for thirty minutes across the rural landscape until the lush green transformed into long stretches of highway and bundles of houses. Wil detoured over the top of the Melbourne Cricket Ground, over the Docklands, and above the city.

‘I do love my hometown,’ she said, grinning as she saw it from a bird’s perspective.

They landed shortly afterwards at the airport. A driver was waiting to collect them. She sat in the back of a lush Mercedes with Wil, cuddled in his arms. They kissed and whispered and she barely noticed the city whipping past until they stopped outside the Comedy Theatre.

Emily grinned as she looked at Wil. ‘What are we doing?’

He pointed up to the billboard perched on the roof of the building, lit up in neon lights. Frank N Furter, Riff Raff, and the rest of the production stared down at her.

‘The Rocky Horror Show?’

Wil laughed. He reached into his small bag at his feet and pulled out a pink feather boa. He wrapped it around her shoulders and kissed her lips. ‘Yep.’

Excitement stormed through Emily’s cells. She’d not seen this musical yet though she’d tried many times, but work always intruded. Had Xanthi included it on her application that this was her favourite?

She squealed and jumped out of the car to join the crowd heading into the theatre. They had wine in the foyer while they waited for the musical to start, then were ushered to the front row. Emily’s eyes glossed as she took her seat. How far in advance had Wil planned this to get them these seats? Did he know right from the beginning that she’d still be here by this stage?

They sat together in the dim room filled with people dressed in suspenders, feather boas and wigs. The lights went out and the spotlight focused on the woman standing before the curtain on the stage. Emily turned to Wil and kissed his cheek. ‘Thank you so much. This is perfect.’

He kissed her forehead and smiled. ‘I’m glad you like it.’

The opening theme music started and Emily was lost in the performance until the very end.

After the production, they were driven to Emily’s favourite restaurant, Mo Vida. They ate tapas, Emily drank mojitos, and chatted. Wil delved more into his vision for the farm, and they both spoke about their childhood, defining moments, and life in general.

Sitting across from Wil, she watched him deal with waiters, talk and laugh. He fit so well into her world. And she fit into his. On the helicopter ride home later, she looked across at him and realised then what this day meant. He was showing her that their lives could blend. No matter where they came from, opposite ends of the spectrum, together they fit.

She leant across and placed her hand on his thigh. ‘Thank you for today, Wil.’

He smiled. ‘You’re welcome.’ He was silent for a long moment, then whispered, ‘We’ll make it work, Em. The city isn’t far from my home. We’ll make it work.’

She laughed. ‘You’d spend a fortune on fuel flying to me.’

It was spoken in jest, but he said earnestly, ‘I’ll do whatever it takes.’

Her breath was stolen from her lungs. She nodded and squeezed his thigh harder. Her throat ached. Her eyes pricked with tears; she blinked them away and looked out the window at the blackness surrounding the chopper. Wil was one in a million. Nothing like any man she had ever met. Yes, she was falling hard for this cowboy. More than she could have ever dreamed.

They landed and Wil took her hand, led her up to the farmhouse. She wanted to go inside with him so much, but the cameras were lingering. And they both had filming to do after this.

She bit back her aching disappointment when they stopped at his front porch.

‘Good night, Emily,’ he said, leaning in to kiss her cheek.

She grabbed his face, turning his mouth to hers and kissed him hard on the lips. She wanted more, so much more, but for now, this was all she could have.

‘Good night,’ she said.

He smiled, but the desire was fierce in his hooded gaze as he gave a final wave and headed into his farmhouse and her towards the car waiting to transport her back to the cottage.

When Emily arrived back at the contestants’ quarters, tonight’s filming was to be a group affair. She always wondered what angle the directors were taking when they set up nights like this. She much preferred to be in a room on her own with a camera and the director asking questions.

The four remaining women were waiting in the living room, glasses of wine sprawled across the table.

They sat taller when Emily entered the room.

‘Hi,’ she said.

They offered their greetings, but the tension was thick in the room. They wanted to know what she had gotten up to. Emily was the first to go on a super-date and the ladies were obviously curious.

‘So?’ asked Tatiana.

Emily couldn’t mask her smile, so she didn’t try. She was past hiding her emotions from the other contestants and from herself. They were what they were, there was no hiding behind veils of lies. ‘I’ve just flown back from Melbourne in Wil’s helicopter.’

‘Was he the pilot?’

Emily nodded.

Becky leant back against the couch and crossed her legs. ‘What did you do?’

She told them about their date and the girls grew excited about their own dates that would take place during the week.

‘Did you kiss again?’ asked Daniella.

Emily inhaled deeply and nodded. ‘Yes. We kissed again.’

‘With tongue?’ asked Becky leaning forward, one eyebrow arched.

Again she nodded, flutters of lust stirring in her belly, and said, ‘Yes. With tongue.’

Tatiana smiled. ‘Competition is fierce now. Game on.’

‘Yes,’ Emily agreed. ‘Game on.’ Well and truly. And she’d do anything now to win this. There were no other options. None.

After a couple of drinks with the ladies, Emily showered and changed into her pyjamas. She retrieved her mobile from her luggage the moment she was inside her bedroom, hoping Wil had messaged. He consumed her every thought. She hated these moments where they weren’t together.

Her phone buzzed with a message and her tummy tugged and heart beat faster. Lust stormed through her veins when she saw his name on the screen.

WIL: I need you. Can we meet?

EMILY: Is this what we city dwellers call a “booty call”?

WIL: Unashamedly.

EMILY: I could sneak out to the tree in five?

WIL: See you then.

Emily quickly took off her pyjamas and dressed in jeans, a jumper and zipped on a pair of boots. She tiptoed down the hall and slipped out the back door. With quick footsteps, she made her way across the field. Wil’s car lights shone in the distance, then a door shut quietly followed by his heavy footsteps across the grass. She jogged to him. Needing him so much she could burst.

When she saw his big frame, she ran into his arms. He drew her in and kissed her hard on the mouth. She tangled her fingers in his hair, breathing in his scent, feeling the rough slide of stubble on her chin. He was all man and she craved every square inch of him.

His arm wrapped her around the waist, the other gripped her arse and squeezed so her hips rolled against him. He was rock hard and hot and the mere thought fuelled her blood with desire.

‘I’ve wanted to kiss you all damn day long. This is torture,’ he whispered against her lips.

‘I know. I ache for you.’

His lips were against hers again, his tongue penetrating her mouth. ‘I’m hard for you already.’

She pressed back and giggled. ‘I can feel that.’

‘I want to be so deep inside you.’

She looked around at the empty field, the lone tree. ‘What? Here?’

He took her hands and sat on the ground, pulling her down with him, then laid back on the cool grass. ‘You can ride me, baby, that way you only have to get your knees dirty.’

Giggling, she climbed over his thick body until she was straddling his waist. ‘Hmmm, so this is how they came up with the phrase “ride ‘em, cowboy”?’

He held the back of her neck and gently pulled her down to him until her lips covered his. ‘You better believe it.’







Chapter 37

Wil loved the feel of Emily’s body close to his as she linked her arm around his elbow. Emily was breathtaking in a flowing pink dress and brown leather cowboy boots. She had mentioned that they had become her fetish; they had well and truly become his too.

Tonight she was meeting his family. Though, sneakily, she had already met half of them. But his brother had flown in from Sydney with his wife, and Cheree’s husband was attending. In quiet, Wil had reminded them to act as though this was the first time Emily had ever been introduced to them.

They strolled into the barn, which had been set up with fairy lights and soft music. A long table dressed in a white table cloth and shiny table wear, candles and starched napkins sat in the centre of the space. Cameras were everywhere to capture each moment.

Earlier today, Wil and his family had run through the requirements of tonight with the director. In plain speak—questions. Lots and lots of questions. Poor Emily was either going to handle this magnificently, or freak out. He had his money on the first option.

A smile spread across Emily’s face as they strode to the lounge area to the side of the barn. His family was waiting, dressed in their best clothes. Wil had to remember how to talk, seeing that smile. A warm tingly heat spread over his chest and up to his throat. He was proud, he realised. So very proud to have this beautiful woman on his arm ready to meet his family. His gaze darted to his brother, to catch his reaction. Surely, he would think Emily as gorgeous as Wil did?

Alec’s eyes widened when he noticed their arrival. His wife’s face was full of a smile. His mum and dad stood, awaiting their exchange. Cheree slowly lifted from the seat, helped by Mark. They were all smiling, eager expressions on their faces.

Wil chuckled when they stood before them all. He’d waited three long years to introduce his family to the woman of his dreams and could never have believed that a reality dating show was what made it a reality. He would never insult the process ever again.

One by one, starting with Alec, Wil introduced Emily to each member of his family. She shook hands and kissed cheeks, promising she’d try and remember all their names. Wil excused himself to collect drinks from the bar while Emily sat amongst his family. He had to look back over his shoulder as he strode away and smiled because she blended in as though she was made for him and this life.

He’d forgotten how utterly pleasurable, exciting, and heart-warming it was to fall in love. He’d not done so since he was fifteen and met Billi at a local inter-school dance. Nearly fifteen years later and his body was reacting exactly as it had all those years ago. He woke early with thoughts of her, jumping out of bed without any tiredness and excitement coiling in his stomach. She was the last thing on his mind before he went to sleep, and her face fluttered through his mind during the day, wrapping tendrils of lust around his bones and heart.

Wil carried Emily a glass of champagne and himself a beer. He handed her the flute and sat beside her.

‘So how’s it all going here? Getting acquainted?’

Emily smiled. ‘Yes.’

‘We were just asking Emily how she was finding the show.’ said Alec’s wife, Sandy.

‘And?’ asked Wil peering at Emily.

‘And I was saying I’m enjoying it more than I could have ever predicted.’ She turned to the others in the small crowd. ‘I didn’t want to come on the show. I thought Wil would be … creepy and sleazy—’

Wil laughed. ‘Oh thank you very much,’ he said with feigned indignation.

Alec reached over the space between them and slapped Wil’s knee. ‘Hey, ease up, I remember a similar conversation with you.’

Wil grinned sheepishly at Emily. ‘We were both surprised.’

The smile slowly fell from her face and an intense seriousness settled over her features as she peered into his eyes. ‘Very much. And I’m grateful for that.’

Alec cleared his throat. ‘Okay, okay. We get it, you’re both enamoured. Keep it for the bedroom, though.’

Cheree groaned. ‘Oh, please, Alec. Sister present here. I don’t need those images of my brother.’

Emily laughed, tilting her head until it rested on Wil’s shoulder. Her hand pressed to his chest. He placed a kiss on the top of her head and breathed in her sweet scent. His body reacted, swarming with warmth and his heart beat out a tender melody.

A short while later, they were directed to the table as dinner was about to be served. Once seated, Emily became the centre of the conversation, which was a relief for a change. Over the last month or so, he’d had to adjust to that. It was becoming easier now the show was coming to a close, but at the beginning, it would sometimes overwhelm him.

Mum leant further across the table. ‘We are so proud of Wil and we all want him to be happy. What is it about him you like the most?’

Question time.

Emily took a long sip of champagne, her lips curling into a smile. She looked up at Wil then back to Mum. ‘He’s genuine. Genuinely kind, caring, empathetic, intelligent. Hard working. He’s unlike any man I’ve ever met.’

Mum smiled wide, obviously taking pride in hearing her son being spoken so kindly of. She nodded. ‘He is a very genuine man, Emily. That’s all we’ve ever asked of him, is to be true to himself.’

Dad nodded once.

‘Here, here,’ said Sandy holding her glass in the air.

‘Cheers,’ they all said, charging their glasses and taking a sip of their drinks.

Mum laughed. ‘But Wil was a terror as a kid, wasn’t he, William?’

Dad agreed.

Emily giggled. ‘What did he do?’

Mum smiled. ‘Where do I start? He stole the tractor from the shed when he was nine and drove it into the dam.’

‘What about when he kept that shoe box of mice under his bed and they had all those babies,’ said Cheree.

Emily rolled her head back and laughed.

‘They escaped into the house and we had mice for months. The farm cats thought they were in heaven,’ said Dad.

‘And what about when I dared him to leave the gate open on the sheep and they all ended up wandering up the main highway.’

‘We were collecting sheep from bushland for a week.’

‘And remember when he threw water bombs at the geese and they chased after him, biting him on the …’ Cheree stopped and burst into laughter. ‘It was so funny, he had to spend the rest of the night with an ice pack.’

Wil laughed. He’d forgotten all those moments until now. ‘Did no lasting damage.’

Emily nearly sprayed her champagne everywhere.

‘You find that funny, do you?’ he said, elbowing her lightly in the ribs.

‘A little.’

The waiters interrupted with plates of entrees, placing them on the table before each of them—tomato and onion tartlets.

‘So Wil has filled you in on his plans for this farm here. How do you see yourself fitting in with all that, with this lifestyle?’ asked Alec.

Emily sat taller. ‘That side of things is still … daunting for me. I won’t try and hide that it’s all very new. I’ve been a city chick my entire life. The country will take some getting used to.’

Alec smiled. ‘That’s understandable. And Wil here, is a very patient teacher.’

‘So are all of us,’ said Dad.

Cheree nodded. ‘Exactly. We sometimes forget others weren’t born with farming in their blood, but we are all willing to show you the ropes.’

Wil shifted in his chair when he felt Emily tense beside him. ‘Or, Emily might want to continue pursuing her career. There are plenty of opportunities around here for that.’

‘Absolutely,’ agreed Alec. ‘Multi-million dollar rural properties sprawling across this region.’

Dad placed his beer on the table. ‘When it comes down to it, Emily, could you move out here and make a go of it with Wil? Do you see that in your future?’

Wil remained very still and didn’t look at the others, instead concentrated on the table top.

‘Yes. Yes, I do see that,’ said Emily evenly.

A sigh streamed from his lips, his shoulders relaxed. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and drew her to him. He kissed her head, eyes closed. That was the only question he needed the answer for.

The main and dessert were served and they enjoyed the food and company, giving the questions a rest for a while. Emily seemed happy enough, not at all tense.

After dinner, they retreated to the lounge again. Wil headed to the bar for more drinks in the hope of having a quiet word with Alec.

‘So what do you think?’ he asked, leaning against the timber counter next to his brother.

Alec smiled broadly and smacked Wil on the back. ‘I think she’s gorgeous and smart and very loveable.’

Wil nodded, his chest inflating. ‘Yeah. She is, isn’t she?’ He glanced back at Emily. She was sitting next to Cheree and had her hands on her pregnant belly. There was something about seeing the wonder on her face that tugged hard on his basest biology. He was in deep because all he could think about was making lots of babies with that sexy-as-hell woman right there, starting right now.

He dragged his eyes away and turned back to Alec, composing himself. ‘Thank you for kicking my arse and making me do this.’

Again, Alec smacked his back. ‘Hey, that’s what big brothers are for.’

‘You think Mum and Dad like her?’

‘Wil, they fucking love her. She’s already a part of the family.’

Wil nodded and sighed with relief. ‘Yeah. She is.’

After a few more drinks, the volume of the music was set to blaring and they all retreated to the dancefloor. He knew Emily found it hard to believe that country folk liked to dance, but they did. Again, something else that he’d grown up with—enormous community shindigs, with country music booming, extending well into the night.

But besides that, to dance with the woman you are falling in love with was deeply intimate and he wanted that. He wanted to be as close as possible to her every second of the day. He gripped Emily’s hand and led her onto the dance floor. The music was fast paced rock ‘n’ roll. Mum showed the way, with Dad spinning her under his arm. Emily looked at them, then back to Wil and laughed.

He clasped her hips and kissed her lips roughly, then rocked his body nice and close. The look she gave him almost undid him right there on the dance floor—such hunger and carnality, he felt himself stiffening. Not a good position to be in with his family close by and cameras honing in on him. He groaned and kissed her again, before drawing her away, back in, then spun her under his arm.

Her laugh echoed over the music and tickled his own humour. He didn’t have to share his time tonight with anyone else. Only her. Always Emily. They danced together for the next few songs until Alec interrupted and stole Emily away. Seems he spoke too soon. As Wil danced with Sandy, he couldn’t keep his eyes off of Emily. Her giggling and cheers filled his ears.

‘Wil, I’ve not seen you this smitten. I don’t think you’ve looked at me since we started dancing.’

Wil grinned bashfully. ‘I’m sorry. Preoccupied.’

She nodded. ‘I can well and truly see that. Emily’s lovely. I can see why.’

He smiled wider. ‘She is, isn’t she? Adorable.’

‘Yes, indeed.’

Cheree danced with him next and Mark thieved Emily from Alec. Cheree couldn’t dance with as much gusto as usual, but she was doing one hell of a job considering her stomach was as big as a basketball until she stopped mid-song and bent over groaning.

Wil paled as all the blood rushed from his face. ‘Are you okay?’ he asked with a hand on her back.

She breathed for five breaths, not saying anything. Then slowly straightened and looked around for Mark, who was already striding over. The music came to a stop. The lighting switched on to full brightness.

‘I think I’m in labour,’ she said, stroking her stomach. Her words were loud against the sudden silence.

Mark was at her side, with an arm around her back. ‘Honey, you okay?’

‘It’s time,’ she said and excited tingles shot through Wil. He wasn’t naive enough to know that Cheree was in for a night of pain, but he was buzzing to meet his new niece or nephew. The end result of all that hard work.

Mark looked to his parents-in-law. His eyes were damp and he was beaming, his movements and words jittery. ‘She’s in labour. We’ll have to finish this here. We’ve got a couple of hours drive ahead of us to the hospital.’

Mum was all business as she jogged over. ‘Show’s over,’ she yelled out. ‘We’ve got to get Cheree to the hospital.’ Then she smiled wide at Dad.

Dad nodded his head once and tipped his hat. Women’s business, this was. It was men’s business too in Wil’s eyes. He planned on being right by Emily’s side when she gave birth to their children. He shook his head when that thought struck. Getting a bit far ahead of yourself, Wil.

They spilt out of the barn and Mark helped Cheree into the back seat of his car.

‘I won’t be able to drive,’ he said. ‘I’ve had too much to drink.’

‘Get in the back,’ said Mum. ‘I’ll get you there.’

Mark did what he was told and the engine started. Wil poked his head into the back and kissed Cheree on the cheek. ‘Good luck. I’ll wait eagerly for the good news.’

Cheree nodded. ‘Sorry to end the night like this.’

‘I couldn’t think of a better way.’

Cheree smiled and peered past Wil to Emily. ‘I’ll see you soon.’

Emily nodded and came forward. ‘Best of luck,’ she said.

Alec and Sandy pushed them out the way to say their farewells. Wil stood back with Emily, an arm around her waist as the doors were closed and the car accelerated away.

Emily turned to him with a smile wide on her lips. ‘Oh my God. That was the most excitement I’ve had in a long time.’

Wil laughed. ‘Plenty of that out here.’

‘Are you excited?’

Wil nodded quickly. ‘Hell yeah.’

Emily giggled. ‘I’m guessing she’ll have a girl.’

‘You’re on. I’m saying a boy.’

The director jogged over then, earpiece in her ear, iPad in her hand. ‘If you could head back inside. We think we’ve enough footage of the night, but I want to talk with the crew. Give me five minutes.’

Wil and Emily headed back inside and took a seat in the lounge. Dad, Alec and Sandy joined them. The atmosphere was charged with energy. This night was over. No one was going to be able to keep their mind on task knowing that in mere hours they were going to have a new baby come into their lives that they will love with all their hearts.

Five minutes transformed into half an hour, but no one seemed to notice as they all drank and chatted together.

‘Hey, Em, can I talk to you for a tick over here?’ asked Wil.

She looked to the others and smiled apologetically, then turned back to Wil. ‘Sure.’

He gripped her hand and led her past the bar and down a narrow hall located at the back of the barn. Small cupboards, the restroom and feed stores branched off on each side.

When hidden away down the end of the hall, Wil pressed a finger to Emily’s lips and mimed that she turn off her microphone. He switched his off and she followed his lead, eyes darting around for one of the crew to bust them.

‘Why?’ she mouthed.

He pushed a finger to her lips, shook his head, then took her hand. He tugged her into a small cupboard and closed the door quietly behind them. Inside was pitch black until he switched on the light to illuminate the tiny space. Big enough to fit themselves and some cleaning gear.

Emily’s chest was rising and falling, lips gently parted. He took her waist and pulled her closer. Already his shaft was as hard as stone and pushed against her belly.

Emily licked her lips. ‘Hmmm, so that’s your plan.’

Wil smiled and spun her so her back was to him. ‘But we need to be quick,’ he whispered in her ear.

‘I don’t think that will be a problem.’

‘Place your hands against the wall,’ he said. ‘There, step on that paint tin.’

She stepped onto the tin and leant forward so her palms touched the wall and she was at a perfect height for him.

He reached in under her dress and pulled her panties down until they fell to her ankles, then undid the zip and button on his pants to release his shaft. He lifted her skirt until her bare arse was exposed to him and her perfect pink lips were in full view, glistening with her arousal.

A rumble sounded in his chest to see that. No, this was not going to take long. To open her wider for him, he lifted her leg and draped it over his elbow. He gripped his cock and pressed the head between her cleft and stroked it through her moisture, paying close attention to her clit. She was well and truly ready for him. He slid his shaft down to her entrance and pushed inside.

Emily gasped then moaned as he pulled out and thrust back in harder. Leaning forward over her, he reached his hand around her waist and pressed his finger to her clit, rubbing gently over the tight little nub. Her breaths grew deeper and his pleasure flooded him, made him harder. He thrust more deeply, quicker, no longer in control. His pleasure was commanding him. Still he fingered her clit as he pushed inside her, over and over. Her legs began to shake, so he kept his rhythm, building a sensual friction, letting the waves crash.

‘Oh, God, I’m going to come already,’ she sighed.

‘Come,’ he groaned, on the verge himself.

She tightened around him, rhythmical pulses that seemed to milk him. Her soft moans filled the small space and he was lost inside her, undone. He released her leg, gripped both her hips and gave her everything, needing to be so deep in her. He exploded, his seed rushing from him in a burst of sensation that left him breathless and boneless.

He slowed as the final traces of orgasm retreated, then eased out. His chest was heaving. Head light. He blew out a long breath as she stepped down from the paint tin and turned to face him. Her cheeks were flushed with pink. Her features were loose with contentment. ‘You’re so beautiful, Em.’

She grinned up at him. ‘You’re pretty sexy yourself, Wil Parker.’

He pulled his underwear up his thighs, followed by his pants and did the button up while Emily slid back into her panties and smoothed her skirt down. Wil leant over and kissed her. When their breaths had returned to near normal, they stepped out of the cupboard, switched their microphones back on and headed back to join the others.

As they passed the bar, Wil told Emily he’d order them more drinks and join her soon. Alec was at the bar already, collecting drinks for the others. He looked at Wil with narrowed eyes. ‘Bit hot, bro?’

Wil shrugged. ‘A little.’

‘You cheeky bugger,’ he said shaking his head, a grin wide on his lips, and left with his drinks to join the others.

When Wil arrived back at the lounge, Andrea was striding over. ‘Okay, we’ve got enough footage of your family tonight. But Wil and Emily, if we can record some more of you saying goodbye for the night.’

Wil nodded.

They finished their drinks then said goodbye to Dad, Alec and Sandy. Wil and Emily were left alone out the front of the barn under the cover of darkness. Light spilt from the barn doors illuminating them both in a gentle light. Wil stood in front of Emily with his arms around her waist. A cool breeze blew over their flesh. He could still feel the hot warmth of her sex on his cock and wanted more. He wanted to take her back to his home, to his bed, not have her head off to the cottage. It didn’t feel right to be rushing their intimate moments. He wanted time and privacy to thoroughly explore every inch of her body, time and time again.

‘You have a wonderful family, Wil.’

Wil smiled. ‘You think so?’

‘I do. Very much. They are lovely and welcoming.’

‘I’m glad you like them.’

‘Thank you for a fantastic night.’ She lifted up on her tiptoes and planted a lingering kiss on his lips. ‘I’m falling madly in love with you, Wil Parker.’

He backed away and gazed deeply into her eyes. His heart was singing, his veins swarming with life. ‘I’m falling in love with you too.’ In fact, he already had. He loved her. Every facet. And, after tonight, he knew that without a doubt.







Chapter 38

Emily arrived at the silent contestant’s quarters, grateful the other ladies were tucked away in their rooms. She couldn’t contain her emotions and didn’t need their appraising stares as she unleashed with a flood of words how she truly felt about Wil.

She headed to the kitchen and poured herself a glass of red wine. Not that she needed any more alcohol, but she was in a celebratory mood. Taking a gulp, she smiled as she reflected on the night. How fantastic his family were—wonderful, kind, welcoming people.

Did she seriously just utter to Wil that she was falling in love with him? Am I? It felt like the honest truth as the words tumbled from her mouth, unheeded by the usual constraints she placed on herself. She didn’t know if it was because of the excitement of Cheree going into labour, or if her emotions were simply too strong to be capped.

As she sipped again at the ruby liquid, Dwayne came to mind, with his extra bright teeth, fake tan, inflated muscles, and unrealistic expectations. She remembered all the men she had dated, even the men she had loved, and none of them compared to this genuine, candid, salt-of-the-earth sex god she had just had a mind-blowing romp with in a cupboard.

She would never meet someone like Wil in Melbourne. The possibility was as high as being struck by lightning twice, or winning the lottery. He was her one blessing, her one gift and chance at having a happy life.

Her future spanned out before her eyes, with Wil at her side. Walking down the aisle, their children sitting on his lap, having lazy Sundays on the porch drinking wine and nibbling cheese as the sun set over the mountains. She could see dinners with his family, all of them sitting around the table together, chatting and laughing. She could smell the soil on his skin as he came to bed at night and he wrapped her in his arms.

No, she wasn’t falling in love with Wil. She loved him. Adored the ground he walked on. Would do anything for him. She loved him.

Her throat grew tight. Tears pricked her eyes. She thrust her wine glass down. Was it suddenly hard to breathe in here? Had the temperature increased? She flapped her hands over her face trying to cool herself and sucked air harder into her lungs.

Calm down, Emily.

She felt the slow caress of fear all through her body. The threatening mouth of anxiety. It was irrational, she knew it, but it was real. Her heart thundered. She pressed both palms against the kitchen bench and closed her eyes, trying to steady her breaths, but they kept coming in rushes, thin. Her chest ached.

What was happening to her? Why was this happening now?

And then the thought stung her like a wasp—loving Wil this much was dangerous. Very dangerous. And her body was doing its best to warn her.

No. She couldn’t succumb to this. Not this time. Not with Wil. He was worth too much. But imagine the pain of losing him? Imagine what it will feel like when he realises you’re not good enough for him anymore?

Her body shook. Her chest was heavy and tight. So tight. She couldn’t draw a breath. Was Wil worth this pain? Such an ancient grief overcame her. The sensation of abandonment swamped her senses; the pain of having her world shattered into a million shards; the loss of the one person she adored as he transformed into an untrustworthy monster. Betrayal filled her from her toes to her head, and she knew this exact scenario, with Wil, would be a billion times worse if she allowed it to happen.

She tossed her head from side to side. She couldn’t let that happen. She had to stop all this before he had the chance to grip her heart in his hands and squeeze until it was broken and bleeding.

Emily ran out of the kitchen, down the hall and into her bedroom. Panting, she pulled her mobile from her bag and switched it on. She jogged out of her bedroom, along the hall and burst out through the back door into the cool night. She gulped in the air as she strode quickly towards the tree. Halfway there, she dialled Xanthi’s number. It was late, but she didn’t care. She needed to talk about this before she did anything stupid.

‘Is everything okay?’ came Xanthi’s weary voice.

For a moment, Emily couldn’t speak, found it hard enough to breathe.

‘Emily? Are you okay?’

Emily shook her head, squeezed her eyes closed. ‘No,’ she managed, a rasped bark.

‘What happened? What’s going on?’ Xanthi’s words were rushed, shrill.

‘I love him.’

‘And?’

‘I love him too much.’

‘There’s no such thing, Em. You hear me? No. Such. Thing. You can’t possibly love someone too much. Love is love is love is love.’

Emily pressed her free hand to her chest, her shoulders rolling inwards. ‘Why does it frighten me to death?’

‘It shouldn’t. It doesn’t. You just need to stop overthinking things and take the risk.’

‘If I didn’t have to give everything up to be with him, I might be able to take the risk. If I could ensure I still held on to my apartment and my job, we might be able to make it work.’ But they were lies. She wouldn’t let this man hold her heart any longer. It was too fragile a thing for a man to hold, especially one she had freely given the ability to destroy her.

‘That’s no way to live, Em. Preparing for when everything might end. That’s not letting go and loving with all your heart.’

Emily shook her head from side to side and groaned. ‘It’s foolish to love someone this much. Dangerous. I’m opening myself up for so much misery you just can’t even believe it.’

‘Wil’s not your father. You’re not your mother. You are a strong, resilient woman who owes it to herself to take a fucking risk with love. Emily, if you fuck this up, I promise you, I will never ever talk to you again.’ Xanthi’s words were loud and angry and Emily flinched. ‘I won’t. I can’t. I will not put up with this anymore—seeing you sabotage yourself over and over again because of someone else’s mistakes. You don’t owe it to anyone to be miserable. No one. Do you understand?’

‘I can’t do this. I can’t. I’m ending it.’ Xanthi didn’t understand how it felt. Emily would love to be able to throw caution to the wind and dive in, but these scars were deep, imprinted on her soul. She couldn’t break the chains. She couldn’t bring herself to open up to the possibility of pain. No, not a possibility, but an inevitability. Wil was a man, was he not? His eyes would wander. He would go looking for someone younger, perkier, once he grew tired of her. That’s what men did. That’s what they always did. And then where would she be? Alone. Broken hearted.

‘Em. Don’t. I swear it. You’ll never hear from me again.’

Emily sighed. ‘I’ve made up my mind.’ Then hung the phone up. She tramped to the tree and sat down under it, her back against the trunk. Her chest was burning. No matter how much she had tried to tell herself differently over the last couple of months, she could not change how her body responded. How her defences shot up to protect her heart. And it wasn’t even the fact that she had to move out to the country for him. Not entirely. No, it was as simple as not being able to accept his love, of holding her arms open and embracing his and her feelings. Of embracing him.

None of this changed the way she felt about him. She loved him so hard and the last thing she wanted to do was hurt him. It was going to tear her chest open knowing that she was going to, though, because there was no other way. They’d let this go too far. She’d let this go too far.

What had she done staying on in this competition when she knew, deep down, she would never see this through. She thought if she just tried to push it aside, to the back of her mind, that it would go away, or that something would interfere and she’d never have to make the decision. But here she was, freaking out because decision time was here, and she had made the decision to leave him.

She couldn’t continue to do this to Wil. She had to make it right before the show ended. Give him the opportunity, a real chance, to find love with one of the other contestants. Becky. Or Tatiana. Her stomach churned and clenched just thinking about him with them, but she had no choice. He deserved more than her. His beautiful family. His beautiful self. She couldn’t keep lying to him. Couldn’t keep leading him on, all of them on.

As much as she loved him, she could not take that risk. Wil needed more than that, deserved more than someone who was so utterly broken that even his love, which burned so fiercely through her cells, couldn’t fix.







Chapter 39

Wil had jumped out of the shower and was dressing when Andrea texted that production would be arriving earlier than organised as there was something important to talk to him about.

Wil had no idea what could be so important that they couldn’t stick to their agreed upon schedule. But he was too high to care. His sister had given birth to a beautiful baby girl in the early hours of the morning. Emily had guessed right. He had texted through photos to her earlier, but he hadn’t received a reply yet. That wasn’t anything unusual, Emily often had her phone switched off.

Andrea arrived with a cameraman and directed Wil into the lounge where they did their private filming most evenings. Wil took a seat on the couch, Andrea across from him. The camera started rolling.

There was a tension in the room—anticipation. Wil’s stomach tightened.

‘Wil, things aren’t so great with Emily.’

He sat up straighter, tensed to stand and go to her. ‘Why? What happened? Is she okay?’

Andrea shook her head. ‘No, nothing like that. We caught her last night with a second phone, which you know is against the rules.’

‘Oh please. Every contestant has a smuggled-in phone. If that’s the least of your worries then you’re wasting my—’

‘There’s more, Wil.’

The tone of Andrea’s voice made him snap his mouth shut and listen.

‘We were informed by some of the other contestants that she was sneaking out at night, making phone calls. We set up an audio recording device to uncover what exactly she was doing.’

Wil’s stomach twisted. God, they’d made love where she made her phone calls. Had they captured that? ‘And?’ Wil asked tentatively, not willing to give anything away at this stage.

‘And we recorded a rather upsetting conversation she had with one of her friends.’

Wil shook his head.

Andrea lifted her smartphone in the air and pressed play. Emily’s skittish voice rang out.

Why does it frighten me to death?

If I didn’t have to give everything up to be with him, I might be able to take the risk. If I could ensure I still held on to my apartment and my job, we might be able to make it work.

There was a brief pause; it reminded Wil he needed to breathe.

I can’t do this. I can’t. I’m ending it.

I’ve made up my mind.

Wil fell back against the couch on a long exhalation. He shook his head, then scoffed. ‘This is a joke, right?’

Andrea’s expression was grim. ‘No. It’s not.’

He couldn’t believe it. No, he wouldn’t until he spoke to Emily face-to-face.

‘We had a great night. She told me she was falling in love with … this doesn’t make sense. Where … why?’ He stood, rubbing his palms on his jeans. ‘I need to talk to her. Where is she?’

Andrea stood too and pressed a hand to his forearm. ‘She’s on her way here.’

He flicked her away. ‘Don’t,’ he snarled. He would not accept her false commiserations.

Wil stormed out of the room, ripping his microphone off as he did. He pushed through the front door and stood on the porch, breathing heavily. Did she not want to be with him?

No.

She was scared, that’s all.

He’d seen that fear in her. Knew it was strong. But he’d convince her otherwise. He’d calm the situation down once they talked.

As he waited for Emily to arrive, he paced the length of the porch, his footsteps sounding heavy against the timber palings.

The roar of an engine came over the hill, the crackle of sticks and rocks under tyres. Then he saw the car. He watched it, waiting, his heart beating hard and fast in his chest when it pulled up outside the house.

He raced over and opened the door. Emily wouldn’t look him in the eye. Why wouldn’t she look at him? His guts tightened. His throat constricted. She was dressed up in jeans and a blouse, scarf and stupid stilettos. What did that mean? He had an idea, but he couldn’t contemplate it.

‘Emily?’ he asked. Surprised to hear the desperation in his voice.

Her shoulders rolled back as she drew her torso higher. She finally levelled her gaze on his. Her face was expressionless. The walls were up. Emily was no longer there in her beautiful features.

‘I’ve decided to leave the show.’

Her words were like a punch in the guts. His chest panged with pain. ‘What? Why?’

‘You deserve happiness, Wil. You won’t get that with me.’

‘What the fuck? I already have that with you. You know I do. Don’t you feel the same way?’

Emily inhaled deeply and cleared her throat. ‘I can’t leave my life for this farm. So, it’s not worth taking this any further. It’s better I go now and give you the opportunity to fall in love with one of the other contestants.’

Wil dragged in his next breaths. Anger coiled through his veins. He was aware of the cameras closing in on him, the microphone arched above his head. He snarled at Andrea. ‘Turn them off! Give me a bloody break for a moment.’ He peered back at Emily. ‘You looked into my father’s eyes last night, in front of my entire family, and you said you were willing to move out here to be with me. Was that a lie?’

‘At the time, no.’

‘And mere hours later you realise that it was?’

‘Yes.’

His voice cracked. ‘Fuck, Emily. You can’t do this. We were happy. Weren’t we?’ His last question was weak, filled with confusion.

‘I’m sorry, Wil.’

He thought they had something special, yet she was willing to give it all up. Not even try to see if it would work after the show. God, this was like his ex-wife all over again—the city lights too bright. The betrayal was enormous, compounding in his heart like a sledgehammer was slamming at his chest. But to lie to his face and to his family’s face with such ease. Emily was exactly like Billi—a liar, selfish, and untrustworthy. He would never be able to trust a single word that came out of her mouth. Maybe it was better if she just left. If this was what they were always going to have to deal with then he was better off without her.

‘Fine. Go! Just go, Emily. I’m done. You do whatever the hell you want. Enjoy yourself.’

He stormed away, back into the house, slamming the door behind him. As he stood in the lounge room, he rolled his head back and closed his eyes, trying to drag in some air. His chest was so tight. But most of all, his heart ached like she had taken it and stomped it with the heel of her fucking stiletto.

He lowered into a crouch, lolled his head forward and scrubbed his hands over his face. He could not believe this was happening to him again! What the hell had he done to incur this much bad luck when it came to love? Why was it impossible for someone else to love him back as much as he loved them?

He groaned out loud. Had every word out of her mouth over the last seven weeks been a complete fucking lie?







Chapter 40

Emily pushed through the door of her apartment and switched on the lights. Fifi ran to the door, meowing at her feet. She bent and patted her head.

‘Hello, darling. I missed you so much.’

Xanthi had been feeding her while she was gone. She would have to let her know she was home. Emily straightened and threw the keys on the table beside the door, missing the bowl they were intended for. As she walked through the living room, she sighed. The noise of cars, horns and people rushing outside was oppressively loud. How she was ever able to concentrate with that blaring day in day out, dumbfounded her.

Dusty footprints from Xanthi’s children ran across the length of the white tiles. Emily smiled to see it. The floor looked better with them, her apartment more of a home with some life injected into it.

She dragged her luggage across the room and left them on the floor outside the kitchen, then went back to the lounge and collapsed on the couch. She shifted her body, trying to find a comfortable position, but couldn’t. She huffed as she looked down at the hard, unforgiving white leather and wondered why she ever believed this impractical couch was a good decision.

She thought of Wil’s then, soft and welcoming. Emotion followed, a scorching pain in her chest. She swallowed down the lump in her throat and tossed aside those memories of him. No use moping around about someone or something that could never be. Best just get on with things.

She grabbed her mobile from her handbag and opened her messages. Nothing from Wil. No messages from anyone. The lump in her throat grew bigger at that stark realisation. Tears stung her eyes. Had her life always been this empty, or had she just not noticed it before? Fifi jumped up onto the couch beside her and curled up on her lap. She stroked her head as more tears fell down her cheeks. She sniffled and palmed them away, then blinked quickly to stop the flow of any more.

Emily typed out a message to Xanthi.

EMILY: I’m home. Thanks for looking after Fifi for me.

A message came back.

XANTHI: k

Nothing more than ‘k’. Emily’s guts churned. She had hoped Xanthi had simply been threatening her over the phone last night, but judging by that message, she was serious.

Emily opened the message and hit ‘call’. The phone rang three times then switched to message bank. She hung up and dialled again. Straight to message bank. She waited for the beep this time. What could she say, though? What would make this different, better?

The phone beeped. She inhaled deeply and said, ‘I’m sorry … so sorry …’ Then hung up. What other words were there? She could barely think as it was.

Emily scrolled through her contacts for her office number. She hovered her thumb over the dial button as she cleared her throat and palmed away tears with her other hand. She shook her head and pressed dial.

Emily was connected through to her office manager, who had been taking care of things while she was away.

‘Emily, you’re home, are you?’

‘Yes,’ Emily said, trying to keep her voice steady.

‘Fantastic. So did you win?’

‘It’s confidential.’

‘Damn it. I thought I’d get some insider information. So, let me guess, you’ll be back in the office tomorrow?’

‘Actually, I’m going to take the rest of the week off. I’ll see you on Monday morning.’

Silence. ‘Is everything okay?’

Emily cleared her throat and smiled, but it was just teeth. ‘Fine. Of course. Fine. Why do you ask?’

‘I’ve been working with you for the last four years and you’ve not taken any time off. I wondered if you were human,’ she finished with a nervous chuckle.

‘I assure you, I’m human. I’ll see you Monday.’

Emily hung up. She couldn’t face clients or employees just yet. As much as she was trying to push down her emotions, it wasn’t working. The wall she had worked so hard to build throughout her adult life wasn’t as strong as it once was. Wil Parker wasn’t easy to forget. Her body was weighted down, her muscles weary.

She gently pushed Fifi off her lap, heaved herself from the couch and went to the bathroom for a bath. She turned her favourite playlist on and a soft melody echoed through the room, strumming too fiercely on her feelings until it hurt and her head was consumed with thoughts of Wil. She jabbed at the stop button—not ready for music yet.

Emily undressed and sat on the edge of the bath, staring at the stream of water and steam that billowed from it. Had she made a mistake leaving? She shook her head hard. No. No, she hadn’t. In the long run, this was the easier option.

When the water was high enough, Emily slipped into its depths and rested her head back against the tub. Despite the heat of the water, a chill had spread across her body and leached into her bones. A coldness that felt so much like loneliness.

She climbed out after a moment, unable to find comfort or warmth. Her back was achy. Her throat burnt. Nowhere could she find reprieve from the turmoil inside. Everything was a reminder of Wil and the pain she now felt without him.

From her bedroom closet, she pulled out her winter clothes and dressed into them. She closed the blinds, blackening the room. She grabbed Fifi and placed her on the end of the bed then laid down. She closed her eyes and cried until she was empty.







Chapter 41

Wil sat at the local pub with Alec. Only the hard-core drinkers were there at this time of day, lined up at the bar. He didn’t care that it was midday and he was already blind rotten drunk. He was supposed to be on a date with one of the other girls. He couldn’t think who; their faces all blended with the other. The only face he could conjure in his mind was Emily’s. And then he’d drink a little more to try and hide her under a blanket of numb comfortability.

Impossible.

‘I’m glad you’re here, mate,’ he said to Alec, tongue thick and words slow.

Alec nodded. ‘Me too.’

‘I can’t quite believe it, you know? What the hell happened there? One minute I was planning our children … our fucking children. I was having kids with her. And she was smiling and happy. Then—’ he lifted his hands in the air, ‘—poof, she’s gone. Is she a magician, because I’ve never seen someone disappear that quickly?’

Alec smiled sympathetically and slapped Wil’s back. ‘Women, mate, they’re unpredictable.’

Wil lifted his glass to his lips and gulped at his beer, not tasting the amber liquid as it slid over his tongue. He lowered it to the bar and stared at the lacquered timber bar top, following the grooves and lines with his eyes, yet not seeing them. All he could see was Emily. He could still feel the soft give of her flesh, the fierceness of her lips on his. He could see her honey eyes staring up at him, full of love. That wasn’t all in his imagination, surely. All those memories couldn’t be a lie.

But maybe they were. Maybe she was exactly like he had presumed any woman who would sign up for a show like Catch Me a Cowboy would be. She played the game, got her air time, then left.

He couldn’t believe it was over. Zip. Bang. Done and dusted. Her hands wiped clean of him. A heaviness settled over him like a suffocating blanket. How did he get here again? So quickly. For three years he’d prevented anyone getting close to his heart, then the moment he let his guard down, opened his arms wide, it was broken again.

He lifted his gaze and looked at his brother. ‘I’m so lost. I don’t know the way anymore. I don’t …’ His voice cracked, so he stopped and swallowed hard. His throat hurt. His heart ached. ‘I don’t know what I’m doing wrong. I give my heart over and no one wants it.’ He lowered his face into his hands and breathed deeply.

‘I’m sorry, mate,’ came his brother’s voice. But it sounded distant, indistinct, through the muddle of Wil’s wallowing and inebriation.

Wil sat up taller and sighed. ‘So am I.’ He shook his head and groaned. ‘I thought I’d found The One. Emily’s the only one. And she throws everything back in my face.’ He slammed his fist on the bar. The pain came a second later. ‘I don’t understand.’

The barman came over. ‘Wil, mate, I think you’ve had enough. Best if you and Alec head on home, eh?’

Alec stood and put his arms on Wil’s shoulders. Wil shook him off. ‘All right. All right. I don’t need help!’ He stood, too quickly, and wobbled. Alec caught him. He let him because it was either that or his head was going to hit the floor. The bar was spinning around him.

‘Thanks, mate,’ said Alec to the barman, then wrapped his arm around Wil and helped him from the pub.

Everything faded until he was being manhandled into the back of Dad’s car, Alec jumping in beside him.

‘He’s not going to spew, is he?’ came his dad’s voice.

Wil shook his head, tried to keep his eyes open. ‘I’m not going to shhhpew.’

Alec chuckled.

‘Just had a few drinks,’ he slurred.

‘Yep, can bloody well see that,’ said Dad.

Wil sighed deeply and leant his head back against the headrest. ‘I love her. I fucking love her. I love Emily Wolfe and she doesn’t love me.’

‘Yeah, we know, mate,’ said Alec. ‘We know.’

Blackness.



 

GOSSIPER—ONLINE ENTERTAINMENT TALK

Bombed cowboy booted from bar after drunken outburst
 
Eyewitness reports were rampant on Friday after resident cowboy, Wil Parker, was escorted from a public bar in his hometown of Wattle Valley, barely able to stand.

Witnesses state he was inebriated, and eventually thrown out of the pub when he became violent and incoherent. He staggered, with the help of his brother, Sydney stockbroker elite, to the gutter where he sat until a car carted them away.

Rumours hint that all is not well for the reality dating show sweetheart, with reports that filming will cease for the next week. No one was able to provide any details about what was troubling Parker so deeply.

A spokesperson for the show commented, ‘We support our cowboy’s decision to take the time to heal wounds that have opened up during the filming of this season of Catch Me a Cowboy. We respect that all our contestants are human beings with feelings, and the emotions experienced on the show are very much real.’



 

GET REAL—THE HOME OF REALITY TV

Wolfe sinks fangs into cowboy

Emily Wolfe, Melbourne real estate agent, already has her claws out. The eight remaining contestants, including Wolfe, went on their first round of ‘individual dates’ this week with Catch Me a Cowboy hunk, Wil Parker.

The controversial kiss between Wolfe and Parker was the first to occur this season. And it is anticipated, it will not be the last. After an intimate massage hidden behind a white tent on the picturesque Parker farm, Wolfe caught the cowboy off guard as they drank champagne together on a jetty.

Wolfe, without warning, crawled to Parker on hands and knees, then proceeded to engage in a kiss that has been described by some as ‘ferocious’. While others have labelled it the kiss that ‘broke the internet’.

Opinion is divided if this tactic has won Wolfe fans. Twitter was energetic with conversation after the ‘kiss’ aired last night.

@RealityTVJunkie

#CatchMeACowboy OMG! Emily is a vixen. Watch out, Wil—her claws are long and she’s not afraid to use them. #WolfeFindsPrey

@MumWith2Littlies

Um … was not expecting that. Holy hot kiss, batman! You go, girl!!! #CatchMeACowboy

@Deleriouslynuts

Oh no, she didn’t. Emily needs to give Cowboy breathing room. Ever heard of not giving it all away on the first date? #CatchMeACowboy

@RuralGangster

#jealous Emily for the win. Now that’s how you play at the reality dating game. #CatchMeACowboy #IWantMeSomeSexyCowboyToo

Time will tell if that risky move keeps Wolfe in the game. And how will the other contestants view this fierce contender? The next elimination airs tonight on the Dream Network at 7.30 pm.



 

ENTERTAINMENT PLANET

Cocky cowboy caught with contestant after hours

Catch Me a Cowboy heartthrob is not the gentleman once suspected after he was caught with his pants down by his pregnant ex-wife.

Wil Parker’s ex-wife, Billi Walsh, said, last fortnight, she came to the Parker farm around 7 pm to talk to Parker. ‘I found him in the kitchen having sex with one of the contestants.’

It appears the gentleman act all the contestants are talking about may simply be that—an act.

‘He didn’t even seem embarrassed or regretful. He didn’t try to hide what they were doing,’ continued Billi when asked about the couple’s reaction. ‘Wil never behaved like this in the past. It was all very out of character.’

When asked to confirm if the contestant in question was indeed the controversial Emily Wolfe, Billi stated, ‘Without a doubt. She has claws ten inches long that one.’

With a baby due in two short months’ time, Billi described the encounter as “upsetting”. She had this to say when questioned about the alleged drunken incident at the local public bar last week, ‘It wouldn’t surprise me if Emily Wolfe had something to do with that. She came across as disingenuous and a real heartbreaker. I think she has led Wil astray.’
 
Comments:

Sassy Lady Poor Billi. Pregnant and having to walk in on that. Wil Parker sounds like a pig and Emily … well they deserve each other.

Dave Emily is a WILF—Wolfe I’d like to f**k.

Drama Fuelled I am loving this season. Emily and Wil are so obviously in love. Of course they’re going to continue their romance off camera. Good on them I reckon. #TeamEmily

Ranch Dressing Up Wil Parker is the sexiest cowboy on the entire planet. I’d be doing him behind the scenes. Go for it, Emily, you get your dessert.

Travis Bring back Amber. She said it herself, her tits were grade A.

Reply

Sassy Lady Travis, it’s not all about a woman’s tits.

Reply

Travis Hellz yeah it is

NothingInCommon How does this even qualify as news? Seriously, there are better things to talk about in the world. Global Warming anyone? Or have you all buried your heads in reality TV land too far to even know what’s going on in the real world?

Reply

Marcia If you got off your preaching box, you’d know that Wil is a massive proponent for doing something about climate change. Next time, get your facts right before you comment.

RadicalReality

Hellz yes! Emily and Wil are totes in love. Did you see the way they looked at each other on the chopper ride home? #CatchMeACowboy

Amellie9678

#CatchMeACowboy Wolfe for the win. That is love right there #magicaltvviewing

MissPriss

Emily’s got this. Wil is a different guy around her. Love, people, if I’ve ever seen it. I want me a cowboy too! #CatchMeACowboy

EllieGroves63

Where’s my cowboy @DreamNetwork? This season of #CatchMeACowboy has got my knees weak.

DramaPlus

@EllieGroves63 I know, right? Totes sex on legs. #CatchMeACowboy

EllieGroves63

@DramaPlus Wil can Parker his shoes under my bed anytime. Hahaha see what I did there? #CrackMeUp

HatfulJ1985

@EllieGroves63 @DramaPlus I can’t stand him. Amelia was right—he thinks he’s better than everyone. #TakeOrLeaveHim

DramaPlus

@EllieGroves63 @HatfulJ1985 #HatersGonnaHate


Chapter 42

As the reality TV watching community grew more and more excited about the imminent blow-up between Emily and Wil, she tried to hide. But that was hardly possible when she had to sell houses to people who were fans of the show. She knew once viewers learnt of her hasty exit from the show and inevitably ripping Wil’s heart out in the process, that she was about to become the most hated reality show contestant on the planet.

Emily had avoided watching the episodes that had aired over the last month. She wanted to keep her memories real, not tarnished by editing, and, besides that, she wasn’t strong enough, emotionally, to see herself with Wil. The billboards she passed throughout the city were bad enough—his soulful blue eyes staring at her, reminding her of what they had together. He was so handsome it made her chest ache and, as of yet, she’d not passed one without crying.

But, as she had reminded herself every minute of the day, this was all her decision. She chose to leave Wil rather than face a future of pain far more extreme than anything she was experiencing presently.

On the way to an open house on Saturday morning, the rain was coming down hard, the clouds dark and brooding overhead. The city was cloaked in damp greyness. Through her car’s Bluetooth, she dialled Xanthi’s number, like she had done every day for the last month.

Her heart beat hard as she waited, she held her breath.

Two rings, then the phone when straight to message bank. It made Emily sick to her stomach to think she had ruined her long friendship. Xanthi was like a sister to her, more than a sister, a major component of her life, and without her, she was lost. She pressed her hand to her chest as an ache shuttered through her.

‘I miss you,’ she said after the beep, angst deep in her tone. ‘I know who I am and I can’t change it. I tried. I’m sorry. I miss you.’ Then hung up. And she did miss her. So much. Couldn’t things go back to how they were? Couldn’t this aching in her soul disappear? Emily found the distance and silent-treatment distressing. Tomorrow, if Xanthi didn’t pick up the phone, she was going over to see her face-to-face.

Arriving at the house she had listed for sale, located on the fringe of the Melbourne city, she climbed out of the car with her umbrella stretched above her head and tiptoed through the pooling puddles below her feet to the front door. She shook out the umbrella and collapsed it, leaving it in a rack provided on the doorstep. The owner Tammy and her husband Lewis, swung the front door open after she knocked.

Emily planted a disingenuous, strained smile on her lips because smiling was the last thing she felt like doing.

‘Hi,’ they replied boisterously, oblivious to the pain buried deep inside her heart. ‘Come on in.’

Emily followed them through the expansive rooms to the kitchen. They had prepared the house exquisitely, clean and professionally decorated. The sweet scent of flowers filled the air along with the smell of fresh baking cookies.

‘Shame about the weather,’ said Tammy. ‘Do you think that will deter people from viewing the house?’

Emily didn’t want to sugar coat things. She hadn’t that capability anymore. ‘It probably will. But I’ve generated enough interest in this property to still achieve a good turn-out, nonetheless. So, don’t worry, we are going to get a great result today. I’ve at least three parties that are very interested, who will definitely show.’

Lewis nodded, relief in his features. ‘Good. We trust you. You don’t become a millionaire by doing your job poorly.’

Emily hid her cringe. Xanthi was right, that snippet of information had worked in her favour, work wise, but each time a client brought it up, she felt like her personal space was invaded.

‘A big episode tonight on Catch Me a Cowboy,’ said Tammy. ‘Hopefully, I’ll be watching it while drinking celebratory champagne because you’ve sold the house above list price.’

Emily forced a smile. ‘Hopefully.’

‘Any insider information about what the big controversy they are advertising is?’

Emily shook her head. ‘Sorry. It’s confidential.’ And if I told you, you may just hate me. She wasn’t so fond of herself at the moment. She knew with all her heart that her decision to leave was irrational and based on fear, but she couldn’t do anything about it, couldn’t mend her scars.

A quick tapping, scratching noise came from the back of the house. Emily spun to see the family dogs—two boxers with filthy wet paws, jumping on the glass doors that opened up to an entertainment area.

‘Sit,’ yelled Lewis. ‘Sorry, they’re angry with us because we’ve locked them outside. Best not let anyone open those doors or they are coming straight inside.’

Emily’s brow furrowed and she eyed the pale furnishing and white flooring. The dogs would make an awful mess in the muddy state they were in. ‘Oh God, we don’t want that happening.’

‘No, we really don’t want that happening.’

Emily pulled a notepad from her satchel and scratched out a note. She applied some Blu-tack to the back and marched to the doors where she hung the note up. Just in case. When she met Lewis and Tammy in the kitchen again, she said, ‘The open house will run for about an hour. If there are some interested parties, then it could go longer. So, don’t go rushing back. If you aren’t here by the time I wrap things up, I’ll lock up behind me and will call you with the results.’

They nodded.

Despite the rain, the open house was a success. Emily had generated more interest than she had anticipated and nearing the end of the showing, she had shown the property to over forty people. And more still came.

She was in the main bedroom with an older couple when screams and yells floated to meet her. It sounded like people were being murdered.

‘Excuse me,’ Emily said to the couple and rushed out to the lounge. When she took in the scene, she gasped and threw her hands over her mouth. The back door was open and two wet dogs were bouncing around the lounge room, leaving their black paw prints. Spittle was dribbling from their mouths as they jumped across the couches, then over to a middle-aged woman dressed in white pants. One of the dogs jumped up on her, paws to her pants, leaving a long trail of mud.

The woman screamed. ‘Get it off me! Get it off me! It’s wet and filthy.’

The screaming stirred the dogs up more and their pace quickened, using the couches and chairs and rugs as trampolines to bounce from.

The house was going to be destroyed if Emily didn’t get them outside. ‘Out!’ she ordered, pointing to the open back door, the note flapping in the breeze. The rain was pelting down outside. The house stunk of wet dog and dirt.

‘Out. Outside. Go!’

But the dogs were too far gone, far too frantic with excitement to listen to her. Determination flooded her body. She kicked off her stilettos and, barefoot, marched towards the first dog running across the now grey-white lounge. As she neared, it went to bolt from her but she dived at it, tackling it around the waist against the couch. Her face crashed into the couch, but she didn’t feel it, too preoccupied with containing these dogs. Scrambling to her feet, the damp dog wriggling in her arms, she hoisted it up and carried it to the door then threw it out. A man was there to close the door behind it.

Emily dusted her hands off and stared down the remaining dog. He was easier to contain, bounding over to her and throwing its paws onto her stomach. She reached down and gripped it around the waist, lifted it into the air and carried it to the door. It thrashed around in her arms, but she held tight, not letting this one get away. The man opened the door. She pressed her heel to the dog already outside trying to get back in and nudged it away before throwing the dog in her arms out. They bounded off into the rain.

The man shut the door. Emily turned to face all the open-mouthed faces. Her breaths were heavy from exertion, her muscles were pinging. Serotine must have been flooding her brain because she was overcome with exhilaration for having got a taste of nature—city style—after too long.

A man clapped, then another joined in.

The woman whose pants were ruined shook her head, awe on her features. ‘Wow. You had no fear.’

Emily’s chest was rising and falling. A smile crept onto her face. ‘I’ve dealt with worse things than a couple of wet dogs and bit of mud.’

And she had. The pig sty for starters. She stilled then, as memories flooded her brain of the time she spent on the farm. An intense longing throbbed through her veins. Her bones ached to be there again, in Wil’s arms. The smile fell from her face and tears filled her eyes. Her chest was achy. A sob burst from her mouth, then another. Her shoulders shuddered as she dissolved into tears.

‘Oh God, what have I done?’ she sobbed.

The lady shook her head. ‘It wasn’t your fault, love. I’m the one who opened the door.’

Emily groaned. ‘No. Not this. I’ve made a very, very bad decision and I’m afraid it’s too late to take it back.’

Emily managed to calm down after some hugs from the buyers. Before her clients returned home, she organised and paid, in advance, for the house to be professionally cleaned, and the couch and rugs steam-cleaned. It was an expense she didn’t need, but in comparison with the near triple-figure commission she made on the sale of this property this afternoon, it was a pittance. But it wasn’t about the money anymore. Life was more than that. Her aching heart sung out loud and clear that melancholy melody.

After the contracts were signed with the property owners, Emily rushed home. She threw her bag on the floor when she pushed through her front door. Ignoring Fifi as she pattered over to meet her, her loud meows filling the silent apartment, she quickly showered to rid herself of the dog stench and dressed in her pyjamas.

She grabbed her pillows from her bed and rested them on the couch, then flopped down, laying back against them. She ordered a pizza, flicked on the television and navigated to her recorded shows. Enough was enough, she had to watch the Catch Me a Cowboy episodes she had taped on her set-top box. She wasn’t sure why the sudden urge had overcome her, but she knew it had something to do with trying to determine if she had any chance left to be with Wil.



 

CountryGirlzRule

#CatchMeACowboy I am literally crying right now. How could she have ripped Wil’s heart out of his chest like that? #CruelHeartedEmily

Cowboyz4Eva

Emily is a bitch. There I said it. Does she have no heart? #CatchMeACowboy

LoveMeTender

I can’t believe this. Emily is leaving the show? This can’t be happening. WTF @DreamNetwork? I am no longer watching this show. #ThisIsFucked #CatchMeACowboy

BlissBalls123

Heartbroken. That’s all I’m saying about tonight’s episode. #CatchMeACowboy

WestLakeLichens

Good riddance, Emily!!! Wil is better off without you. #HeartBreaker #ColdAsIce #CatchMeACowboy

BlaBla69

Well that escalated quickly #CatchMeACowboy #WarningNextTimePleaseBeforeYouMurderMyHeart

GrrrrGirl

What the fucking fuck? No. No. No. Just No. #CatchMeACowboy







Chapter 43

‘You’re doing well,’ said Andrea as she sat across from Wil.

He wasn’t looking at her, distracted by her silhouette cast on the wall from the lights set up around the room.

‘Wil, are you listening to me?’ Her voice was firmer.

He turned to face her then and nodded.

‘Now, we just need to keep at it. Production is nearly over, and let me tell you, this is the highest rating season we’ve ever had. The community is in love with you. Eating every episode up.’

Wil nodded. None of that meant anything to him. He wouldn’t care if the show ended right now and he retreated into obscurity forever.

His body still ached for Emily’s touch, his mind for her words and stories. He missed her, more than he could believe at times. This was different than the heartache he experienced when Billi cheated on him because back then he had so much anger to distract him.

With Emily, now that he had time to get over the initial shock of her walking away from the show and from him, he just missed her. Stupid. Silly. Ridiculous. But the heart loved who the heart loved and there was nothing he could do about that.

‘We’re in the final week. We’ll film the finale on Sunday. I need you to muster up any charm you can find and sweep these remaining ladies off their feet. They already assume something is not quite right. You need to reassure them. You need to reassure all our viewers that there is still a chance at love.’

Wil rubbed his hand over his chin and sighed.

Andrea leant forward and patted his knee. ‘Come on. You’ve got nothing left to lose here. You may as well enjoy yourself. The remaining contestants are gorgeous, intelligent women, you can’t deny that.’

He shook his head. He couldn’t. The remaining contestants were lovely and if not for Emily, he might have fallen for one. Maybe. I guess I’ll never know. But he wasn’t in the right headspace for romance. The thought of love frightened him, yet his body throbbed with the need for it. With Emily.

‘You’ve got three dates left. One with each of the girls. They are all still playing hard, hoping to win that heart of yours. You’re a catch, Wil. You would make any one of these ladies happy and I’m sure they could make you happy too. Just be open for anything, that’s all I’m saying. Don’t let one woman ruin your chance here. Remember why you came on this show to start with.’

‘I’ll try,’ he said.

She patted his knee again and smiled warmly. ‘That’s all I ask. One week, Wil. Then a little bit of promo. After that, it’s up to you what you do.’



 

GOSSIPER—ONLINE ENTERTAINMENT TALK

Catch Me a Cowboy season finale: And the winner is …

Okay lovers of cowboys, courting, and all things country, the suspense is over. The winner of this season of Catch Me a Cowboy was decided during last night’s airing of the grand finale.

After eight long weeks, Becky Brown, the stunning red-headed Melbourne socialite, took out the final prize—the heart of cowboy heartthrob, Wil Parker.

If Becky’s tears and inability to form words due to excessive sobbing was anything to go by, she may very well be in love. The more reserved Parker, who held it together for the ceremony, despite the obvious nerves, wasn’t so transparent.

Though, in the days leading up to the grand finale airing on the Dream Network, there were reports the ‘lovers’ were seen about town, holding hands, cuddling and looking generally like the happy couple all Catch Me a Cowboy fans hoped for.

Will this match made in reality dating heaven last? Only time will tell.

Comments:

RadicalMummy I’m happy for Wil to be able to get over what Emily did to him. I hope he has a long future with Becky.

Misticalgirl I really like Becky. She seems very genuine and I think she’s perfect for Wil. I hope Emily is now regretting her decision to leave.

MasterDebater What a beautiful finale. Still feel a bit funny about this. I don’t think Wil looked like he was genuinely happy with this result.

PaulG Bring back WILF. Stopped watching once she left.

MellisaMarr What an anti-climax. Still feel it was Emily Wil wanted. Such a shame because this match isn’t going to last.

AlisonNellie33 Best season ever. Finally, a cowboy with soul … and manners. The bar has been set high now.







Chapter 44

Emily stared at the television screen as though in a trance. Last weekend she had watched every episode from start to finish and then tonight, the finale episode. Her heart was splattered on the floor in front of her because, in the end, Wil had chosen Becky.

As much as she tried to be happy for him, because this was what she wanted, for him to move on, she couldn’t. She couldn’t find a skerrick of happiness or support for the two of them. In fact, she loathed the ground Becky walked on—her jovial, smiling face and happy tears as she fell into Wil’s arms. And that look on his face as he pressed a kiss to the top of Becky’s head.

Each breath burned in her throat, her chest was bruised with pain. What the hell had she been thinking to let Wil Parker go? Giving him to Becky? She must be mad. Now that she knew there was no chance of getting him back, the reality and enormity of what she had done struck her like a hammer, big blunt blows to her head and heart until she was left bloody and broken, unable to be repaired.

Emily lifted from the couch and took two staggered steps. She didn’t know what to do with herself—if she should break down and cry, or scream, or collapse into a heap. Thoughts, regrets, emotions, flickered through her brain, bringing with it a clarity she had never been privy to before now. Before the only man she had ever truly loved was ripped from her arms forever.

Her dad’s face appeared in her mind and she groaned to see that smug smiling face of his. She had let him, the first male role model in her life, dictate her future. As a little girl, her dad was everything to her. He was her world and she adored him more than anyone else in her life. Her stomach clenched, the wounds he inflicted upon her, the pain of his betrayal, still raw and gaping after all these years. When he cheated on her mother, leaving her a sobbing mess for years afterwards, he destroyed Emily’s reality. Whom she thought was once an invincible, unfaltering hero, was no longer. He was a mere human. Less than human, because he was a cheat. He cared about his own pleasure more than he did about his family. The love she thought he had for Emily now felt like a lie.

From that day onwards, Emily had a new perspective, a new place from which to view men. And she based every relationship with men since, on that one betrayal that left her heart toughened with knotted scars.

She hadn’t even known until she fell in love for the first time and all her hidden defences presented themselves. It was a physical reaction, unstoppable. On an intellectual level, she knew it was irrational, but she couldn’t control it.

As she got older, and the biological desire to settle down and have children became stronger, she convinced herself that she may be able to overcome these physical reactions, but when it came to the crunch, she had no say what her defence mechanisms did. The moment she fell for Wil Parker with all her soul, the scars on her heart tugged and tightened until the pain was too great and she had to get out of there. She had to save herself. Fight or flight instinct at its most primitive.

But now, as her body crumbled under the weight and burden of such heartbreak and longing that beat so intensely she felt it in her bones, the need to protect her heart paled. It became a faltering flicker in comparison to the burning love she had for Wil. The agony coursing through her veins and squeezing at her heart for having lost him far outweighed any pain her past could ever push upon her. She loved Wil more than her irrationality could ever compete with.

But it was too late. She had found this out too late. How she wished she could take it all back. Take back leaving him and breaking his heart and all her stupid, unthinking actions. But she couldn’t. The past was the past. He would never forgive her. She knew that the morning she looked into his eyes and saw the depth of her betrayal reflected in those pale irises.

A sob broke from her throat. The pain in her chest burned like a fire was scorching her insides. Grief weighed heavy in her muscles and she wasn’t even sure she could stand anymore. She sank to the ground, palms to the cold floor. She had just lost the best thing that had ever happened to her in her life and the reality of that was worse than anything else. Nothing compared to Wil. To the loss of his love. To her stupidity. Nothing.

She thought about all the dates she went on. Not orgasming for two years. Blaming the men. Yes, some of them were culpable, but was she subconsciously pulling those types of men towards her because deep down, she was quietly sabotaging any chance of happiness? Stopping herself from the potential of pain? Guilt wracked her body. For all the time she had wasted, but mostly for Wil. He hadn’t deserved this. Not one bit. He was only ever kind, charming, caring and loving. And now he was gone and it was all her own stupid, ridiculous fault.

The door knocked at that moment. Emily lifted her head and stared at it. She couldn’t possibly open it in the state she was in. Tears were streaking down her face. Her shoulders were shuddering. Loud, anguished cries tore from her throat.

The knocks came louder, harder.

‘Emily. I know you’re in there. Let me in, please?’

Emily’s head snapped up to hear that familiar voice. Xanthi. Using all her remaining reserves, Emily slowly dragged herself up into standing position and went to the door. She opened it wide.

Xanthi was standing on the other side, her face contorted with sympathy.

‘Oh, Emily,’ she said, her own eyes glossing.

A loud, wracking sob was all Emily could manage. Xanthi strode inside, slammed the door behind her and took Emily in her arms.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Emily finally spat out between tears.

Xanthi shook her head. ‘No, I’m the one who’s sorry. You’re my best friend. I should have supported you, not left you stranded. Who am I to say how you feel is wrong? I should’ve been there for you, and I wasn’t. I’m …’ Her voice shook. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘I missed you,’ Emily said.

‘I know. I missed you too. I’ve been watching the show, Em, and I saw the love you have for Wil. I’ve never seen that in your eyes before. But it grew stronger the more episodes I watched. And I just knew after tonight’s finale that you’d be heartbroken. I couldn’t leave you alone to deal with that.’

Emily pulled back from her and managed a weak, watery smile. ‘Thank you.’

Xanthi took Emily’s hands and led her to the couch. They sat beside each other. ‘So what are you going to do about this? You have to go after him.’

‘I want to. More than anything. I realise what a terrible mistake I made. But it’s too late.’

‘That’s bullshit! Now, I don’t know Wil personally, but even I could tell he was just going through the motions during the finale. He doesn’t love Becky. But I know, sure as the sky is blue, that he loves you. You can’t fake the way he looked at you.’

‘You think so?’

Xanthi nodded. ‘I know so.’

Emily’s tummy fluttered with anxiety as she thought about confronting Wil, telling him she had made a mistake and asking him to take her back. ‘But what if he hates me? He won’t forgive me for what I’ve done to him. I humiliated him in front of Australia.’

Xanthi shrugged. ‘It’s worth a shot. What have you got to lose?’

Emily sighed. ‘I’ve got absolutely nothing to lose.’

‘Exactly. So when’s this reunion you all have to attend?’

‘This weekend.’

‘Great. That right there is fate giving you an opening to make this right.’







Chapter 45

Nostalgia flooded Emily when the bus arrived at the Parker farm. Spring had settled in and the farm was luscious and blooming. Evidence of new life was everywhere she looked, in the calves and lambs that walked alongside their mothers, in the sprouting gardens, and colourful flowers.

She barely spoke to any of the other ladies as they were all styled and had their hair and make-up professionally done. She was especially grateful that Becky remained separated from the ostensible “losers”. She couldn’t bear to look her in the eyes, knowing she could have touched and kissed and made love to Wil. She hoped with all her being that Xanthi was right about Wil’s happy performance on finale night being a big act for the cameras.

For the rest of the day, they were placed singly in front of a camera with Andrea and bombarded with questions. Emily was as honest as she could be. As Xanthi had said, there was nothing left to lose. She didn’t hide her true emotions for Wil. She didn’t hide that she made a mistake leaving. She didn’t hide that she was as jealous as hell that he chose Becky in the end. Yes, she even admitted to wanting him back. It was cathartic to get it all off her chest. And to finally admit the truth to not only Andrea but to herself. She knew how she was going to look to the viewers who watched this, but she didn’t care. Not one bit.

Then, later in the afternoon, they were all placed in the barn on tiered seating. Emily was positioned in the front row beside Becky. Seeing her again, dressed immaculately and looking stunning, anxiety swept through her body. She kept her head down as the rest of the ladies took their positions behind and around her.

‘Hello, Emily,’ said Becky.

Emily lifted her head and forced a smile onto her lips, finally meeting Becky’s gaze. She blinked quickly, quelling the tears threatening to appear. She would not cry in front of Becky and show how hurt she was. At the end of the day, Emily had brought this upon herself. Becky was merely there to reap the rewards of Emily’s insanity.

The cameras rolled and Missy assumed her seat in front of them. She led them through the series from day one until the end, ushering the girls from their seats individually, to give their interpretations and opinions. Again, Emily was as honest as she could be.

Missy turned to the camera and said, ‘By far, the most controversial episode during this season of Catch Me a Cowboy was the day Emily decided she was not willing to leave her city life for the country and left the show.’

Emily’s guts churned and she had to bite back a groan.

On the screen behind Missy, a montage of her time on the farm played. From the look Wil gave her when she first saw him. To her slipping over in the mud and crying about the panic attacks she was experiencing. Then flashing across the monitor was the first date when she kissed Wil silly because she couldn’t think of anything else in the world that was more important. More scenes of them cooking together and kissing each other on the porch. Then Emily meeting his family—hearing the conversation Wil had about her with Alec, and the expression of her face later that night when Wil held her in his arms and she told him she was falling for him. The look in Wil’s eyes as those words fell from her mouth took her breath away.

She had never had a man look at her like that, as though he was proud, enamoured, and adored the ground she walked on. And what was interesting was that she was looking at him in exactly the same way. Emily pressed a hand to her chest as the pain of losing Wil flared stronger than ever. Her shoulders hunched. She fought for air and attempted to stop tears that flooded her eyes, but she couldn’t. The emotions were too strong. She loved Wil so much it hurt. But it hurt her more not to be with him.

Emily could feel the cameras squeezing in on her, suffocating her.

‘What’s happening, Emily?’ Missy asked.

Emily shook her head, holding her finger up. She needed to compose herself before she’d be able to manage speech. She drew a deep breath, bottom lip trembling, and said, ‘I should never have left. Wil Parker is the most amazing man I have ever met and I should have fought for him. I should have fought against my own fears for him. He’s worth that effort. He’s worth the risk. I know that now. When I walked away that day, I lost the best thing that has ever happened to me.’

Her eyes fluttered to the side of the studio when she caught movement in her peripheral. Wil was there, his face so solemn it broke her heart even more. She met his sad blue gaze for just a moment before he shook his head, turned and walked away, disappointment loud in each step he took further from her.

The director called cut and the filming broke. Emily was taken off to the side to fix her make-up. She took a moment to go to the bathroom—needing some privacy to compute all that had taken place today. At the basins, she peered at herself in the mirror and breathed deeply. She was exhausted. This was not how she planned this day to go. She assumed she would cope better, but being back here had her worked up into a frenzy and all her emotions were bubbling to the surface.

It had shocked her to see Wil earlier, in the flesh. For the last month, she had only viewed 2D images. Seeing him again cemented her feelings for him. The moment she met his eyes, there was no doubt that the love she held for him was stronger than everything. Meant more to her than anything. But what exactly did that look he gave her mean?

Emily inhaled deeply with her eyes closed, then exited the bathroom. She headed back to the others along the hall. So many memories here. She glanced back at the small cupboard where she experienced such immense pleasure with Wil and she ached all over. Craved to go back to that night. She turned back and crashed, face first against a solid wall of muscle.

Wil’s chest.

His scent swamped her and her legs were melting beneath her.

She looked up at his face, having forgotten the sheer size of him, the broadness of his body and how blue his eyes were.

She took a quick step back, though every part of her was propelling her forward, and said, breathlessly, ‘Wil?’

His expression said nothing. ‘That was another fantastic performance you gave earlier. Quite skilled at lying.’

Emily’s lips parted as she shook her head. ‘It wasn’t a performance, Wil. Everything I said was from the heart.’

Anger, incredulity, twisted his features and Emily could feel the resentment in his glare. She flinched. She had her answer right there. She didn’t have a chance with Wil. It was over. He would never forgive her. She sighed. ‘I’m so sorry, Wil. That night in the barn, with your family, when I said I was willing to move out here, I wasn’t lying. In my heart, at that moment, it was the god’s honest truth. But I got scared and I bolted. And now, I know that leaving you is the biggest regret of my life.’ Tears pooled and fell down her cheeks. ‘And I’m so sorry for that.’

Wil didn’t say anything.

She peered at him, waiting for something. But he offered nothing. ‘Anyway, I hope you find happiness with Becky. You deserve to be loved.’ She lifted onto her tiptoes and kissed his cheek, imprinted his feel and smell on her memory because she knew she’d never have the opportunity to do so again. She wiped the tears from her face with her palms, turned from him with a deep sigh and walked away … again. Emily had done some difficult things in her life, but nothing compared to that moment.

Beside Missy, two chairs had been set up. Becky was sitting in one. Wil strode across the floor in front of all the contestants and sat down, both his feet firmly on the floor. He was so handsome dressed in his trademark jeans, checked shirt and cowboy hat and Emily couldn’t stop tracing his face and body with her gaze. To love someone so much and not be able to be with them was akin to torture. She never wished this on her biggest enemy.

Filming began again and Missy asked the couple about their relationship since the finale. Emily’s heart beat a little faster. Not because she was nervous about what was about to be said, but because the distance and rigidity in both Becky and Wil was unmissable. That was a good sign. Perhaps things were not as rosy between them as Emily assumed they might be.

Wil looked at Becky and smiled apologetically. ‘We gave it our best shot, Missy, but, in the end, we weren’t as compatible as we first thought.’

Missy frowned and Becky lowered her gaze to her lap.

‘You share those thoughts, Becky?’ asked Missy.

Becky nodded. ‘I would have liked more, but Wil’s heart wasn’t in it. Looking back at that footage, I now see why. He never loved me. It was Emily right from the start.’

‘And what do you have to say about that, Wil?’

Wil met Becky’s eyes, a frown on his lips. He mouthed, ‘I’m so sorry.’ Then turned from her towards the contestants and peered at Emily. He inhaled noisily and blew out his breath. ‘Emily said she should have fought for me, but I’m the one who should have fought for her. I should have gone to the city after her, thrown her over my shoulder and brought her back here to the farm … to our home.’

Emily’s heart stopped. Tears filled her eyes. Was she hearing him right?

‘I guess what I’m saying is that Becky is right. From the beginning it was Emily. And it always will be. I love her with every part of me. Nothing and no one can change that.’

Becky stood, her chair falling back onto the floor behind. Missy flinched, looked to Andrea who was waving at her to stay seated and keep this rolling. Becky ripped her headset off. ‘I’m not sitting here listening to this.’ And marched out of the room.

Emily barely noticed the drama, she was too lost in what Wil had said. She rushed to her feet and nearly slipped as her stilettos slid on the polished cement floor. Too impatient for any sort of hindrance, she hastily yanked off her shoes and threw them away. They landed with a clunk as they hit the floor. Wil stood, watching her and she ran to him. His arms flung out and he caught her in his big, warm, loving embrace.

‘You mean it, Wil?’ she asked, looking up into his face through her watery gaze.

He nodded and kissed her lips. ‘I mean it. I love you so much. So, so much. I only want you, Emily. For always. Forever. You hear me?’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Yes.’

All the contestants clapped and cheered as he planted a kiss on her lips, but they faded into the background. Wil was her focus.

‘I love you so much. I want to spend my life loving you.’

‘Here?’ he asked.

She nodded without hesitation, no longer doubting her decision. The answer burned brightly in her blood. ‘Yes. Here. This is where I belong. I know that now.’

His eyes closed and a single tear rolled down his cheek. ‘I’ve dreamed of you saying that.’

‘Now it’s real.’

He pulled her closer to him. ‘Yes, thank God you’re real.’ His hand slipped to cup her arse, the other held her waist and he kissed her as though no one was watching.



 

GET REAL—THE HOME OF REALITY TV

Catch Me a Cowboy’s biggest surprise left until the last episode

Safe to say, after the reunion episode for Catch Me a Cowboy, which aired last night on the Dream Network, there was not one dry eye in the house. After resident cowboy, Wil Parker, confessed his true emotions for Emily Wolfe (who left the show during episode twelve), the contestants and host, Missy Johnson, were overcome with tears of happiness. And it seems from the reactions on Twitter, Australian viewers fared no better.

RachelQue

Holy freakin’ hell #CatchMeACowboy reunion special had me bawling my eyes out.

MasterMathews

Best. Episode. Ever. Cried and cried. Good to see Wil reunited with his true love. #CatchMeACowboy

Jessie4956

I was fine until Wil got teary, then I lost my shit. #CatchMeACowboy played hard on these heart strings.

TuscanyGirl

I’m signing up for season 8. Wil is a stud with a heart. I want me one of those too! #CatchMeACowboy

But not everyone is happy with this twist. Season seven winner, Becky Brown, is rumoured to have sold her scathing story to Current Affairs Now, earning herself a reported three figure sum.

While Billi Walsh, pregnant ex-wife of Parker, had this to say about the happy couple, ‘Oh please. Wil is predictable as ever, letting some bloody banshee woman carry him around by the balls.’ Seems you can’t please everyone.


Chapter 46

Emily steered her Mercedes off the main highway and along the dusty dirt track that cut through the lush landscape. When she drove under the weeping willows that shaded her path, she smiled. Then as Wil’s farmhouse came into her line of vision in the distance, exhilaration swept over her skin, leaving her tingling.

There was no fear anymore. She loved Wil from her flesh to the marrow in her bones. A love like theirs made any ounce of fear she could have about taking the risk with Wil Parker pale and insignificant. A love like theirs couldn’t be stopped by anyone or anything, let alone pesky fear.

She pulled up in front of his house and climbed out of the car. He was waiting for her on the porch, his eyes a reflection of all the love she had for him. He jogged to her and before she had a chance to say hello, he swept her off her feet and into his strong arms. She burst into giggles. Now she was doubly sure of his strength because he carried her with ease up to the front porch and across the threshold into the house.

When her feet touched the floor again, he kissed her lips for a long moment, tasting her with his tongue, taking his time with hands and lips to reacquaint himself with her. She didn’t mind one bit. She wrapped her arms around his waist and squeezed him tight, never willing to let him go again. Never, ever, ever. He was hers. For always.

A loud meow echoed from outside. The kind of meow only a Siamese can achieve. Again it greeted them.

Wil pulled away from her, brow furrowed. ‘What the hell is that?’

Emily smiled. ‘That is Fifi.’

‘The cat?’

She nodded.

‘My God, it sounded like a strangled lamb.’

Emily laughed. ‘Oh, come on. She’s not that bad.’

‘I guess we better bring her inside. We’ll give her a few days to get settled before we introduce her to Daisy.’

‘Yeah. That’s probably best.’

They headed back to the car and Wil carried Fifi’s cat basket inside while Emily grabbed a few of the other items she lugged with her in the car. All her other possessions, which she hadn’t already sold, would be arriving by truck at the end of the week. Her apartment was on the market. She believed in this relationship and had dived in head first. No more clinging to objects that represented the past. Wil was her future. That’s all she had to keep her focus upon.

After placing her things on the floor in the living room, they went back to the car for the rest of the luggage.

‘Oh,’ she said on their way back up to the farmhouse. ‘I got a call from Rural Real Estate on my way here. They’re keen to get me on board as soon as possible.’

Wil smiled wide at her as he held the front door open with his foot while juggling her suitcase, and let her go inside first. ‘I knew they’d snavel you up.’

Emily giggled. ‘So very flattering, Wil Parker.’

With everything inside, Emily went to Fifi’s cage and unlatched it. Fifi meowed a couple of times, making them both very aware of her presence, and stretched lazily before striding out. She looked up at Wil and meowed again.

Wil crouched. ‘Oh, wow, she’s a gorgeous girl. Aren’t you?’ He lightly clicked his fingers, calling her to him. She sauntered to him and rubbed her chin along his shins, then let him stroke her on the head. Her purrs echoed into the silence.

‘That’s a good sign,’ said Emily.

Wil smiled. ‘A welcome addition to the Parker farm.’ He stood and took Emily’s hand, pulling her to him. ‘Much like her sexy-as-sin owner. I’m so glad you’re here, Emily. I can’t express with words how good it feels to know you’re here to stay.’

Emily peered into his blue eyes and grinned. ‘You don’t need to because I feel the same way.’

‘This is our house now. Our private corner of the farm. Yours and mine. And Fifi’s.’

Emily shook her head.

Wil arched a brow, confusion on his features. ‘No?’

‘No. Not our house. Our home.’

Wil grinned wide and planted a long kiss on her lips. ‘Yes. Our home.’ He pulled away from her and a cheeky expression overtook his features. He nodded in the direction of the kitchen. ‘There’s dishes to be done. And what are you cooking for dinner?’

Emily gasped and Wil burst into laughter. She slapped him on the arse while giggling. ‘Oh, you do have a dirty mouth, don’t you? You did not just say that.’

Wil continued to chuckle as he scooped her into his arms and carried her down the hall towards the stairs. ‘There’s much more important things we could be doing. Certain bedroom activities that require our immediate attention.’

Emily slung her arms around his neck and kissed his cheek. ‘Now that, I couldn’t agree with more.’
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A story about starting fresh, letting go, and risking it all for love…

For Hannah, Mercy Island is a refuge, a new beginning, and a place to find safety in her own skin. Here, in this peaceful, beachside place, she will rediscover all those pieces of herself her abusive ex stole away. For Bear, Mercy Island is a prison, a backwater, a place he can’t wait to escape. Away, in the city, he’ll chase his dreams and lose the bad memories haunting him.

When Hannah’s home is damaged in an ugly storm, Bear offers his handyman services to repair it—a last job and a pretty girl to pass the time before he heads out. But Hannah is terrified to lose herself in another relationship, and Bear isn’t in it for the long haul.

However, their simmering sexual attraction refuses to be ignored, and just because love isn’t on the line doesn’t mean sex isn’t on the table. A no-strings-attached brief fling to curb the tension and take the edge off. No ties. No emotions. No pain.

But love has a way of coming in the windows, even when you’ve slammed the door, if only Hannah and Bear can stop looking to the past and find hope in their future.



 

Unstitched
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A new adult story about what happens when you meet the perfect guy at the worst possible time.

Anthea has loved him since her earliest memory, but she has no idea who he is, or if he even exists. But her heart belongs to him, and no one else can ever take his place. That is until she stumbles into Lucas, lead singer of Perennial. He is sexy as hell, passionate, and, most importantly, knows the answers to questions that Anthea has always had.

Lucas knows he is different from other guys – but Anthea is different to other girls. He is drawn to her, craves her, needs her. He also has secrets, secrets that will tear Anthea apart. He needs to share them, but to share them could end their relationship, and Lucas isn’t willing to take that risk. But secrets have a way of coming out, and Lucas can’t stay forever.

Theirs is a passion that is meant to last forever, but time isn’t always quite so linear…



 

Evan And Darcy
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Jane Austen gets a little dusty in this outback retelling of a beloved story about a man who learns that first impressions can be wrong when you’re looking for Ms Right.

Wheat farmer Evan Bennet is happy being single until his brother falls for the new girl in town, wealthy hotel owner Claire Bingley. Suddenly finding a girl seems more appealing…unless you’re talking about Claire’s best friend, pretentious lawyer Darcy Fitzwilliam. Her cold manners have Evan seeing red, and when a cute girl with links to Darcy’s past catches his eye, he’s even more determined to dislike her.

When a startling revelation turns Evan’s world upside down and he unexpectedly crosses Darcy’s path again, he’s forced to reassess his opinion of her. But just as he starts to open his heart, a crisis engulfs his family, threatening to destroy any hope of a future with Darcy.

With a cloud hanging over his family, Evan knows his chance of winning Darcy’s heart is gone… until some surprising news and a generous gift leave him wondering if her heart might be his after all.
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Anna Clifton

[image: image][image: image]

To find out her secrets he’s willing to risk everything — including his heart.

Sara Sullivan has a landlord who wants to evict her, a 1960s Beetle that rarely starts, and a looming exam she’s all set to fail. But none of that compares to the return home of Detective Sergeant Cooper Halligan, her best friend’s brother and the single biggest threat to the secret she’s guarded for years…

Cooper Halligan is happy to be home. But he’s not happy to discover that Sara Sullivan is a permanent fixture within his family, especially when he’s the only one who knows about the sinister marriage lying hidden in her past.

Sara’s crime-boss husband is the prime suspect in the murder of an innocent street kid, and now Cooper’s prepared to do anything to find out what Sara knows.
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