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            Cupid Country Chance

          

          Instant chemistry abounds in this feel-good small-town romance.

        

      

    

    
      Everyone in town is talking about rural dating app Cupid Country and while schoolteacher Amber Dunn is curious, she’s careful of her sweet reputation. A fake dating name seems a good solution, until gorgeous farmer Tom Jones accepts a match.

      Their attraction is instant. Tom is handsome, kind and funny, and clearly as hungry for Amber as she is for him. Protected by her fake name, Amber sets her inner seductress loose, and indulges in a night of passion so intense, it must mean more.

      A happy future awaits, but when a simple mishap by Tom leaves Amber angry and heartbroken, it seems fate has other ideas.

      Will Amber’s fake name cost her the man she loves? Or will Cupid help these lovers find each other again?
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      Tom Jones on a dating app? Amber sniggered and took another sip of wine. Some men had no imagination at all.

      She looked a little closer. Tom Jones didn’t look like a sleazebag. Short brown hair. Clean-shaven. Direct, milk chocolate gaze with a hint of a twinkle. Plain blue work shirt made soft from use. So normal he was almost unique.

      Amber hesitated and swiped past. Normal was few and far between on this dating app. Some entrepreneurial tech genius from Levenham had developed the app for country singles, and for a while Cupid Country had been great, filled with rural people genuinely searching for love. Then the fakes had slithered in, the scammers and catfishers. The marrieds. By Amber’s guess, the ratio of fraudulent profiles to honest ones was now two to five.

      Although her grumbling was a bit rich, when she was one of those fakes.

      Men whizzed past. She eye-rolled at the blokes in bogus uniforms, the gym-junkie types pouting and flexing their muscles, the dudes in flannelette shirts trying to appear casually rural but with crafty glints in their eyes. Others who suspiciously looked too well-ironed to be unmarried. Or not still living at home with mum.

      With a sigh, she set her phone down, turned up the volume on the telly and pulled her blanket closer. On the screen, a drool-worthy Chris Hemsworth offered Natalie Portman a cheeky superhero grin. Amber gawped as she always did when faced with such manly perfection. What she’d do for a piece of that.

      She watched the movie to its end, snuggled under her plush blanket on the couch, half dreaming of her own superhero. She thought she’d had one, but David had proved more Loki than Thor. She’d booted him onto the rubbish tip of cheater boyfriends a few months ago, where she hoped he was composting stinkily with all the other rotters.

      Since then, it’d been drought land. Which was fine with Amber, but she missed sex, and David, annoyingly, had been rather good at it.

      She tuned into the main music channel. Three men in baggy trousers were prancing about with antlers on their heads and shaking their fists. She flicked to the country music channel. A male singer crooned about giving him a chance. Him, she would. Those jeans fitted a tidy pair of legs, and an impressive set of biceps filled the short sleeves of his shirt. Not Hemsworth standard, but they’d do.

      Which had her mind drifting back to Tom Jones. He’d looked like he’d have fine biceps, too.

      Amber reopened Cupid Country. The icon on her profile showed two new messages. Though they were likely rubbish, she couldn’t help the frisson of excitement those two little envelopes generated. She tapped to open the first message. The frisson shuddered to a stop. A dick pic. Not even an impressive one at that. She opened the next. Yep, another dick pic. Really? Did men truly believe that a woman would take one look at a purpled penis and think, now there’s a man I can’t say no to?

      Amber deleted both messages and blocked and reported the profiles, wondering why she bothered. They’d only reincarnate themselves. She flopped her head against the couch armrest and stared at the ceiling. Why was she even doing this?

      Because she couldn’t help feeling hopeful that maybe, just maybe, there might be someone out there who was decent and kind and good-humoured and intelligent, and didn’t think his penis was the entire reason for his existence.

      She snorted. What a dreamer she was.

      Amber rolled her head. Country music star Morgan Evans was singing “Kiss Somebody”. The clip showed a boy saying goodbye to a girl. As their farewell drew to a close, the want between them was palpable, but they were too shy to make a move. Awkwardly, they hugged, and the boy walked off. The further away he got, the more he realised he should have kissed her.

      An opportunity lost.

      Maybe that’s what Tom Jones was, too.

      Mentally berating herself for being a sucker for punishment, Amber hunted for Tom Jones. She found him as before, staring straight down his arm at the camera in what was clearly a selfie. A lush paddock stretched behind him along with a vast sky, framing him in green and blue.

      She tweaked the screen to zoom in on his face. A hint of a self-deprecating smile tugged at one side of his mouth as if he thought himself a bit of an idiot. Probably from choosing Tom Jones as an alias. Not that Amber could talk. She was using Amy Smythe as hers.

      She switched to his details. They were scant—age twenty-seven, just over six feet tall, fit, likes football, the occasional movie or dinner out. Lives in Levenham and districts. Honest.

      Huh. That’s what they all said.

      She checked the time. Ten o’clock. No good came from playing with dating apps this late on a Friday night.

      Except …

      Tom Jones looked so normal. His bio seemed genuine, too. The sort of bio a bloke who was as nervous about online dating as she was would write.

      She blew out a breath. If her friend Niamh was with her now, she’d tell her to pull herself together. Easy for her to say, unlike Niamh’s name which bore no resemblance to its spelling and was pronounced “Neve”, the same as “Steve”. Amber’s straitlaced mathematician friend had the self-control of a cyborg. Amber was more like a gambolling puppy driven by impulse and inquisitiveness, even if it led her into danger.

      She looked again at Tom Jones, then at the telly. The boy, a bunch of flowers in his outstretched hand, was leaping over a child who’d wandered into his rushed path. Powered by regret as he chased after his girl, desperate to reclaim his lost moment.

      Ah, what the hell.

      She hit the “hello” button and prepared to type a message.

      Instead, the chat screen opened. Tom must have been sweating on his phone.

      Hi.

      Amber chewed her lip, then typed, That was quick.

      Movie just finished and I was checking my phone.

      Tom’s evening sounded about as thrilling as hers.

      Were you watching Thor too?

      I was.

      Huh. How about that.

      Chris Hemsworth fan?

      More Natalie P. For the acting, of course.

      Amber smiled. What are you watching now? If he replied “Morgan Evans”, there’d be no stopping her.

      Football replay.

      Ah, well. A girl couldn’t have everything.

      Who do you go for?

      Carlton. You? Please don’t say Collingwood.

      She laughed. Carlton and Collingwood hated one another. You’re safe. St Kilda.

      Okay. I don’t mind the Saints. Bad loss last week.

      I know. But this week we’re at home against the Gold Coast so should have a win.

      Us too. We’re playing the Bulldogs.

      Amber tried to think of something to continue the conversation, but nothing came to mind. Seconds passed. Then more. The moment felt swollen with anticipation. She watched the screen and wondered if Tom was feeling the same. Or maybe he was working on his dick pic. The thought popped her buoyant mood.

      Then new words appeared.

      Are you still there, Amy?

      Still here.

      Do you want to swap to voice? I’m not much of a typist. Or is it tappist?

      From what she’d seen, Tom was doing well. Far better than anyone else she’d chatted to. He could punctuate and spell. Then again, that could be his autocorrect.

      Amber hadn’t used Cupid Country’s voice function before. She hadn’t made it that far with any other prospects, and she was wary of giving too much away. But there was something about Tom that made it seem okay and if she didn’t say yes, Amber had the feeling she’d end up like the boy in the music video, kicking himself for the chance he didn’t take.

      Sure.

      ‘Hi.’ Tom’s voice was deep and warm.

      Her own came back breathless. ‘Hi.’

      He lapsed into quiet. Amber sank her fingers into the plush fibres of her blanket as her anticipation swelled.

      ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I’m new and not very good at this. Never know what to say.’

      ‘Me either.’

      ‘I’ve only been on Cupid Country a few weeks.’

      ‘Same here.’ Not quite the truth, but Amber didn’t want Tom to think her desperate. And it gave them something else in common besides spending their Friday nights at home in Levenham. A pleasant enough place in the far south-east of South Australia, but not exactly a town teeming with nightlife.

      ‘How are you finding it?’

      ‘Hit and miss. The dick pics are annoying.’

      ‘You get those?’ Tom sounded genuinely outraged.

      ‘Unfortunately. Seriously, what is it with men and dick pics?’

      ‘No idea. Some blokes are morons.’

      They retreated once more into quiet. Amber squeezed her eyes shut. Why-oh-why couldn’t she think of something clever to say? She was never usually this tongue-tied.

      ‘Amy?’

      ‘I’m still here.’

      ‘Maybe we should do a Q and A type thing. Like a speed date. See if we like what we hear.’

      Amber already liked what she’d heard, but a sexy voice meant little, and a Q and A was a clever idea—easy and would keep the words flowing. ‘Okay. Do you want to go first or should I?’

      ‘Ladies first, of course. Or is that being patronising?’

      Amber’s heart gave a little squeeze. A man who worried about being patronising? That was new. ‘You’re fine. Okay, an easy one. Dogs or cats?’

      He laughed, a husky, engaging sound. ‘Too easy. Dogs. You?’

      ‘Dogs. Do you have any?’

      ‘Yep. Two. They’re working dogs. You?’

      ‘No pets, sadly.’ Although in that moment she wished she did so they could share funny pet stories. Maybe hear that sexy chuckle again. ‘Your turn.’

      ‘Your avatar. Does it look like you?’

      Amber winced. She’d forgotten about that. Like using her true name, Amber had felt uncomfortable uploading a proper photo and had used an app to transform her headshot into a cartoon.

      ‘It does. Although it’s given me more freckles than I actually have.’

      ‘I thought those were cute.’

      She held the phone away from her ear and stared at the screen. Was this niceness real? Surely not. Except it sounded real.

      ‘And yours?’ she asked. ‘Is that muscled man the genuine you?’

      ‘Muscled?’

      ‘I spotted flexed biceps beneath that shirt.’

      ‘Yep, all me.’ Rustles sounded like he was moving about. Or removing clothes. Amber closed her eyes and willed him not to spoil things. ‘Not the best shot. I took it on the farm. Felt like a dill.’

      ‘I liked it,’ she said, when what she was really thinking was, I like you.

      ‘Thanks.’ More rustling. ‘Hey, Amy?’

      ‘Yes?’

      He didn’t answer for a few seconds. ‘Nothing. It doesn’t matter.’

      She sat up and tugged the blanket onto her lap. ‘What?’

      ‘I was going to ask if you wanted to meet. Then I figured that sounded too pushy.’

      ‘It is a touch.’

      He sighed. ‘Yeah. It’s just that you sound like someone I’d like to get to know.’

      Amber gathered her blanket even closer, cuddling it, though she didn’t need the warmth. Tom’s words had flushed heat across her skin and shot flutters through her stomach. ‘I suppose we could.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Only if you promise you’re not a serial killer.’

      ‘I promise, but then a serial killer would say that, so I’m not sure what sort of help that is.’

      ‘Probably none, but you haven’t sent me a dick pic yet. Maybe you are perfectly decent. Anyway, maybe I’m the black widow and you’re the one who needs to be careful.’

      He laughed at that. ‘Maybe you are, but I’ll take my chances that you’re not. So … coffee? Give me a chance to prove I’m the perfectly decent man you’re hoping for?’

      A coffee. She stared at the television screen. A bunch of country types were playing near a lake, girls in bikinis, blokes sucking beers, everyone laughing and having a good time. Being in love.

      Longing twanged her chest. Amber closed her eyes. The whole point of being on a dating app was to expand her horizons. What did she have to lose, except time?

      ‘All right. How does tomorrow afternoon sound?’

      ‘Fine by me, but isn’t your footy team playing then?’

      ‘They are. But for a decent, non–serial killing man, I’m willing to forsake my football team.’ It was no sacrifice, Amber hadn’t planned to watch the game anyway.

      ‘Wow. I’m flattered. Okay, Amy with the cute avatar, how do you want to do this?’

      Amber gnawed on her lip as she raced through her options. They could meet in a café, but the likelihood of someone recognising her was too high. Tom sounded charming and genuine, and his chuckles and sexy voice were melting her insides, but Ted Bundy had been a charmer too, and she wasn’t ready to give up her real identity until she was sure about him.

      Where was both private and safe?

      Suddenly, she had the perfect place.

      ‘Three o’clock, Civic Park. There’s a bench under one of the big oak trees near the rose garden. I’ll be wearing a pink jumper. Unless it’s really freezing, then I’ll be in a coat.’

      ‘Cute girl,’ replied Tom Jones in that husky, sexy voice, ‘we have a date.’
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      Tom alighted from his ute and straightened his clothes. He breathed in. It was stupid to be nervous, but his stomach had been full of worms all morning. He hadn’t slept great either, revisiting his conversation with Amy over and over, wondering what she really looked like. She’d sounded funny and clever, with a soft, sweet voice that made him think of lazy Sunday morning sex.

      Something he hadn’t experienced for a long, long time.

      He shut the car door and stared into the leafy surrounds of Civic Park. Shadowy trees, memorials and sculptures hid his view of the far side, where the rose garden was. At least the weather was mild. He’d woken in a sweat in the middle of the night, fretting the Bureau had got the forecast wrong and a storm would hit, but for a Levenham winter’s day it was benign. A few scudding clouds, a light breeze, but dry.

      He checked his watch. Ten to three. Was she here already, hiding somewhere, waiting to check him out before committing to the meeting? Maybe not. She said she’d be on the bench. Hard to hide there.

      Tom glanced up and down the street, checking out the cars. There weren’t many. The locals who weren’t snuggled up at home were at Levenham’s various sports grounds watching footy, netball, and hockey. There was a showjumping event at the showgrounds, too. His sister Eden was competing. He’d ducked around earlier to wish her luck and watched her jump the first round of one of the lesser competitions on her young horse, Admiral. She’d be riding her main mount, Ruffian, in the A-grade event at four. If things went badly with Amy, he’d be back in time to watch.

      He really hoped that wouldn’t happen. It wasn’t that he was desperate—Tom had enough to keep himself occupied—but it was about time he started dating again. A couple of years was more than enough to get over a broken engagement, as Eden regularly reminded him. Not that she could talk. Eden had been in love with the same man since she was sixteen, a man who, according to her, was the master of mixed signals. The idiot. Tom’s sister was the sunniest person he knew. The kind of person who made the sun come out for others, too. Humphrey Taylor-Poshpants didn’t know what he was missing.

      He checked his watch again. Five minutes to. He walked to the stone fence and peered into the gardens, searching for a flash of pink. Movement on a path caught his attention. Tom’s excitement rose as a reddish coat moved past the trees and roses, only for his shoulders to drop when a mother pushing a pram emerged into the light.

      He exhaled slowly and wiped his hands down the sides of his jeans. Time to go for it.

      Tom followed the footpath to the entrance and passed beneath a wire arch that in summer would be coated in blooming climbing roses and was a popular location for wedding photos. The path wound around an ornate marble fountain overlooked by sturdy oaks, their few remaining leaves clinging like rust flakes. Fat koi in the fountain’s pond flashed orange as they darted below the surface.

      The rose garden was ahead. Tom’s heart skipped with each step. He scanned for the bench and finally spotted it beneath a large tree. No pink brightened the scene, only greens and browns.

      He reached the bench and cast a quick gaze around the rose garden. No twenty-something-year-old lurked there. He checked his watch. Right on three. Amy shouldn’t be far away.

      Unless she’d stood him up.

      His jaw tightened. Not a thought he wanted to pursue.

      Tom shoved his fists in his jeans pockets and rocked on his heels and killed time surveying the gardens. Levenham might be a smallish town of only seventeen thousand people, but it took great pride in its civic spaces, none more so than the meticulously maintained Civic Park. Besides the trees, garden beds, benches and paths, there were monuments to the town’s good and great, plaques commemorating historic events, and a couple of weird modern sculptures that Tom—and many others—had never understood the meaning of, but they apparently represented the town’s growth and embrace of change.

      Though not its geographical centre, the manicured rose garden was the park’s emotional heart, especially in the spring and summer, when it was home to posing brides, tourists, and locals in search of colour and beauty. A haven even a bloke like Tom could appreciate. Except right now Tom wasn’t feeling the love. With its spiky pruned bushes, darkly cultivated soil beds and drab hues, the garden looked as bleak as Tom was beginning to feel.

      He checked his watch. Seven minutes past three.

      Amy wasn’t coming.

      He sank onto the bench and stared broodingly at the rose beds. This was shit. She’d sounded really keen, and now …

      ‘Tom?’

      He whipped around. A pretty brunette in a pink jumper, her shoulder-length hair messy with soft curls, stood on the path, one hand to her chest as though to steady its rise and fall. Her cheeks were flushed, honey-coloured eyes wide, her lush, rose-tinted lips parting in the beginnings of a hopeful smile.

      Tom leaped to his feet. ‘Amy?’

      ‘Yes.’ Her smile spread, lighting her entire face.

      Tom’s heart ballooned. Holy hell, she wasn’t just pretty, she was gorgeous. ‘You’re here.’

      ‘Yes,’ she said, breathlessly. ‘I’m sorry I’m late. I got caught up with a—’ She looked aside, more pink blooming across her cheeks. ‘A last-minute thing.’

      ‘Doesn’t matter. You’re here now.’ Tom gestured at the bench. ‘Do you want to sit, or go for coffee, or maybe just wander around?’

      She chewed her bottom lip, regarding him from under her lashes in a way that made him tingle. ‘Maybe wander for a bit?’

      ‘Sure.’ He waited for her to choose a direction and fell in alongside. They walked several steps, casting quick glances at one another and sharing shy smiles. He wondered what she thought of him. It couldn’t be all bad. She hadn’t done a runner yet.

      ‘We’ve been lucky with the weather,’ said Tom, and inwardly winced. The weather was the best he could do? God.

      ‘We have.’ She indicated the sun hovering low in the sky. ‘We’ve even been blessed with some sunshine.’ She glanced at him, a smile tickling the corner of her mouth. ‘Could be a sign.’

      ‘Could be.’ Tom bloody well hoped so. That smile was doing strange things to his innards.

      It didn’t take long for them to reach the park boundary. They paused, hands in pockets, unsure what to do. Across the street was Levenham’s renowned Restaurant Ten. Behind the floor to ceiling window, a waitress was setting a table for the evening service. Tom had half a mind to ask Amy if she’d like to join him for dinner there tonight.

      Funny, when they’d only just met and barely spoken. But that same tingly feeling of certainty that had affected Tom last night when he heard Amy’s voice was back. Back and deeper, vibrating a message right to his toes.

      She was the girl.

      He didn’t know how he knew. He just did.

      Tom slid another look at her, unsurprised to find she was sneaking one of her own his way. Eyes the colour of burnt honey. He broke into a smile and was damn near blinded when she grinned in return.

      ‘Another lap?’ he asked and had to clear his throat as the words caught. It seemed his voice had headed south along with most of his circulation.

      ‘Why not?’

      They about-faced and walked on. Amy’s steps were slow, a gentle saunter as though she wanted to eke out their walk for as long as possible. Though his legs were much longer, Tom matched her stride, staying close to her side, but not too close. Despite the electricity crackling between them, he would not spoil this by rushing, even if his fingers were twitching with the need to grab her hand.

      The path split at the fountain. Amy veered to the right to circle it, peering into the pond water as she ambled. The koi spotted them. Used to being tossed scraps of sandwiches and other food, they darted to the fountain wall and bobbed their noses to the surface.

      ‘Sorry, fishies,’ said Amy, twirling her forefinger lightly in the water. ‘I don’t have anything for you.’ She looked up at Tom. ‘What are your dogs’ names?’

      ‘Elf and Roxy. Both collies.’

      ‘Cute names. I guess if they’re working dogs, that means you live on a farm?’

      ‘Yep. A property about forty k’s to the north, called Glenlea. We run sheep and cattle. It’s a bit soggy, but reliable.’

      ‘We?’

      ‘Me and Mum and Dad. My sister, Eden, still lives at home, but she works in Levenham. Town bus driver weekdays, mad horse girl on weekends. She’s competing today. That’s where I was before here.’

      Amy refocused on the fish, her finger trailing circles, a secretive smile on her face.

      ‘What?’ he asked.

      She kept her gaze on the water. ‘You don’t seem to have any of the qualms I do.’

      ‘Qualms?’

      ‘About giving out personal information.’

      ‘No.’ He ducked his head to grin at her. ‘Nothing to hide with me. You get what you see.’

      ‘And what’s that?’

      ‘The perfectly decent man of your dreams.’

      She laughed and flicked a few drops of water at his chest and walked on, hands tucked into the back pockets of her jeans. Tom trailed a moment, admiring her slim legs. She wore long brown zippered boots. He wouldn’t mind taking them off.

      He wouldn’t mind taking everything off.

      ‘Are you a Levenham local?’ he asked, catching up alongside.

      ‘I guess that depends on your definition of local. I’m not born and bred, if that’s what you mean, but after six years I’m beginning to feel local, even though I know I’ll never be considered a proper one. It’s how small towns work.’

      It was. There were locals and then there were local-locals. With his ancestors settling in the district in the eighteen seventies, Tom was the latter. Not that he held any pretensions about it. ‘Where were you from originally?’

      She hesitated over the answer, then seem to decide that it wouldn’t matter. ‘Gumeracha, in the Adelaide Hills. Do you know it?’

      ‘Not really.’ He shrugged. ‘Hot in the summer, freezing in the winter. Bushfire prone. Expensive land.’

      ‘That about sums it up. It’s also home to the Big Rocking Horse. Whenever I hear someone mention Rocking Horse Hill, I can’t help smiling. It’s like my move here was fated.’

      Rocking Horse Hill was the nickname Levenham locals gave to Mount Stanislaus, an imposing volcanic crater twelve kilometres to the south of town. An editor of the Levenham Leader had coined the name in the post-war period, when there was a movement against German names. Frustrated by the merry-go-round of squabbling, the editor had suggested they rename it Rocking Horse Hill, a name so benign it could offend no one. Despite its silliness, somehow it had stuck. So much so, Tom doubted half the younger population would have a clue about the crater’s proper title.

      ‘Lucky Levenham,’ said Tom, saying a silent thanks to Fate.

      Amy nodded, her expression serious but her honeyed gaze sparkling. ‘I like to think so.’

      Cheeky. He liked that.

      ‘Are your family still in Gumeracha?’

      ‘Mostly.’

      Tom waited for her to elaborate, but she didn’t. ‘Do you miss it?’

      ‘I used to. Not so much now. My friends have all moved on. They’re all scattered about, chasing jobs and relationships, or busy with families.’ She tucked some curls behind her ear. ‘Adulting.’

      He chuckled at the adulting reference. ‘So Levenham is home now?’

      ‘Seems like it.’

      That was good news. The last thing Tom wanted was another relationship with someone like his ex, Sasha, who’d decided his world was too small for her.

      The path wound through a heavily treed part of the park. Amy rubbed her arms. Though the leaves were mostly stripped, the trees’ many branches masked most of the weak warmth.

      ‘Cold?’

      ‘A little. I’ll be okay once we’re back in the sun.’

      ‘The café isn’t far. We’ll get coffee to warm up.’

      They emerged from the shade. Amy stopped and crouched to study a garden bed filled with flowers. She threaded her fingers into the white blooms and isolated one. ‘Gosh, these are pretty. I wonder what they are. Do you know?’

      ‘No idea. Why not take a photo and do a reverse search, or take it to Lindner’s—the garden centre? Someone there will be able to tell you.’

      ‘Good idea. Not just a handsome face, hey?’

      ‘I’m full of wonders.’

      ‘Yes,’ she said slowly, giving him a blatant once-over. ‘I bet you are.’ With a wink, she tugged a phone from her pocket and lined up a bloom.

      Tom blew out a long breath. Even he could recognise a come-on that obvious. The question now was, what was he going to do about it?

      Amy finished her photo, then rose and continued to walk as though their flirty moment hadn’t happened. ‘You like football, but don’t play?’

      ‘I used to. Did my ACL a few years ago and had to have a knee reconstruction. That put an end to my playing days.’

      She gave a sympathetic wince. ‘Ouch.’

      ‘It wasn’t great. Rehab took forever and it’s still not right. What about you? What’s your sport?’

      ‘Squash.’

      ‘Squash?’ Tom shook his head. ‘I wouldn’t have guessed that.’

      Amy tipped her head to the side. ‘What would you have guessed?’

      ‘Netball.’

      Her nose screwed up. ‘I tried a few times. Not for me. I played a bit of hockey when I was younger, but running around in the freezing cold in winter turned out not to be my thing. You don’t get wet with squash. Sweaty, but not wet.’

      Tom forced the image of Amy hot and puffing and sweaty in tiny tight shorts and a singlet from his head. He was having enough trouble keeping calm after that wink.

      He gestured towards the little café that sat between the council chambers and the library. ‘Time for coffee?’

      ‘Good idea.’

      The café was packing up when they arrived, but a smiling lady accepted their orders for coffees-to-go, anyway.

      Tom inspected the pastry cabinet. ‘Want to share a cake?’

      ‘Sure.’ Amy stepped close and peered at the offerings. Tom’s skin prickled with hyperawareness. Trying not to make it obvious, he breathed in the scent of her. Something sunny and pretty. Like her.

      ‘We’ve cleaned most of the cakes out,’ said the assistant as she loaded the espresso machine’s filter head and expertly locked it into place. ‘The lemon tarts are nice, though. So are the caramel slices.’

      Tom turned to Amy for help.

      ‘One of each?’ she suggested. ‘That way, there’ll be no arguments.’

      ‘I couldn’t imagine ever arguing with you.’

      She shot him a look. ‘That’s only because you don’t know me well enough.’

      ‘Working on it, cute girl,’ he said, so only she could hear, and was rewarded with a blush sweeping her cheeks.

      With the café packing up, they took their coffees and snacks to a park bench in a fast-fading patch of sun. Soon, the sun would be too low to offer any comfort. Tom wondered what Amy would say to a drink at one of the pubs. The back bar at the Australian Arms Hotel had an open fire and at this time of the day it’d be relatively quiet. Later, when the footy crowd rushed in for celebrations and commiserations, there’d be standing room only.

      He tore open the paper bags and motioned for Amy to choose what she wanted.

      Instead, she used her sugar stirrer to divide the lemon tart in half and handed him his share and took a bite out of hers. Her groan of appreciation shot a tremble from his chest straight to his groin.

      Tom was sure the tart was delicious, but such was his distraction he was stuffed if he could register any flavour. Amy seemed to enjoy the caramel slice even more than the tart, sucking the last of the stickiness from each finger and making Tom a little crazy.

      Amy knew it, too, the way she angled glances at him, her lips smiling around her fingers. When she finished, she folded the rubbish neatly and tucked the pile under her leg before picking up her coffee and sipping innocently.

      There was nothing innocent about Amy.

      To keep his mind off his groin, Tom asked about her favourite meals. From her reply, she seemed to enjoy most food, which was a relief. Sasha had always seemed to be on a diet, no matter how good she looked or how many times Tom told her he loved her the way she was.

      ‘Can I ask what you do?’ Tom asked when the conversation petered out.

      Amy rotated her cup, lips slightly pursed as she watched the last of her coffee swirl. Even in contemplation, her lips were kissable. ‘I work with children.’

      Tom turned that over. Working with children could cover a multitude of jobs. She could be anything from a doctor to a childcare worker to a teacher or social worker. Maybe even some sort of therapist.

      A caring position. He could imagine her in that.

      ‘That’s why you chose both pastries and then divided them in half.’

      She laughed. ‘Keeping the peace is definitely part of the job.’

      Teacher, he thought. Or childcare. He’d better not mention that to his mum, or Eden. They’d get ideas. Not that Tom could talk. He had plenty of ideas, it’s just that his were concentrated around the practising part of baby making.

      Amy tossed down the last of her drink, tucked the rubbish inside the cup, and held her hand out for Tom’s. He passed it over and trailed her to the nearest bin.

      ‘So,’ she said, dusting her hands. ‘What now?’

      ‘I don’t know. What do you want to do?’

      A lazy smile crept over Amy’s face, plunging Tom’s brain once more into visions of Sunday morning sex.

      ‘I want to do lots of things, Mister Tom Jones. None of them wise, all of them fun. And all of them,’ she placed a hand flat on his chest, ‘with you.’
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      For a long, heart-stopping moment as Tom’s mouth hung open, Amber was sure she’d made a monumental mistake. This brazen behaviour wasn’t her, but somehow the cover of her fake name had her acting like a harlot.

      A harlot? Now she was slut-shaming herself? Amber bristled at the thought. She was a modern woman and she’d be as sexual as she liked. And Amber very much liked Tom.

      A feeling that only ratcheted up when he grinned like a little boy and covered the hand she’d placed on his chest with his own.

      ‘Wisdom isn’t all it’s cracked up to be,’ he said.

      She grinned back, then sobered. ‘Just so you know, I’m not always like this.’

      ‘Perfect, you mean?’

      ‘I’m definitely not perfect.’

      Tom shrugged. ‘Right now, you’re looking pretty damn perfect to me. So, these unwise things you want to do …’ He lowered his hand, dragging hers with it, and began to walk. His palm was rough, its bumps and furrows telling stories of his life on the land. She wondered what stories the rest of him would tell. Whatever they were, Amber would listen. ‘Are we talking dinner, maybe?’

      ‘They could involve dinner.’

      ‘Hmm,’ he said as they entered the shaded part of the park.

      The sudden cold was solid and penetrating, like passing into another dimension. Amber wished she’d worn a coat. The pink merino wool jumper was snuggly enough, but no match for a rapidly approaching winter evening, and it was the jumper that had made her late.

      When she’d proposed it as her identification, Amber had been sure it was clean and safely tucked in her dresser drawer. A frantic search that morning had found the jumper at the bottom of the washing basket. Any thought of it being wearable was scuppered the moment she’d given it a sniff. Fortunately, it was a brand that could tolerate tumble drying on a delicate setting. If she hurried, Amber had enough time to put it on express wash and shove it into the dryer. Except the dryer’s delicate setting was very delicate and the drying time took her close to the meeting time.

      It was a seven-minute walk from her modest limestone house to Civic Park. Praying that Tom would give her a few minutes grace, at three minutes to three she extracted the jumper, shoved it on over her long-sleeved tee and ran out the door, only to be accosted by her neighbour, Mr Giannopoulos, who was a lovely man but who wouldn’t notice a social cue if it whacked him on the head.

      Amber had hopped from foot to foot as she tried to get a word in edgeways, before giving up and yelling ‘Got to go!’ over her shoulder as she sprinted off.

      Not wanting to meet Tom gasping for air, she’d forced herself to slow to a walk at the park entrance. Spotting Tom slumped on the bench nearly stole all the breath she’d recovered during her approach. The poor man must have thought he’d been had.

      His expression when she called his name and turned to her, though …

      She glanced at him, wondering what was swirling around that handsome head of his. Probably the same rampantly sexy thoughts as hers.

      If she weren’t feeling so charged, Amber would have laughed at herself. Love at first sight was for romance novels and fairytales, yet here she was being led by a man who had turned her insides molten with want and liking from the moment she’d laid eyes on him.

      Tom Jones was the whole package—good-looking, beautifully built, easygoing, intelligent and thoughtful. And it was obvious he was as attracted to her as she was to him.

      Of course, the chance of him being a serial killer still existed, but right now Amber was happy to take the risk.

      ‘I’m still a bit confused about these unwise things of yours,’ said Tom. They were at the fountain, but there was no pause to look at the fish, no slow amble. He was all business.

      ‘What about them?’

      ‘Could they involve your place? Mine’s a bit far away.’

      She halted. Momentum dragged her hand free of his. Tom immediately stopped and faced her.

      ‘Not my place.’ Amber rubbed her arm and regarded the fish pond. ‘It’s not that I …’

      ‘Hey,’ he said, cupping her upper arm and stroking it with his thumb. ‘I understand. We don’t have to …’ He puffed out his cheeks. ‘I wasn’t expecting …’ Tom scraped his palm over his head and let it drop. ‘Shit.’

      Shit indeed.

      Except it was what she wanted. What he wanted. They weren’t children. They were consenting adults, riding high on their attraction. This wasn’t the fifties or some other straitlaced time when women had to suppress their desires. Why the hell couldn’t they go off and have sex?

      Unless he’d think she was …

      He wouldn’t. She might hardly know him, but gut instinct told her Tom was a good man.

      Amber’s voice was barely a whisper. ‘I was thinking we could find a hotel.’

      ‘Right. Good. Of course.’ His gaze locked with hers, the lines around his eyes crinkled with worry. ‘Are you sure? We don’t have to rush. We can just, I dunno, have a drink somewhere. Talk some more.’

      ‘Tom,’ Amber stepped closer. ‘I know it sounds crazy, and I’ve never in my life felt this way, but I want to rush. I want to kiss you, I want to feel you, I want to wake up with you. I want to—’ She shook her head. ‘I just want. And I’m aware it’s nuts, but it’s how I feel.’

      ‘I’m the same. I felt it the moment I saw you.’ He laughed. ‘I even felt it on the phone last night. It’s crazy and amazing.’ He cradled her face, his gaze soft and loving and wondrous. ‘It’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me.’

      ‘Then we should go.’

      ‘Yeah.’ His breath sounded shaky. ‘Yeah.’ Then he brushed his mouth against hers. A soft, fleeting, barely there touch with the force of an earthquake.

      Amber’s bones melted. If it weren’t for the arm Tom slung around her shoulders, she was sure she would have collapsed. His hold was strong, his body against hers sturdy and warm. The purpose was back in his stride.

      ‘Where are we going?’ she asked, vaguely aware she needed to let go of him, that getting caught like this in public by a student or their parents would be an embarrassment she’d rather not experience, but was equally unwilling to ease away from his solidity.

      ‘My car.’ He looked at her. ‘Unless you want to take yours?’

      Amber shook her head. It would have been so easy to say she’d walked, but lingering wariness, borne from a thousand stories of women getting into trouble with stalkers or dates who refused to let go, kept her silent. The less he knew for the moment, the better. Later, when she was sure, she would tell him everything. Her real name, her phone number, where she worked, her home address. How the thought of being with him fogged her brain with lust.

      ‘Mine then.’

      His car was a blue ute with all the blokey trimmings, like chrome roll bars, a bull bar to protect the front from kangaroos or straying stock, and a long aerial.

      Tom opened the door for her, his smile full of promise. He let her settle, shut the door and strode for the driver’s side. Amber scanned the interior. It was clean and well maintained, with a few scrapes of dried mud on the footwell mat. A notebook and pencil sat in one of the cup holders, a tube of sunscreen in the other.

      ‘Okay?’ he asked, one hand on his seatbelt.

      ‘Absolutely.’

      ‘I’ll need to make a short stop along the way.’ He smiled crookedly. ‘Condoms.’

      ‘Oh.’ How could Amber not have thought of that? ‘Yes. Good idea.’ She grinned. ‘Make it a big box.’

      He laughed and snapped his belt into place, then gripped her hand and squeezed. It was so sweet, so loving, it was like having her heart cuddled. His hold lingered for a moment longer, their gazes locked, the air crackling with their amazement at their luck. He gave another quick squeeze, let go, and started the car.

      Tom pulled into the street. She watched him drive, admiring his easy competence, the way his thigh muscles moved under his jeans when he changed gear or braked.

      Levenham had a couple of supermarkets, one behind the main street, another further to the west, where the main street headed towards the highway. To Amber’s relief, he drove to the latter. The car park was quiet. In another hour or so it would fill as people popped in to grab food on their way home from sport and other activities.

      ‘Won’t be a moment,’ he said, opening the door. Then he stopped, leaned across and kissed her. ‘Don’t go anywhere.’

      ‘Not a chance.’

      His smile shot a thrill straight down her spine.

      Amber touched her lips, never taking her eyes off him as he hurried towards the doors. When he disappeared inside, she flopped her head back and, in a fit of pure happiness, pounded her heels on the floor and her fists on the side of her seat and giggled.

      She was going to spend the night in a hotel room with a gorgeous man. Not just any gorgeous man, but one she’d stumbled across on a dating app. A man who, for some miraculous reason, hadn’t been snatched up by any of the hundreds of women trawling Cupid Country. A man who, for tonight at least, belonged solely to Amber Dunn, twenty-eight-year-old primary-school teacher.

      Tom was back in a short time, box in hand. He tucked it alongside the sunscreen and started the car.

      ‘Did you have any motel in mind?’ he asked as he drove for the exit.

      Amber hadn’t considered that far ahead. ‘Not really. I’ve never really had a reason to think about local motels.’

      ‘Me neither. But the Ambassador is supposed to be good.’

      The Ambassador also had the added benefit of being right in town and a short walk from her home. If things soured between them, the walk—or run—home would be easy. It wouldn’t come to that, though. Amber knew it in her soul.

      This would be a night to remember for all the right reasons.

      Tom pulled up in the driveway and headed into the Ambassador’s reception, tugging his wallet from his back pocket as he walked. Amber picked up the condom box. Regular brand, regular sized. Nothing fancy or show-offy. Just reliable protection. His thoughtfulness made her breath catch.

      He emerged, swinging a key and smiling. ‘We’re in the room up the back. She’s going to bring us up some fresh milk.’ He gave a sheepish shrug. ‘I asked if she could bring some champagne, too.’

      ‘Aren’t you the romantic?’

      ‘Cute girl, I haven’t even got started.’

      There was so much promise in that simple sentence, Amber could have swooned.

      ‘Did you sign in as Mr and Mrs Jones?’

      ‘Just Mr, no Mrs.’

      A pity. Mr and Mrs Jones had a nice ring to it. Which made Amber want to giggle and pound her heels again. Could the man make her any sillier?

      The hotel was single storey, the rooms forming a giant U around a pool and picnic area. Tom drove to the bottom of the U and parked in front of number twelve.

      Tom looked at her, his hands twisting around the wheel. ‘It’s not too late to change your mind. I’ll understand.’

      ‘I’m not going to change my mind, Tom. This is going to happen. I want it to happen.’

      ‘So do I.’ He blew out a breath and chuckled. ‘You have no idea.’

      But she did. She absolutely did.

      ‘Then we’re okay. Come on.’ Amber grabbed the condom box and wiggled it. ‘We have a night to enjoy.’

      He unlocked the room door, reached in and flicked on a light, then stepped back and waved for Amber to go first. She glanced at him, noting the smug expression, and wondered what else he had in mind.

      I haven’t even got started.

      That there could be more wonderfulness ahead had her shuddering with delight.

      For a country motel, it was a large room. Along the side wall was a king-size bed covered in a white doona with a plush grey throw folded over the end, plump pillows, and a grey velvet quilted bedhead. A television was mounted on the opposite wall. Below was a long built-in bench and desk with a grey velvet chair tucked beneath. To the rear was a kitchenette, with the usual kettle, tea and coffee supplies and bar fridge. A half-closed door led to the bathroom.

      She turned to Tom. ‘It’s nice.’

      ‘It’s their best room.’ He cleared his throat. ‘I thought it’d be good to start⁠—’

      A knock sounded. Tom opened the door to a woman wearing an embroidered Ambassador jumper and thick grey beanie on her
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