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  About Nothing to Gain


With sparks like these, someone's bound to get burnt...



Mai On is devastated when her landlord sells her building to a property developer and the bakery she's worked so hard to build is threatened. The last thing she needs is an outsider tearing down everything that matters to her. She's determined not to be swayed by the sexy, charming developer.



After costing his company millions of dollars, Nicholas Shadbolt is desperate to prove himself. Taking on the re-development of a rundown building is just the stepping stone he needs towards redemption. What he's not expecting is Mai's determination to save her livelihood--or the fire she ignites in him.



But attraction isn't all that's simmering in Blackbridge. Someone is out for blood. And when danger threatens the woman who's stolen his heart, Nicholas knows he has more at stake than just his reputation.








  
  Dear Reader, 
This book is set in Australia and as such I've used UK English spelling rather than US English. What this means is that my US readers might notice words spelled differently to what they're used to: colour not color, realise not realize, and towards rather than toward. I can't guarantee there are no spelling mistakes in the novel (one or two always slip past me), but many of the differences you may notice are because of the differences between US and UK English spelling and grammar.
There is also a bit of Aussie slang and terms which may be unique to Australia. I think most are understandable from the context, but if there's anything you get stuck on, send me an email to claire@claireboston.com.
Happy Reading!
Claire B
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Two of the best teachers a child could ever hope for. 

Thank you for encouraging my writing, teaching me to challenge the world, and to think outside the box.








  
  Chapter 1


The clock on the wall taunted Mai On with its slow-moving minute hand. Maybe the battery was dead. It was either that, or the day was dragging as badly as it seemed. 
Normally she loved working out the front of the bakery, catching up with friends and neighbours, and hearing all of the positive comments about the delicious baked treats in the big glass cabinets, but normally she’d had a midday siesta to catch up on sleep. Today she’d been working since one a.m, and maintaining a friendly and bright façade was becoming more difficult as the day wore on.
She breathed a sigh of relief as the jingle of the bell above the door signalled the last of the lunch rush customers had left.
“Thank God,” Sylvia said, taking off the powder blue apron she wore and throwing it on the bench. “I’ve got to go to the toilet, I’ll be right back.”
Mai nodded as her employee dashed out through the kitchen to the back. She could handle this. She’d done much longer days when she’d first set up the bakery a couple of years ago. She was just out of practice.
Mai collected a couple of dirty dishes from one of the small tables lining the big, glass windows, and wiped the wooden surface.
Turning back to the counter, she smiled. This was all hers.
She’d designed the bakery to have a nineteen twenties feel, like the building it was in. The display cabinets had wide, rounded glass with powder blue name tags for each item. Smudged fingerprints at toddler-height marred the perfection, but she didn’t mind. It was a joy to see the excited faces of children trying to decide which treat to choose.
She smoothed the tissue paper used to wrap the bread and stacked a couple of small white cardboard boxes neatly on the bench ready for the next customer.  They’d almost sold out of bread for the day, so she transferred the remaining loaves to one wicker basket and tipped the crumbs into the bin. The big glass jar containing Florentines was almost empty, as was the shortbread jar. She’d need to make more tomorrow.
Simply reviewing her place, planning for tomorrow, soothed her, lifting some of her fatigue.
She’d worked hard to make it a success, and no one could take it from her now. She would grow; she’d buy the building she was in, then expand into the empty unit next door. More tables meant more customers. On the Way would become even more of an icon in Blackbridge.
Mai smiled as she carried the plates back into the kitchen.
The bell over the door rang and she hurried back out. “Hi, Aaron!” She’d left messages for her new landlord over the past couple of weeks, but he hadn’t returned her calls. She hadn’t seen him since his father’s funeral when he’d inherited the building, and he wore the same black suit, still a little too big for his small body, his thinning grey hair combed perfectly in place. She hadn’t heard there was a funeral in town today.
He took a step back. “Mai, I, ah, didn’t think you’d be here.”
“Jodie called in sick. What can I get you?”
“A sour dough loaf and a custard tart, please.”
She took the loaf from the shelf and wrapped it. “Any update on when you’re putting this building on the market?”
Aaron fumbled through his wallet. “How much?”
Mai frowned. “Did something go wrong with probate?” She boxed up the tart.
“No. It’s sold.”
It took a second for his words to sink in. “What?”
“I sold the building.” Aaron shuffled away from the counter, staring out the window.
“This building?” Mai clenched the edge of the counter. “The building you promised to sell to me after probate went through?”
He nodded.
Mai shook her head, refusing to believe him. “Today is not the day to be joking, Aaron. I’ve been on my feet since one this morning.”
“I’m sorry, Mai. I got a better offer.” This time he briefly met her eyes, guilt in his expression.
Her breath left her like the air out of a failed soufflé. “Who? There’s no one in Blackbridge who’s interested.”
He cleared his throat. “It’s, ah, a Perth company.” He swallowed and handed over a twenty dollar note. “Shadbolt Property Developers.”
The words made her stomach churn. She stared at him. “You sold out to some money-grubbing city property developer?”
Aaron bristled. “It’s not like that, Mai. He offered to buy the building and the land behind it. You only wanted the building.”
“Why didn’t you tell me, give me the opportunity to bid too?” Her brain couldn’t quite process what she had heard, but anger seemed like the right emotion.
“You couldn’t afford it.”
“How the hell would you know what I can afford?” She shoved his change at him.
“Don’t be angry, Mai. It was a business decision.”
Mai breathed deeply as the anger in her head snapped and snarled to be let out. This pathetic little man had betrayed her, had sold her livelihood out from under her. Letting out the breath she tried to be rational. Perhaps nothing would change. She had a lease. “When does settlement go through?”
He winced. “Today.”
No wonder the slime ball hadn’t answered her calls. This is what she got for being patient, for not wanting to be pushy during Aaron and his family’s grieving process. She’d waited too long. “All right. Do you have some contact details? I’d like to speak to my new landlord.”
“Not on me. I’ll email them to you. I’m sure he’ll be in touch.” He shuffled towards the door. “I gotta go.” He fled.
Mai closed her eyes.
“What does that mean?” Sylvia walked out from the kitchen where she’d been waiting and slid the apron back on, tying it around her curvy body.
“I don’t know.”
“They won’t shut the bakery will they?”
She had no idea. Property developers had a bad reputation in the south of Western Australia. “I doubt it,” she said with more conviction than she felt. “We have a lease.”
“Does it cover the owner dying?” Sylvia asked.
“I’m sure there’s a provision, don’t worry about it. I’ll call the new owner as soon as Aaron sends me his details and get it all sorted out.” Mai forced a smile on to her face. “I’m going to whip up some more shortbread biscuits while we’re quiet. Give me a yell if you need a hand serving.”
Sylvia nodded and Mai escaped to the kitchen.
Her mind whirled as she got the ingredients out of her walk-in storeroom. This could not be happening. She had a plan – she’d received the pre-approval from the bank and was ready to take the next step in her career. Now, she could lose everything she’d worked so hard to build, not to mention her apartment upstairs. She could become jobless and homeless instantly. Her stomach twisted so violently that she dumped the ingredients on the stainless steel bench and closed her eyes, taking a couple of seconds to settle herself.
She shook her head. No need to jump to the worst possible conclusion. Just because a property developer had bought the place didn’t mean he would knock it down. The building had history, and yeah, it might need rewiring and the plumbing was occasionally temperamental, but it was still pretty good for a century-old building.
But Aaron had sold the block behind the building as well. It was full of weeds and building rubble and had been empty forever. It also stretched the length of the block. No one bought an empty plot of land without planning to build on it.
She inhaled the sweet scent of the vanilla bean as she added the seed to the mixing bowl and then turned on the mixer. The whir was like meditation music, calming her thoughts. She’d been through troubles before and come through them. The best case scenario would be if the developer only wanted the block and she could buy the building from him.
Or perhaps he’d keep the building and honour her lease.
He couldn’t knock it down. This was her home, she’d had her first taste of independence here, it was where she’d pursued her dream, and the place where she’d met Hannah, Kit and Fleur, back when it had been a lolly shop and she’d just moved to town.
It was full of life-changing memories.
Without the bakery she was nothing.
She removed the mixture from the bowl and gently formed it into a ball, the soft, creamy dough almost sensual against her fingers. She rolled it out and used the heart-shaped cutter to make the biscuits before putting them on a tray and in the fridge to cool. After quickly cleaning up, she scanned the shop where Sylvia was serving Gladys and her young grandson. Mai hurried out and offered the boy a melting moment from the jar they kept for children.
“You’ll never make any money if you give your biscuits away.” Gladys handed over the exact change.
Mai grinned. Gladys said the same thing every time she brought one of her grandchildren in. “Everyone deserves a treat.” She waved as they left the bakery.
Sylvia took off her powder blue apron and folded it. “I’m off now.”
“All right.” If only she’d been able to stay back for an hour to close up. “Have fun on your date tonight.”
Sylvia grimaced. “Maybe. Dating at my age is like playing Russian roulette.”
Mai chuckled. “Forty-five is not old.”
“No, but there aren’t any decent eligible men in town.” She waved as she walked out the door.
With the last of her staff gone and the bakery thankfully empty, Mai slid into a seat to rest her aching feet. It was never very busy at this time of the day. If she closed early, she could get some more baking done now, because tomorrow would be bedlam.
The idea was way too tempting.
With a groan she forced herself up and then went around the small eating area, pushing in the chairs and checking the sugar bowls.
Sylvia had already cleaned the sticky fingerprints off the cabinet glass and rearranged the treats so the cabinet didn’t look so empty. Mai loved making all of her products, breads, cakes, biscuits and pastries, but tonight would be long and hard as she had additional special orders for New Year’s Eve.
Her plan to hire another baker would have to wait until she’d cleared up the mess Aaron had left her in.
With the front of the bakery clean and inviting, Mai headed back to the kitchen. She’d do the Florentines next because she could leave the mixture if she was interrupted by customers.
The bell on the front door rang.
Speak of the devil. “Be right there.”
The man standing in her bakery talking on his phone was not her usual clientele. Despite the thirty degrees temperature outside, he wore a dark grey suit that fitted him to perfection. The jacket framed his shoulders, hugged his waist and stopped just short enough to show how his pants defined his butt nicely. Mai took another look just to make sure.
He was probably in his early thirties but flecks of grey shot through the dark brown at his temples. Still he was a nice piece of eye candy and definitely not from around here. She would have heard about a guy this gorgeous by now.
She cleaned the coffee machine as she waited for him to hang up.
His voice was low, but she caught some of the words.
“Let me know if I can do anything to help,” he said. “I can be back in Perth in a couple of hours. The project doesn’t need me here.” He was silent for a moment and then sighed. “All right. I’ll talk to you later, Mum.”
She liked a guy who called his mother.
As the man hung up he turned to Mai and smiled. “I’m sorry to keep you waiting.”
Holy cow. Whoever this guy was, he had a killer smile – friendly and open and a little bit flirty. Be still my heart. She called dibs – she’d spotted him first.
Mai cleared her throat. “Nothing to apologise for. What can I get you?”
“What do you recommend?” That smile again. She willed her pulse rate to slow.
“Do you prefer sweet or savoury?”
“I’ve always had a bit of a sweet tooth, though I try to control it.” He brushed a hand over the front of his suit. “I don’t get to exercise as much as I’d like.”
His body looked plenty fine to her.
She mentally rolled her eyes. That was the kind of comment Kit would have made. What was wrong with her? She scanned the sparse cabinet. “If you want something small, the jelly cakes are light and fluffy,” she said. “Or if you want to be more decadent, then the bee stings are divine.”
“The bee sting it is,” he said. “And I’d love an espresso as well.”
“To have here?”
“Yes, please.” He was silent as she set the coffee machine going. “I was actually hoping to catch the owner, if she’s available.”
Mai put the bee sting onto a plate and slid it in front of him. “What about?” She took the fifty dollar note he handed her.
“I’d prefer to talk directly to the owner.”
Everything clicked into place: the suit, the out-of-town vibe, the coyness. Hell. “You’re from Shadbolt Property Developers.”
He raised his eyebrows and gave a short nod.
Mai counted his change as her brain whirled. “The building’s new owner.”
“Yes. How did you know?”
“Aaron was just in. He mentioned it.” She turned to the coffee machine, brushing at the flour on her apron, then smoothed back the loose strands of hair that had fallen out of her bun. As she reached for the cup, she subtly sniffed at her armpits. Not too bad. Still it wasn’t the most powerful position to start from. She handed the man his espresso. “I’m the owner.”
“You’re Mai On?”
She nodded.
He held out a hand. “Nicholas Shadbolt. It’s lovely to meet you.” His smile was pure charm, his teeth perfect and white, and a vision of a great white shark baring its teeth popped into her head.
She shook his hand, his skin firm and smooth, the type that used a computer for work. Not like her own that had calluses and burns from years of work in the kitchen.
“Do you have time to talk?”
She hesitated. She wanted to know his plans, but she also wanted to scream at him for daring to buy the building. The irrational, grumpy Mai was running on only a few hours’ sleep. She fought back the banshee. It wasn’t the kind of first impression she wanted to make. “It’s not a great time,” she said. “I’ve had an employee off sick and I’ve got a lot to finish.”
“What about tomorrow?”
She laughed. “New Year’s Eve is one of my busiest days.” She tucked a stray hair behind her ear. Her brain wouldn’t cooperate, wouldn’t process all the work she had to do, but this had to be resolved as soon as possible. “If Jodie calls in sick again the only time I’ll have free is before work.”
“Fine. What time is that?”
“One a.m.” The burst of surprise that flashed over his face was intensely satisfying.
“You’re the baker as well as the owner?”
“That’s right.”
“All right. Shall I meet you here at one?”
Mai gaped at him. “Seriously?”
“I’m always serious about business.” He smiled.
Annoyance waged a war with respect. She shouldn’t have opened her big mouth and challenged him, but she could hardly back down now. She needed to know his plan, had to find out where she stood. Her chest squeezed and she breathed through the stress. “I can give you thirty minutes,” she said. “Knock on the front door and I’ll let you in. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.” Without waiting for his response, she escaped into the kitchen.

      [image: image-placeholder]The beeping alarm pierced Nicholas’s dream full of flames and accusations. He rubbed his face as his pulse rate slowed. It had been two months since the incident and yet it continued to plague his mind in an endless loop of how he could have done things differently.
It was still dark outside, almost pitch black, but his phone gave him enough light to make it to the ensuite bathroom. He flicked the light switch and squinted at the glare from the glazed white tiles. He closed his eyes as he stepped under the warm spray.
He needed to have his wits about him with Mai this morning. And a middle-of-the-night meeting after a largely sleepless night wasn’t the best position to start from.
Mai On was nothing like Nicholas had expected. He’d assumed the owner of the bakery would be much older, someone who’d been in the industry for years and was ready for a change. The money on offer for them to vacate the premises should have been snatched up without an issue. But no, Mai was younger than him, and she wasn’t happy.
So much for his assumption she was a sales girl. He’d taken in her petite frame, the most gorgeous, almond-shaped brown eyes, and for the first time being exiled to Blackbridge had seemed like a good thing. But she wasn’t the sales girl – she had a whole lot more emotionally invested.
Shadbolt normally didn’t deal with small fry. ‘Go big or go home’ was their motto, but Nicholas’s father had needed some way to get rid of him and still save face.
Guilt hit him hard. He was lucky he still had a job. If it hadn’t been for his mother standing up for him…
He’d fucked up badly. He deserved worse than this.
Nicholas prayed for the pressure in his chest to ease and then twisted off the taps.
He needed to focus on the job at hand. Everyone had a price, and Mai was a small town business owner. He’d charm her, convince her he offered a solid deal that would be good for her business in the long run. And part of the process meant getting up at the witching hour.
The warmth of the night surrounded him as he reviewed his wardrobe. The full suit held little appeal, but he wouldn’t give her any excuse to refuse him. He wouldn’t fail his father a second time.
The drive from his parents’ holiday home to the bakery only took five minutes. The dark hid the flaking paint on the building he’d bought. Instead of looking decrepit, the building had a majesty about it, the façade solid and decorative, a pillar of the community that had seen the town grow.
It would be a shame to see it go.
He parked at the front, noting the bright lights shining at the back in the kitchen and as he walked up to the front door, the shop lights switched on and Mai strode to the coffee machine. She wore white chef’s pants and a white T-shirt, with her hair tied back in a tight bun. She appeared a lot more alert than he felt.
Nicholas tapped on the glass and she turned, her eyebrows lifting as if she was surprised to see him there. She’d learn that when he made a promise he kept it.
She held up a hand and went back into the kitchen, returning a minute later with a bunch of keys. As she opened the door, the comforting scent of baking bread floated out. “I didn’t think you’d show.”
He snorted at her bluntness. At least he knew where he stood with her. She had no faith in him – that club had a lot of members. “You said it was your only free time.”
She grunted and locked the door behind him. “Free time is a relative term. I’ve been here a couple of hours already.”
He followed her behind the counter, ignoring the rumble in his stomach at the pastries on display. The bakery had such charm, from the pretty blue product name tags, to the big rounded glass jars filled with biscuits and the bread baskets waiting to be filled.
“Coffee?”
“If you’re having one.” He didn’t need to give her any more excuses to be irritated with him.
She quickly made two cups – his an espresso just the way he liked it.
“Thanks.”
“This way.” Mai dragged a chair from a tiny office, which was barely big enough for the desk and floor safe, and rolled it over to him. “Take a seat.”
He sat as he scanned the kitchen. There was nothing tiny about this space. Two huge ovens billowed heat into the room and through their glass windows he could see bread already beginning to rise. Three big stainless steel tables were in the middle, one already stacked with bread pans and a mixer whirred in the corner. Mai wasn’t just alert, she’d been working for hours.
She spread flour liberally over the table and then as if timed to perfection, the mixer stopped and she dragged its dough onto the table, the muscles in her arms bunching as she did so. He’d never realised muscled arms were sexy.
He sipped his drink. “This is great coffee.”
“Yes it is.” She barely glanced at him. “We’ve got twenty minutes before Penny starts, so I’d like to get down to business. Did Aaron mention he and I had a verbal agreement for the purchase of this building?”
Shit. His insides clenched. That information hadn’t been in the project notes – unless he’d missed something again. “No, he didn’t.”
“I didn’t think so. I’ve got pre-approval from the bank for the loan. How much do you want for it?”
Nicholas frowned. “For the building?”
“Yes. I’ll buy it from you.” She stopped kneading and glared at him as if daring him to disagree.
He shook his head. “It’s not for sale.”
“Look, I know you bought the land behind,” she said. “Surely you don’t want to have to deal with an old building with its dodgy wiring and plumbing. I’ll take it off your hands and you can concentrate on whatever plans you have for the block.”
Her tactics were good – acting as if it was a done deal was what he would have done. She really wasn’t going to like his response. He shifted in his seat. “That won’t work. The building is being demolished.”
Mai grabbed the edge of the bench as she swayed. “What?”
Hell. Nicholas leapt to his feet and propelled her into his chair. “Sit down.” He didn’t need her collapsing.
She sat, leaning forward, her eyes closed, chest heaving.
What a bastard. He should have broken it to her gently.
She needed water, where could he find a glass? He hurried into the cafe area, finding a mug next to the coffee machine and filling it from the tap. After he handed it to her, he gave her a minute to recover.
When the mug stopped shaking in her hand he said, “There’s a new development replacing the building.”
“But I’ve still got three years on my lease.”
“There’s a relocation and demolition clause in it.”
She shook her head. “What does that mean?”
He hated the concern in her eyes, but he steeled himself and took an envelope out of his inside jacket pocket and handed it to her. “There are a couple of options,” he said. “You can choose to find different premises for your bakery, or you can take one of the shops in the new development when it’s completed.”
“And what am I supposed to do in the meantime?” she demanded. “Between you demolishing my business and rebuilding?”
“You’ll be compensated for it.”
Her look of disgust piled an extra foot of guilt onto him. She got to her feet and pushed past him to finish kneading. “Do you know how many businesses that are forced to close down actually reopen?”
“This will be a planned closure.”
She shook her head. “Have you got shire permission for the redevelopment?”
“That’s just a matter of time.” He preferred the business woman to the fragile person she was a second ago.
“You think so?” She chuckled. “You’re not from around here, are you?”
He didn’t like the confidence with which she said that. “My parents have a holiday home in Blackbridge. I’ve been coming here for years.”
“For what, a week at a time?”
He nodded.
“Then you know squat. What are you planning to do? Knock this beautiful old building down and put up some generic supermarket?” Her gaze pinned him and he fought the urge to squirm.
Why did this woman make him feel guilty about something he did every day of his life? “Didn’t you say it had dodgy wiring and plumbing?”
“That’s part of its charm.” She winked and his heart stuttered, an uncomfortable sensation.
He couldn’t be attracted to her.
Bad things happened when he let his personal feelings influence his business decisions. He’d learnt that the hard way. “The development will contain eight units.”
“And be one of those white, soulless concrete monstrosities?”
It wasn’t how he would describe it. He nodded.
“Do you really think it will suit a town like Blackbridge?”
“It will provide more opportunities to the town’s residents. It’s called progress, Miss On. Perhaps you’ve heard of it?” He regretted the words as soon as they came out. He didn’t normally get defensive.
She laughed then, the sound light and rich and it stirred something in his chest. He squashed it.
“Sure I have,” she said. “Progress enables me to make as many biscuits, bread and pastries as I do. I’m quite fond of it in fact.” She put the dough in a large container and went into another room where he heard the thud of things being moved about. Her voice a little muffled, she said, “I’m also fond of history. Did you know this building was built in 1895 and was the first grocery store in the town?”
He shook his head.
She returned to the room carrying a huge bag of flour. “It was also the only store left standing when the bush fire of twenty-two swept through, destroying half the town. It provided the essentials the town needed to start rebuilding.”
As she spoke, Nicholas could see the development falling down around his ears. If the building did indeed have that kind of history, there was no way the shire would let Shadbolt knock it down. Was his father setting him up? Did he want him to fail again? “Be that as it may,” he said, “it’s my building now.”
Mai nodded agreeably. “And since you’re the landlord, the back steps need repairing. The safety rail is holding on by a nail – literally – and the toilets keep blocking. I’d appreciate it if you could fix them as soon as possible.”
Gritting his teeth, he made a note. “I’ll see to it.” He didn’t need someone falling and hurting themselves. “Do you want to show it to me now?”
“You won’t see a lot; the back light over the car park is also broken.”
Of course it was.
At that moment a woman in her mid-forties walked in, similarly dressed in white pants and T-shirt. She yawned.
“Morning, Penny,” Mai called.
Penny looked at him, her curiosity clear. “Good morning.”
“I’ve got about a dozen special orders for tonight’s celebrations so we’ve got a lot to do,” Mai continued.
“Right. I’m on it.”
“Before you start, can you let Nicholas out?” She glanced at him. “We were finished here, weren’t we?”
Not by a long shot, but he knew when to regroup. “All the information is in the envelope,” he said. “Call me when you’ve read it. I’m sure you’ll have questions.”
She nodded.
Nicholas followed Penny out the door. He couldn’t stuff up another development.
But Mai On was not going to be easy.

      [image: image-placeholder]Mai’s chest was tight, making it hard to breathe, as Nicholas walked out the door. He couldn’t take her bakery. She wouldn’t let him. She’d worked too damned hard over the past few years to let it all go.
She figured she had a maximum of three days before Nicholas realised she’d been lying about the history of the building, but at least it would give her time to figure out what to do. She couldn’t let him knock it down. She’d met the musketeers here and her whole life had changed for the better – she’d discovered hope for the future. It was her home and her refuge.
“Who was that?” Penny asked as she returned to the kitchen.
Mai swallowed hard. “Our new landlord.”
“What?” Her eyes widened.
“Aaron sold the building to him, despite our agreement.”
“What a bastard!” Penny glanced to the front door. “That explains why he’s wearing a suit at this time of the morning.”
Yeah, Nicholas hadn’t missed a trick. Mai had given him a fifty-fifty chance of turning up, but the fact that he had and was dressed for business meant he was serious.
Penny got to work and Mai’s mind wandered.
Aaron’s betrayal had completely blindsided her. He could have hit her over the head with a two by four and she’d have been less shocked.
What on earth was she going to do now?
She’d had plans to expand and suddenly she might lose it all.
Her throat tightened.
No, she couldn’t think like that. She needed to plan.
There weren’t any empty stores near the main drag. She could hardly be On the Way bakery in the middle of nowhere. Besides, she didn’t want to leave. This was her place, she’d worked until she was exhausted to build it into an institution.
Moving, even temporarily, felt so much like having to start again.
And that was too depressing to even contemplate.
She’d almost given up several times over the past couple of years – too tired to go on. If it hadn’t been for the support of her friends she would have.
The bakery was part of who she was.
Could she really go through it all again?
If she wasn’t close to town, she wouldn’t get the foot traffic of tourists wandering the town and she’d no longer have the view down the hill to the river. People would get their bread at the local supermarket, rather than from her.
What if it signalled the beginning of the end? What if she couldn’t recover? What if she failed?
She bit her lip. She’d put everything on the line to become a baker. She’d disappointed her mother, and endured working odd hours and lack of sleep for the past eight years. The very idea of having to start from scratch made her want to weep. There was simply nothing right about Nicholas’s proposal.
She had to convince him that renovating the building was a better business decision than knocking it down.
He was not taking her bakery from her.






  
  Chapter 2


The pounding on the door woke Mai. She groaned and pried open her gritty eyes. Light snuck in past the sides of her block-out blinds. What was going on? 
“Mai, are you in there?” Fleur. She was picking her up to go to Kit’s New Year’s Eve party.
Mai had lain down to take a thirty minute power nap after her sixteen-hour day. She shouldn’t have bothered. Her body was heavy and her mind was like wool. She threw on her cotton dressing gown and padded through her tiny apartment to let Fleur in.
“Did I miss the memo about it being a pyjama party?” Fleur’s normally straight brown hair was a mass of curls, and the blue top she wore brought out the colour in her eyes. Her jeans moulded to her slim frame and she was as gorgeous and put together as always.
Mai rolled her eyes. “I’ll be ready in five. Can you feed Calypso?” Mai’s rag doll cat jumped down from the couch and ran to greet Fleur with a meow.
“Sure. Long day?”
What an understatement. “Yeah. Jodie called in sick again.” Mai went into the bathroom and splashed cold water on her face, immediately feeling better.
“Kit won’t mind if you’re a no-show,” Fleur called.
True, but Mai hadn’t been out in ages. A little fatigue wouldn’t ruin her night. She slipped on underwear and took a floaty, baby pink summer dress off its hanger. She loved the way the fabric fell and whirled around her as she walked. She zipped it up as far as she could and then headed into the kitchen. “I need a hand.”
Fleur zipped it up the rest of the way. “That’s super cute.”
Mai grinned. “Thanks.” She returned to the bathroom, ran a brush through her hair and quickly applied some makeup. “Who has Kit invited tonight?”
“Your guess is as good as mine.” Fleur stood in the doorway. “Gail was at the hospital today with the kids, so she won’t be, but she said Gordon was heading out. Aside from that … you know the way word spreads. I wouldn’t be surprised if half the town has been invited by someone or other.”
“Yeah, Kit loves a good party.” She hoped she had the energy for it. Twenty minutes out of town meant loud music and a late night.
She debated briefly between flats and heels, pushing her fire-fighting boots out of the way so she could try both on, but the flats won out. Her feet needed a rest after the day she’d had.
After making sure Calypso had enough water and giving him a treat, Mai grabbed her purse, overnight bag and the cake she’d baked for the party. “Let’s go.”
She locked her apartment and trotted down the stairs after Fleur to the back door of the bakery. Fleur’s small white Hyundai was parked outside and as she sat in it, taking the weight off her feet felt like luxury.
“I saw Sylvia today,” Fleur said as she drove out of town. “She said something about your building being sold.”
Mai swallowed the lump in her throat and squeezed her eyes shut to banish the tears. She wouldn’t cry. “Yeah. Aaron sold the building to someone else.”
“I thought she was kidding! How could he sell you out?”
“Money.” It was a bitter realisation. “A property developer bought the building and the land behind it.”
Fleur frowned. “What’s going to happen?”
“He’s going to demolish it and build something new.” Her chest tightened and she clenched her hands. Fleur slowed the car. “You’re joking!”
“If only.” Mai stared out of the window at the dense green shrubbery rushing by.
“And what are you supposed to do?”
She shrugged. She hadn’t had a chance to assess the proposal he’d given her. “He’s given me six months to vacate.”
“That’s ridiculous. Can he even do that? You’ve got a lease.” Fleur’s voice got louder as she spoke.
A fraction of the weight lifted off Mai’s shoulders. “I’m not sure.”
“What did your mum say? She deals with that kind of law, doesn’t she?”
Mai grimaced. “I haven’t spoken to her yet.” And she didn’t want to go running to her mother for help. It was bad enough that Bian had advised her against signing the original lease, had advised her against opening her own bakery.
“I’m sure she’ll help you sort it out,” Fleur said as she pulled into Kit’s drive.
“Yeah.” Mai forced a smile.
Tall karri trees lined the dairy farm’s gravel drive. In the distance, black and white cows moved away from the large, silver milking shed. Mai wound down her window to listen to the cows mooing to each other and to smell the rich, earthy scent of the land. Some of her fatigue evaporated as she inhaled deeply. Coming out tonight had been the right decision.
They pulled up next to a white 4WD parked outside the low chain-wire fence. Inside the boundary, the farmhouse took centre stage – a beautiful old building with white wooden cladding and a wooden verandah that ran all the way around it. The metal roof curved at the edges, welcoming visitors inside.
They walked up the short gravel path and a huge brindle-coloured bull mastiff ran towards them from the backyard.
“Looks like Hannah’s here,” Fleur said.
Mai patted Hannah’s dog, Joe, before climbing the wooden steps into the house. She found Hannah in the country kitchen balancing on one foot as she mixed up a frozen cocktail, her crutches leaning up against the pantry. The red bows clipping back her short blond hair were cute, matching her knee-length red dress, but the white leg plaster did spoil the look a little.
“Need a hand with that?” Mai asked, opening the fridge to find a spare shelf for her cake. Rows of salad bowls, meat platters and bottled drinks greeted her. A bit of creative reordering was needed.
Hannah groaned. “It’s only been a week and this leg is driving me crazy.”
“At least you’re alive,” Fleur reminded her.
Hannah grimaced. “You’re right.”
Mai shivered. Hannah had almost died when she was attacked by a stalker. “Are Ryan and Felix coming?”
“They’re already here,” Hannah said. “Ryan’s taken Felix down to the shed to watch the milking. He couldn’t stop babbling about it.”
Mai could imagine eight-year-old Felix bouncing up and down in excitement. Hannah’s boyfriend and his boy were a new fixture in Blackbridge and she liked them both. “What else needs to be done?”
“The ice needs to go into the barrels,” Hannah said. “Kit arranged everything else before she left.”
Mai lifted the ice bags from the sink and carried them out the back to where two metal barrels sat in the middle of the lawn and tipped them in. Fleur and Hannah were right behind her, Fleur carefully carrying three cocktail glasses full of pink goodness and Hannah cautiously negotiating the grass on her crutches. Mai took a strawberry daiquiri and Fleur motioned towards the two garden sofas which had been moved underneath one of the big gum trees. Kit’s garden was like Kit, no fuss and practical – an expanse of lawn with a few trees around the edge and some vegetable beds close to the house.
With a groan, Mai sank into the cushioned seat.
“Hard day?” Hannah asked.
“Long,” she replied.
“Plus, her landlord wants her to move out,” Fleur added.
“Wait, Aaron wants you to move out?” Hannah asked.
“No, the jerk sold it to someone else,” Fleur said.
Hannah gaped at her. “But you had an agreement.”
“It was only verbal,” Mai told her. She’d been foolish enough to believe he’d keep his word. “If I’d known he would do this I would have put it in writing.”
“So who bought it?” Hannah asked.
“Shadbolt Property Developers.”
“That doesn’t sound good.”
Before she responded, Lincoln and Jamie Zanetti walked into the yard. Mai waved a greeting. They were a gorgeous pair. Both brothers reflected their Italian heritage and were tall and dark-haired, but while Lincoln was clean-shaven, Jamie had designer stubble. She’d grown up with them both, and they were like brothers to her.
“Have you got the night off, Sergeant?” Fleur asked.
“Yeah,” Lincoln answered.
“That’s great,” Hannah said. “You should get time in lieu for all the extra work you did helping me before Christmas.”
Lincoln shrugged. “That’s the life of a small town cop.”
“Which is why I became a teacher,” Jamie said. “So many school holidays,” he joked.
“And still you don’t visit us enough,” Fleur complained.
“I know.” He grimaced and sat next to Mai, giving her a hug. “How’s it going, Mayday?”
She inhaled his aftershave, spicy with a hint of citrus. “I could do with some more sleep, but I’ll live.” She missed his easy smile and good-natured teasing when he was in Perth. They needed to convince him to move back to Blackbridge.
“And some wanker from Perth wants to demolish her bakery,” Fleur added.
“What?” Jamie shifted to stare at Mai, mouth gaping.
Mai told the story again, nausea circulating her body. She took a gulp of her drink. “I’ll work something out.” There had to be something she could do.
“Will you move back home?” he asked.
She cringed. “Not if I can help it.” She loved her independence, loved not having to say where she was going, or when she’d be back, loved having space that was just hers.
“Hannah, guess what?”  Felix spilled into the backyard, his father not far behind. “Kit let me milk one of the cows and then I got to feed the calves.” Breathless, he stopped in front of them, his short, brown hair a little dishevelled with some hay in it.
“Did the calves suck your fingers?” Hannah asked.
He nodded. “Their tongues are so rough.” He spotted Joe lounging on the lawn in the sun and raced off again.
“Is it wrong that I’m jealous of his mobility?” Hannah asked.
Ryan bent down and kissed her. “Not at all. You’ll be back to normal in no time.”
A stab of wistfulness went through Mai. She’d been so busy building her business that casual flings were all she had time for. Men generally didn’t understand why she went to bed so early. She’d been hoping that after she expanded the bakery and hired another baker, she’d be able to take some more time to herself. It was a shame Nicholas had turned out to be a douchebag because he was really easy on the eye.
“Is Kit with you?” Lincoln asked as he slapped Ryan on the shoulder.
“Yeah, she said she’d be right out.”
Just then the booming bass of a rock song blared out from the house and Kit walked out dressed in jeans and a low-cut white top, her brown hair loose and flowing. She put a hand on her hip and called, “Let’s get this party started!”
Mai grinned as a surge of energy shot through her.
They had great music and all her friends were here.
It would be a fantastic night.

      [image: image-placeholder]Nicholas glanced down at the mud map he’d been given and then turned off the main highway. This was stupid, going to some random New Year’s Eve party where the only person he knew was the cop who’d come out to investigate the break-in at his garden shed last night. But after spending all day researching Blackbridge’s history and finding nothing about his building, he needed a drink. It would be good to meet some of the locals, especially if what Mai said about the building was true. The more people he got on his side the better.
Plus being alone on New Year’s Eve was kind of tragic.
He’d brought a lot of beer to share and arrived late so the party was well under way. The easier to slip in unnoticed in case the cop, Lincoln, had got it wrong and it wasn’t the more the merrier. But he wasn’t the only one turning up late because a black van followed him down the driveway.
The line of cars in a nearby paddock soothed his concerns. One extra person definitely wouldn’t be noticed. He shook his head as he followed the home-made sign pointing him towards a paddock for parking. He definitely wasn’t in Perth anymore, though his BMW navigated the few ruts with ease.
He inhaled deeply, the scent of hay and dirt mixing with the meaty barbecue smell coming from the backyard. The music pumped out loud and was actually decent – Kent Downer’s latest song, rather than the country music he’d been expecting. Floodlights and fairy lights lit up the yard, illuminating the large group of people mingling and kids dancing. Adding his drinks to the converted metal oil barrel, he scanned the crowd and zoomed in on a woman in a short, pink dress. Her back was to him, her long black hair shining under the light, and the cut of the dress accentuated her petite curves. That looked like a great place to start networking. Clasping one of his boutique beers he wandered over, spotting Lincoln in the group. Even better.
He raised his bottle to catch Lincoln’s attention and the man smiled and waved him over. “Glad you could make it.”
“Thanks for the invite,” Nicholas said.
“Everyone, this is Nicholas. He’s in town for a couple of weeks. Nicholas this is Kit, your hostess, and Fleur, Mai and my brother Jamie.”
The woman in the pink dress gasped.
Wow.
It was Mai. The white pants and shirt she’d worn in the bakery really hid her curves. She was beautiful, her dress floaty and feminine, not words he would have associated with her. Without the tight bun, her hair softened her face, although her tight lips and the line between her brows showed she wasn’t very happy to see him. “Nice to see you again, Miss On.”
“Do you know Mai?” Lincoln said.
“Nicholas is the guy who bought my building,” Mai answered.
Lincoln winced. “Oh.” He glanced at Nicholas. “Mai just told us about that.”
And from the glares from the women, he was public enemy number one. Great. He forced a smile. “Well from what Mai said, the building might be on its way to being heritage listed.”
“That old thing?” Jamie scoffed. “I doubt it.”
Mai nudged Jamie and he coughed.
That was interesting. “She said it was one of the only
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