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      Melanie Argyle snapped her fingers at her sulking son. ‘Come along, Eddie. I haven’t got all day.’

      Eddie groaned. He really did not want to go to Lindner’s. Even the thought of it made his goolies shrink up protectively.

      ‘Don’t you groan at me, Edmond Argyle. Put your boots on.’

      ‘But I haven’t finished my morning tea.’

      She snatched the remaining bite of lemon slice off his plate and popped it into her mouth. ‘Have now.’

      Eddie’s brother, Harry, who was standing behind her, grinned. Eddie threw him a sneer, then gave a longing look at his empty plate. He’d been enjoying that slice.

      ‘Why can’t Harry do it? He’s always bragging how much bigger and stronger he is.’ Which he wasn’t. Not much, anyway.

      ‘Your brother has work to do.’

      ‘And I don’t?’

      ‘You do. Coming with me.’

      There was never any defying Melanie Argyle when she wanted something. Eddie straightened from the kitchen table and dragged his socked feet to the door. His mum didn’t allow dirty farm boots in the house. The only dirty things allowed were looks, and then only from her, although Eddie and his brother exchanged their fair share with each other behind their mum’s back.

      Harry was still grinning. Not that that was anything unusual these days. Since meeting his girlfriend, Summer, jug-eared Harry had turned into an even bigger bumbling twit than he’d been before.

      ‘You’ll keep,’ Eddie muttered, earning himself a cuff under the ear from his mum.

      ‘What did I say about fighting in the house?’

      Harry’s grin turned even broader. There would be pain when Eddie got him alone, serious pain.

      Hat pulled down and hands shoved deep into the pockets of his jeans, Eddie followed his mum out to his ute. Why she needed him was anyone’s guess. Lindner’s was a well-run garden centre. There was always someone on hand to hoist potting mix or whatever, and while his mother might be half the size of her gigantic sons, she was strong. You didn’t help run a farm or raise two strapping boys without developing a muscle or two.

      She was up to something. He hoped like hell it had nothing to do with Alice Lindner.

      Eddie sulked the entire drive into Levenham. His mum ignored him, humming along to the radio and checking Facebook on her phone, all with her mouth half lifted in one of her smug you-can-sook-all-you-like, doesn’t-bother-me smiles.

      Mondays were the nursery’s quietest day and the carpark held only a few cars near the entrance. Eddie chose a space a bit further away, in a patch of sun. Autumn was fast drifting into winter, and the air was chilly despite the clear sky. At least the wind wasn’t up. Levenham was a small town only twenty or so kilometres from South Australia’s isolated southernmost coast, and that separating strip of land did nothing to warm a wind that could sweep straight at them from the frozen plains of Antarctica, when the mood took it.

      Though an Antarctic wind would probably feel cosy compared to any welcome he’d get at Lindner’s.

      Eddie dug his fists deeper into his pockets as he followed his mum to the entrance. Lindner’s had been operating for over twenty-five years and the entrance was a showcase of Ross Lindner’s expertise. A shaded stone path with bright moss growing between the joints led to a lush, leafy bower and pond spanned by a sturdy timber bridge. The effect was like entering a room where the only sound was the plinkety-plink of water as it tumbled over a raised rock formation. It was pretty, ridiculously so, but the sound of all that running water made Eddie wish he’d gone to the loo before he left home.

      Like he wasn’t uncomfortable enough.

      At the end of the bridge a pair of automatic doors slid open, gusting out a warm peaty smell. Eddie trailed his mum inside, his gaze darting immediately to the counter and the information desk. He breathed out. Maybe he was in luck and Alice was out the back or not working today.

      There were plenty of places she could hide, though. The indoor area was well lit thanks to skylights in the roof and industrial pendulum lamps, but Alice was tiny, an energetic blonde pixie who could be anywhere among the lush plants, stacks of pots and shelves of garden paraphernalia.

      ‘Oh, look,’ said his mum, ‘there’s Ross. Just the man. Grab me some snail pellets, would you, Eddie? I won’t be long.’ Without waiting for an answer, she hurried through another set of glass sliding doors to the outdoor section.

      Eddie took a long look around. Still no Alice. He sauntered towards a likely looking shelf and peered at the multiple options for snail destruction. A hand-written sign dangled from below the boxes of pellets. He recognised Alice’s loopy script and experienced a painful tug on his heart. Once upon a time, she’d written him notes and cards in that same script. Words telling him how much she loved him. How they’d be together forever. Teenage stuff – stupid but nice.

      Did you know, read the sign, that there are non-chemical ways to get rid of snails? Simple solutions using things you already have at home. Just ask!

      He fingered the sign for a few seconds and with a quiet sigh picked up a box and scanned the back. The active ingredient sounded hellish.

      ‘You could try crushed eggshells instead of chemical warfare, you know.’

      Eddie muttered a mental shit and closed his eyes. Taking a breath, he shoved the box back on to the shelf and turned.

      Alice regarded him with folded arms. Eddie was a big bloke. Really big. Six feet five and one-quarter – that quarter mattered – and built, as his equally enormous gramps liked to joke, like a concrete blockhouse. Yet this tiny person had the capacity to hurt him like no other.

      ‘Alice.’

      ‘Eddie,’ she replied, without a scrap of warmth.

      ‘I’m just waiting for Mum.’

      Why did he say that? It made him sound like a tool, as if he didn’t have anything better to do than hang around a garden centre, waiting for his mother. He had plenty of better things to do. They were drenching cattle this week, and as soon as the paddocks had dried out enough after their recent soaking, Eddie planned to be out on the tractor seeding.

      ‘You might be waiting a while. She just disappeared into the roses with Dad.’

      Bugger. If there was one thing his mum was mad for, it was roses. The front garden at Talanga was a maze of the thorny things, though they did look good in bloom.

      Alice stepped closer and Eddie’s lungs locked, then she reached around him and straightened the snail pellet box he’d hastily dumped. Casting him a look he couldn’t interpret, she swung towards the counter, the end of her long blonde ponytail clipping him across the chest as she went.

      Eddie’s focus dropped immediately to her body. Even in her uniform of heavy-duty khaki work trousers, matching shirt and steel-capped boots, she was glorious. Fine-boned, slim and pert, but strong, too. A fascinating combination of female softness and athleticism. He’d once spent ages tracing his hands over her curves, marvelling at her beauty, at how, despite their size difference, she perfectly fitted him.

      His Alice of the wonderland.

      She slid behind the counter and started tapping at the computer.

      Eddie scratched his head. Maybe he should go find his mum before she really got lost in roses stuff. Or maybe he could stop behaving like his bumbling brother and talk to Alice. They used to talk for hours when they were an item, surely they could make civilised conversation for ten minutes?

      He wandered over to the counter. Alice glanced up, pursed her pretty lips and went back to whatever she was doing.

      Another tug hurt his heart. With everyone else, Alice was a cute-as-a-button girl whose sweet bubbliness was so infectious people couldn’t help but smile in her presence. With him she was stiff and cold, and nothing like the Alice he once had loved.

      Still loved.

      In front of the till was a raffle book with its cover folded back and a pen jammed in the join to keep it open at the next ticket. Eddie bent to read the details and let out an amused humph when he realised it was promoting the Show Queen contest.

      ‘Something funny?’ asked Alice.

      ‘Just this Show Queen thing. Bit stupid, isn’t it?’

      ‘What’s so stupid about raising money for local charities?’

      ‘Well nothing, but it’s all a bit …’

      Old-fashioned, is what Eddie thought. A Show Queen competition? Where the winner was crowned at a big ceremony and expected to parade about like royalty afterwards, shaking hands and kissing babies? That kind of stuff went the day of the dodo years ago. It didn’t matter that the Levenham Wine Show committee, who were running the event, had made it open slather, with every man and his dog – literally – eligible to enter, and the winner determined solely by who raised the most money, it was still pretty dumb.

      But from the way Alice was standing, arms folded and weight cocked on one hip, saying so might not be smart.

      ‘Just because you don’t care about anything, doesn’t mean you can make fun of others who do. Oh, sorry,’ she touched a finger to her chin, ‘silly me. You do care about one thing. Pity it’s just where your next easy lay is coming from.’

      ‘Hey, hang on.’

      That wasn’t fair, on either count. Eddie cared about a lot of things. The farm, his family. His mates. His football team, the Gerrinton Giants. His cricket team. His red kelpie, Blue.

      Her.

      As for easy lays, there hadn’t been one of those for a long time.

      She waved a dismissal. ‘Don’t bother defending yourself, Eddie. I’ve seen you in action, remember.’

      Eddie gritted his teeth. ‘That was …’

      Hard to explain. And now wasn’t the time for it.

      ‘Yes?’

      He shook his head. What was the point? Alice wouldn’t believe him anyway.

      Eddie picked up the raffle book and read the fine print. Bugger. He’d forgotten that the new cancer centre at the hospital was one of the charities. Alice’s mum, Kate, had been diagnosed with a grade-three brain tumour the year Eddie and Alice started going out and it had claimed her life barely three years later.

      Kate and her family had been fortunate, if you could call it that that. Most sufferers of her kind of tumour were lucky to survive a year or two. Local oncology services had been minimal to non-existent then, and Kate’s endurance was more a testament to willpower than any medical intervention. No wonder Alice was defending the Show Queen competition. She wouldn’t want anyone to suffer like her mum.

      ‘I care about more than you realise,’ he said, flicking through the raffle book and counting. He pulled out his wallet and checked his cash supply. He had enough. ‘I’ll take the rest of the book.’

      For a heartbeat, Alice’s expression seemed to soften. Then she looked away. ‘Nice gesture.’

      ‘It’s not a gesture. I want to help.’

      ‘A few raffle tickets won’t make much difference.’

      He glanced at her. Something in her tone suggested that she wasn’t referring to the charity. ‘What would, then?’

      ‘Nothing you could do.’

      ‘You’d be surprised.’

      For a long moment, Alice remained quiet. Eddie held his breath as her gaze raked over his face. A chance was all he wanted, to prove that he wasn’t whom she thought, and to make amends for the hurt he’d somehow caused her and still didn’t understand.

      That he was still the bloke she’d once loved.

      ‘Go on, then,’ she said finally. ‘Surprise me.’

      He tapped the raffle book. ‘This Show Queen thing is open to anyone. I could have a go.’

      Alice laughed. Eddie didn’t. He’d considered it quite a clever idea.

      ‘What’s so funny about me entering? No reason I couldn’t win this thing.’

      ‘You? As Show Queen?’

      ‘King, not queen.’ There was nothing queenly about Eddie. ‘And why not? It’s not like it takes any special skill. It’s just running a few raffles.’

      ‘Just a few raffles, huh?’

      He shrugged. ‘Maybe a sausage sizzle.’

      Alice’s blue eyes took on a dangerous glitter. ‘Do it, then. Enter. I dare you.’

      He didn’t like that glitter. It made him nervous. ‘I bloody might.’

      ‘Might? Thought so. All talk.’ She returned her gaze to the computer and began clicking the mouse.

      ‘All right, I will.’

      ‘Sure. Whatever.’ She kept clicking. A printer whirred.

      ‘Will.’

      Alice bobbed down then rose holding a piece of paper. She slapped the printout on the counter and banged a pen on top of it. Eddie eyed both warily.

      ‘Show Queen entry,’ she said.

      Bugger. Now he’d have to fill it in, and everything in Alice’s expression told Eddie that he had no idea what he was committing himself to.

      She pushed the pen and paper closer and arched a fine blonde eyebrow.

      Eddie rubbed his mouth to hide a grimace. This is what you got for being a big-mouthed idiot still crazy about your ex-girlfriend four years after you’d split up. With a shallow sigh, he picked up the pen.

      When he’d finished, Alice snatched up the form and checked it through. Satisfied, she passed it back. ‘You need to drop it in to the Tourist Office. They’ll pass it on to the Wine Show committee.’

      Eddie folded the sheet and pocketed it, only for Alice to curl her fingers in a ‘gimme’ gesture. Assuming she meant the form, he reached for it.

      ‘Not that. Money for the raffle tickets. You were going to buy the rest of the book, remember?’

      Oh yeah. So he was. Eddie dug out his wallet and handed over the cash, wishing he’d never looked at the rotten raffle book. Too late now, and at least filling out his name and address and tearing off tickets gave him something to do besides freak out over the Show Queen thing.

      Harry would piss himself laughing when he found out. As for the footy boys, that didn’t bear thinking about. His mum? She was too aware of Eddie’s feelings for Alice and would know straightaway that he was up to something. Perhaps that wasn’t a bad thing. If he asked nicely, she might even lend him a hand.

      He’d bloody need it if he was to pull off this stunt.

      Alice didn’t say a word, but he could feel her gaze lasering the top of his head and had to stop himself from scratching at the itchy feeling it left.

      ‘Who’s running this raffle anyway?’ he asked as he tore off the final ticket.

      ‘Who do you think?’ Alice leaned forward, eyes wide in her biggest ‘derr’ look. ‘Me, Eddie. You’ve just helped fund your greatest Show Queen rival.’
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      ‘Let’s go to the pub,’ said Alice, linking arms with her best friends Chrissy James and Paige de Bruin, and practically skipping them across the carpark of Wallace Park, Levenham’s netball and tennis complex.

      Their Rebels Netball Club team meeting had taken less time than anticipated and now Friday night stretched emptily ahead. They had a game tomorrow and Alice had a dozen Show Queen chores to attend to at home, but home meant quiet and too much opportunity for Eddie to slither into her mind, and she’d had enough of that great lump tangling her brain for one week. A drink or two in the cosy back bar of the Australian Arms with friends, surrounded by people and laughter, was much more appealing.

      ‘I shouldn’t,’ said Chrissy.

      ‘A couple of drinks won’t hurt,’ said Paige, bumping her hip against Chrissy’s and causing her to stumble a step.

      Where Alice was small, slight and fast, Paige was tall, strong and statuesque thanks to her Dutch ancestry. She was also as smart as a whip. Alice considered her magnificent and desperately wished some gorgeous local bloke would hurry up and discover the same. Her friend hadn’t had the easiest of upbringings, and if anyone deserved everlasting love it was Paige.

      ‘Didn’t do any harm last week,’ Paige reminded her.

      ‘Or the week before,’ said Alice, squeezing Chrissy’s arm. ‘And I’ll buy.’

      Chrissy narrowed her eyes. ‘This had better not be one of your tricks.’

      ‘Nope, purely spur of the moment.’ Which was true, but if Chrissy happened to bump into Nick Burroughs then that would be an excellent bonus.

      Alice was getting a marvellous kick out of Nick’s pursuit of Chrissy. His efforts, which had so far included a hilarious, attention-grabbing parade and a glittery, hand-decorated card, were ridiculously romantic. Even better, Nick was using Alice as a conduit, which meant she got to watch it all unfold up close. The view was so wonderful it was almost enough to make a girl want it for herself.

      Chrissy’s expression stayed suspicious. ‘It’d better be.’

      ‘Why are you being so funny about Nick anyway?’ asked Paige. ‘I thought you said the card was cute.’

      ‘It was.’

      ‘And?’ said Alice. Cute wouldn’t cut it. Yes, Chrissy had a right to be a little miffed that Nick barely had acknowledged her existence at school, especially after all the embarrassing things she’d done to get his attention, but he was doing his best to make up for it. And school was school. They were in their twenties now, grown up. This had the potential to be the real deal.

      ‘And nothing. It was one card.’ She sniffed. ‘I sent him at least four.’

      ‘Must do better, huh?’ said Paige.

      ‘Exactly.’

      ‘Well,’ said Alice, ‘I think it was gorgeous of him to send one, and a handmade one at that. There aren’t too many men in this world who’d do that.’

      A softening of Chrissy’s expression showed her point had hit home.

      ‘Pub, then?’

      ‘Why not?’ said Chrissy, laughing and forging onwards.

      As usual, the pub was crowded with Friday-night revellers – people hanging out at the bar, waiting for the night’s Australian Rules Football game to start on the big screen, meeting friends or enjoying a comforting meal at the pub’s excellent bistro.

      Spotting a small gap at the bar, Alice shot into it, popping up in front of Nick’s equally dreamy and sadly now off-the-dating-market brother, Danny, like a jack-in-the-box.

      ‘Three glasses of shiraz, please,’ she said, leaning her elbows on the countertop, cupping her cheeks and blinking coyly at him. Like Nick, Danny was a sweetheart, and Alice’s play-flirts usually earned her a smile, and occasionally an extra slosh of wine.

      ‘You sure you’re old enough to drink, little girl?’

      Alice screwed up her nose at him. ‘Everyone’s a smartypants.’

      Danny laughed and reached above the bar for the wineglasses.

      Alice took a moment to scan the crowd. No Nick. No Eddie either, thank God. One encounter was enough for the week.

      She turned back to Danny. ‘Hey, tell Beth to keep Friday the nineteenth free.’

      ‘What are you stealing my girlfriend for this time?’

      ‘Girl’s Night In at the netball clubrooms.’

      ‘For the Show Queen comp?’

      Alice nodded.

      Danny gave her a look as he poured. ‘An all-girls night? Sounds dangerous.’

      ‘Silly man. That’s the whole idea.’ She hoisted herself up on tiptoe and leaned closer. ‘By the way, Chrissy’s here.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘And your brother.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘Honestly. How am I supposed to vicariously live their romance if you won’t help them see each other?’

      Danny lifted the wineglasses closer to Alice. ‘Yeah, all right. I’ll let him know.’

      ‘Thank you. And Beth about the nineteenth. Don’t forget her.’

      ‘Never.’ His smile at the mention of his girlfriend made Alice feel slightly gooey. There was nothing so gorgeous as a man in love.

      She found the girls in the lounge bar near the open fire. Settling on to the stool they’d snagged for her, Alice raised her glass in a toast. ‘To the Rebels and another win tomorrow.’

      ‘And to your Show Queen quest,’ added Paige as they touched glasses.

      ‘Speaking of which,’ said Alice, ‘I had an idea for another fundraiser. A second-hand book sale. We could hold it at the library, in one of the event rooms, maybe combine it with a talk or something.’ She checked Paige, who was one of the librarians at Levenham’s popular council-run library. ‘What do you think? Doable?’

      ‘I can’t see why not.’ Paige considered for a moment. ‘What about a book swap rather than a sale, where people pay a fee scaled on how many books they bring? We could lay on wine and cheese to make it more fun, and keep people browsing and talking.’

      ‘Or add some live music,’ threw in Chrissy, warming to the theme, which was no surprise. As marketing manager for Ryan’s Winery, promo was her thing. Alice was enormously grateful to have Chrissy on board for her assault on the Show Queen crown.

      ‘Or a poetry slam,’ said Alice.

      ‘Yes!’ said Paige. ‘You would not believe how many closet poets there are out there, and because the opportunity arises so rarely, most of them would jump at the chance to read their work in public. It’s the sort of event that would attract all ages and sexes, too. You could advertise it as catering for any kind of poetry, from limericks to bush ballads, with the only requirement being that they’re entertaining.’

      ‘Brilliant!’ said Chrissy. She clutched Alice’s arm, her eyes wide. ‘Alice, this could be huge. Just think, you could host a whole range of open-mike-type nights. Comedy, music. Speed painting.’

      ‘Theatre sports!’ Alice clapped her hands and jiggled. Her friends were amazing.

      More ideas were tossed around, Alice tapping notes into her phone as the girls talked faster and faster about the events she could host, and the money they’d raise. Before long, their wineglasses were empty.

      Chrissy gathered up the empties. ‘I’ll get this round.’

      ‘I said I was buying!’

      ‘Leave her,’ said Paige. ‘She just wants to check if Nick’s here.’

      ‘Do not.’

      ‘Do so!’ said Alice.

      ‘We’ll keep an eye out this side, then, shall we?’ Paige called out as Chrissy stomped off haughtily, causing Alice and her to lean against one another as they cracked up.

      ‘There’s a good chance Nick’ll be there, too,’ said Alice when she’d finished giggling. ‘I told Danny she was here. He said he’d let Nick know.’

      Paige turned suddenly wistful. ‘He’s nuts about her, isn’t he?’

      Alice sighed. ‘Completely. If she wasn’t our friend, I’d hate her.’

      ‘Me too.’

      They shared a smile.

      ‘Don’t worry, you’ll still have me in old spinsterhood,’ joked Alice, bumping her shoulder fondly against Paige’s.

      ‘You’re too kind.’ Paige scanned the crowd. ‘You know, the boyfriend thing I can give or take, but right now I would bloody kill for a decent one-night stand. Maybe a two-nighter. Some proper sweaty, fun sex. The kind that leaves you tingly for days and feeling great about yourself.’

      ‘Yes,’ said Alice, feeling wistful herself. It had been ages since she’d had sex. Her last experience had been with an irrigation supplies sales rep who’d since moved territories and still occasionally texted to say hello. Sadly, there’d been no toe-curling passion for either of them and both were content to stay friends. ‘The trouble with awesome sex like that is it makes you want more, which kind of defeats the purpose of a no-strings one-nighter.’

      ‘True. Anyway, it’s all beside the point, isn’t it? There’s no one on offer. Danny’s taken, Nick’s gaga over Chrissy.’

      There was Eddie, thought Alice, then blinked. Where the hell had that come from? That wine must have gone straight to her head.

      She stood. ‘I’m going to get some water. Do you want some?’

      ‘I wouldn’t mind. Thanks.’

      Deciding to look in on Chrissy, Alice headed for the front-bar water dispenser. As she turned the corner, she halted so suddenly someone crashed into her back.

      ‘Shit, sorry,’ whoever it was said, but Alice didn’t acknowledge the apology. Her gaze was locked on the end of the bar where a dark-haired giant with coffee-coloured eyes was enthusiastically hugging a pretty brunette.

      Eddie.

      ‘Crap,’ said Alice.

      ‘Fuck,’ said the man behind her.

      Fists clenched, she stalked towards the bar, eyes not leaving her prey for a second. If that slimy rat thought for one moment he could come on to Chrissy, he was about to learn otherwise.

      Danny reached Chrissy’s section of the bar just as Alice approached.

      ‘Jesus, Chrissy,’ he said. ‘Don’t talk to him. He’s a sleaze.’

      Eddie puffed out his chest like the peacock he was. ‘Am not.’

      ‘Are so,’ said Alice, a response echoed by the man behind her, whose voice she now recognised as belonging to Nick Burroughs. Good. With Nick around, Eddie wouldn’t stand a chance.

      Eddie grinned at Nick, only for his smile to falter and disappear completely when he spied Alice. He nodded at her. ‘Alice.’

      ‘Eddie.’

      For a pause, no one said anything. Alice stared at Eddie, while Chrissy’s gaze shunted between Nick and Alice, becoming more worried with each cycle.

      Danny broke the standoff with a knuckle rap on the bar top. ‘Are you guys going to stand there like a bunch of bunnies or is anyone going to order?’

      ‘Sorry,’ said Chrissy. ‘Three glasses of—’

      Nick grabbed her hand. ‘Can I have a quick word first?’

      Alice pushed her towards him. ‘You go with Nick. I’ll get the drinks.’

      ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Yes. I said tonight was my shout.’ She gave her another shove. ‘Now go.’

      Chrissy glanced at Eddie and back at Alice. ‘Only if you’re sure.’

      ‘Yes! Go!’

      Nick led Chrissy off, shooting Alice a wink of thanks over his shoulder as he left. Alice smiled and turned to the bar. ‘Three glasses of shiraz, and can you do us some iced water, too, please?’

      Ignoring Eddie wasn’t easy when he was so big and so close. His beer was on the bar, and from the corner of her eye she could see his long fingers circling the glass. Worse, she could feel his gaze on her. Alice wished he’d go away. His presence was spoiling her excitement over Nick and Chrissy.

      ‘I entered,’ he said.

      Her head whipped around so hard it shot a pain through her neck. ‘You what?’

      ‘The Show Queen thing. I entered.’

      Alice could only stare. Eddie had entered? Oh, no, no, no. That was not meant to happen. The thing with the form was just to rile him. He wasn’t actually meant to go through with it.

      A line formed between his brows. ‘What’s wrong?’

      ‘Nothing.’ She focused on the mirrored back of the bar and the fragments of stupid, silly blonde girl reflected there. Eddie was popular, good-looking and practical, and even though he’d be joining the competition a few weeks late, he was more than capable of making up lost ground. Threats didn’t come much bigger than this. ‘Nothing at all.’

      ‘Alice.’ He lowered onto his elbows, his deep voice hushed. Danny glanced at Alice as he continued to pour, letting her know he’d pull rank if needed. Alice was fine. Eddie would never hurt her. Not that way. ‘I thought it was what you wanted.’

      He was so close she could smell him. The familiar scents of the soap and washing powder he used. Her heart sped up in recognition. Alice tightened her jaw against it. This was the man who’d taken advantage when she’d been desperate for love and understanding, then compounded the hurt by sleeping with every bit of skirt he could find after they broke up, as if Alice had been nothing special at all. She would not want him again. She would not.

      ‘It was. Is. The more money we raise the better.’

      ‘That was my take too.’ He continued to study her, and his voice lowered even further. ‘I can pull out.’

      ‘Why would you do that?’

      His gaze flicked one last time over hers, then he straightened and shrugged.

      ‘Here you go,’ said Danny, setting a tray on the bar and loading it with wine and water glasses.

      ‘Thanks.’ Alice went to dig into her handbag and found air. She looked to her side, where it normally hung, and smacked her forehead. ‘I’m so sorry. I left my purse with Paige. Can you hang on? I’ll be back in a jiffy.’

      Not waiting for an answer, she scurried off, cheeks flaming. Of all the silly things, and in front of Eddie, too. His fault. If he hadn’t distracted her with his announcement and flustered her with his concern, she would have realised earlier.

      ‘Chrissy went off with Nick,’ she said in response to Paige’s raised eyebrow at her empty-handed return. ‘I said I’d grab the drinks, only I didn’t have my bag.’ She scrabbled inside her purse and pulled out a fifty-dollar note.

      ‘Alice,’ said Paige, tipping her head to indicate behind Alice’s back.

      ‘What?’

      Paige’s sympathetic smile revealed the answer. Alice closed her eyes. Of course he’d paid for the drinks. Eddie might be a man-whore, but he was a chivalrous one. Melanie Argyle had made sure of that.

      He set the tray down. ‘I figured it’d be easier if I fixed it up.’

      ‘Thanks,’ said Alice. She thrust the fifty towards him. ‘I don’t have anything smaller.’

      Eddie shoved his hands into his pockets and shook his head. ‘Don’t worry about it.’

      ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

      ‘I think I have change,’ said Paige, rummaging in her own purse, but Eddie was already stepping backwards.

      ‘Think of it as a donation. For your Show Queen fund.’

      Paige stopped her rummaging. ‘The donate-to-the-favourite-cause trick, huh? Come on, Eddie, surely a man of your vast experience can sleaze better than that.’

      Eddie shot her a glare then looked at Alice. ‘Good luck at netball tomorrow. I’ll see you around.’

      He stomped off, hands deep in his pockets, shoulders hunched in a very un-Eddie-like way. Alice watched until he disappeared around the corner and then slumped onto her stool. Eddie was only being nice and she’d been mean. Twice now, if she added her current lack of graciousness to Monday’s silly prank. No wonder it had backfired. Karma hated a meanie.

      Paige regarded Alice with eyes turned to slits. ‘You. Eddie. Spill.’

      ‘It’s nothing.’

      ‘Didn’t look like nothing.’ She leaned forward. ‘Alice, you’ve barely said two words to one another since you broke up and he just bought us drinks and wished you luck at netball.’

      Alice toyed with telling Paige the mess she’d made and decided against it. It’d require too much explanation. Namely, why she’d goaded Eddie into joining the Show Queen competition in the first place. That would only encourage lengthy analysis and Alice would rather scrub Lindner’s customer toilets for a year than suffer a session of that.

      Besides, she didn’t understand it herself.

      ‘It’s nothing. Really. He was just being Eddie. You know what he’s like.’

      Paige humphed. ‘Maybe, but my gut tells me he’s up to something.’

      Oh, he absolutely was. And Alice only had herself to blame for it.
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      Levenham’s historic Mechanics’ Institute was a sober grey limestone building tucked behind the main street, half a block from the town’s biggest supermarket. Once the town’s first library and educational centre, it was now used for community groups and the occasional lecture. Alice’s older brothers, both now in the navy, had attended Scout meetings there when they were boys, after a fire destroyed the Scout’s old timber clubhouse, and her mum had done yoga classes in one of the upstairs rooms before she’d become sick. Now it was Show Queen HQ.

      With all the closest kerbside spaces taken, Alice parked at the supermarket and walked back, her bright-pink down jacket zipped up to the neck and her hands curled in its pockets. It was freezing thanks to a nasty southerly, but Alice took her time, scanning the street for Eddie’s car. As a Show Queen entrant, he was obliged to attend the committee’s fortnightly Monday meetings. Trouble was, she had no idea what he drove these days, and he could be using any number of the farm’s vehicles. With a bit of luck, he would be already inside and she’d be able to slide into a seat at the back, as far away from him as possible.

      Though light glowed through the ground-floor windows, the looming two-storey institute looked as gloomy as she felt. The Rebels had another win on Saturday, and the garden centre’s Sunday takings had been above average for this time of year. She’d sold another book full of raffle tickets and Nick had texted to say that he’d drop by at lunchtime tomorrow with another gift for Chrissy. Normally, all these things would have Alice on a high, but since Eddie’s announcement on Friday night she’d been flat.

      Flat and worried.

      What could Eddie possibly want to achieve by entering the Show Queen contest? Alice might have goaded him into it, but Eddie wasn’t a total sheep. Nor did he have to save face. He could have played along at the garden centre, not bothered to lodge the entry and left it at that. No one other than Alice would have known.

      As for local causes, since when did he care about those? His beloved football team, the Gerrinton Giants, didn’t count. All the boys did what they could for the club; however, a football team was hardly a charity. To be fair, she’d had next to no contact with Eddie for four years, but Levenham was home to only seventeen thousand people and their social circles tended to overlap, which was how Alice knew all about Eddie’s rampant skirt-chasing. Yet she’d heard nothing about this side of him.

      It was flummoxing.

      Alice pushed open the door and stood in the foyer listening as she unzipped her jacket. She could hear Sarah Nolan, Levenham Wine Show’s committee chairperson, calling for everyone to take a seat. Alice waited until chairs had stopped scraping and the general hubbub had died down before entering.

      ‘Hi, everyone,’ she called out. ‘Sorry I’m late. How horrible is this wind? It’s freezing out there!’

      The room filled with return cheerios and grumbling agreement about the weather. Not one voice belonged to Eddie.

      So much for her cunning plan.

      Two rows of chairs faced a large whiteboard already marked up with entrants’ names. Three seats remained unoccupied, all next to each other at the end of the front row. Alice took the one adjacent to Steph Albrecht, who worked at a local car dealership and whom Alice knew from Steph’s regular visits to Lindner’s. She smiled at Steph as she settled down.

      Sarah usually ran the meetings with council’s tourism officer, Tiffany Duncan, except tonight, sitting like an empress on a chair beside the table, was town matriarch and Wine Show patron Audrey Wallace. She nodded regally at Alice, who grinned and waved back.

      More than a few people found Mrs Wallace and her old-money wealth and attitude intimidating. Not Alice. The elderly lady might be almost comically posh, but she was also intelligent, glamorous, and harboured zero tolerance for fools and vegetarians. Glaucoma had destroyed most of the vision in her left eye. To compensate, Mrs Wallace peered at people with an intensity that left many unnerved. Alice thought her formidable yet marvellous. A person who made things happen. The Wine Show wouldn’t exist without Mrs Wallace’s relentless efforts to get it up and running. Nor would many other local events.

      ‘I had hoped to introduce our new entrant,’ said Sarah, ‘but it appears he’s been waylaid.’

      ‘Nah, I’m here,’ said Eddie, tipping his wide-brimmed hat as he strode in. His colossal size made the high-ceilinged institute feel small. ‘G’day,’ he drawled, sounding like an Aussie tourism advert.

      Margot Shulte, who seemed to be more in the Show Queen for the attention than any urge to help the community, tittered. Alice felt an overwhelming desire to shoot daggers at her. She hadn’t liked Margot much at school and her laziness so far in the competition had done nothing to change that opinion.

      Even Alice had to admit that, with his broad smile and undeniable rugged handsomeness, Eddie was a total country-boy hottie. That he’d clearly come straight from farm work only added to his appeal. He wore jeans tucked into a pair of calf-high heavy-duty leather boots, a checked flannelette shirt with the cuffs folded up one turn, and a sheepskin-lined oilskin vest with a thread of blue baler twine dangling from one of its pockets. Eddie looked capable, trustworthy, fit and more than a bit sexy.

      ‘Eddie Argyle. Sorry I’m late. We’re still calving at home and the little sods have no respect for meetings. Or dinnertime.’ His gaze connected with Alice’s. He waved his hat her way. ‘You can blame Alice here for me joining in the fun.’

      Several whispers sounded. Steph regarded Alice with a furrowed brow. Alice glared at him, her cheeks on fire, but unlike every other recent encounter Eddie’s grin didn’t falter.

      ‘Granny B!’ he said, spotting Audrey Wallace.

      Alice wondered how he was familiar enough to use her nickname, then remembered that Eddie and his brother, Harry, played football with Mrs Wallace’s grandson-in-law, Josh Sinclair. Harry had even been groomsman at Josh’s and Emily Wallace-Jones’s wedding.

      Mrs Wallace lifted her cheek and Eddie dutifully planted a kiss on it. ‘Looking flash as always. Hey, Tiff, how’s things? Great dress. Another of your own creations?’

      To Alice’s annoyance, he kissed her, too, then Sarah. Mrs Wallace was the only one who didn’t blush like a schoolgirl.

      He took the seat next to Alice, scraping the chair over a fraction when his bulk overflowed into her space.

      ‘Sorry,’ he said, not sounding even remotely apologetic.

      He leaned forward, his focus on Sarah and twirling his hat in his hands, oozing eager energy, like a giant sheepdog puppy.

      Alice wanted to hiss at him, but she couldn’t. Especially after his announcement that his involvement was her fault. What was the story with that?

      What was the story with Eddie altogether?

      She fixed her attention on Sarah. The point of these meetings was to ensure events didn’t clash, that no one scheduled something the committee deemed inappropriate, to discuss media opportunities, and to promote a sense of competition by ranking everyone on a leaderboard.

      As far as Alice was concerned, it was a good way for others to steal fundraising ideas and had said as much to Mrs Wallace when she had bumped into her in McArthur Street, Levenham’s main thoroughfare, a few days after the first Show Queen meeting. Her complaint had been shooed away.

      ‘It will keep you on your toes,’ Mrs Wallace had claimed in her clipped, aristocratic voice.

      ‘But won’t the leaderboard put the less successful fundraisers off?’

      Mrs Wallace had smiled. ‘Perhaps.’

      Alice had stared at her. ‘You want them to pull out?’

      ‘Clever chap, Darwin,’ Mrs Wallace had replied, before extracting a cigar and lighter from the pocket of her long fur coat and striding off.

      It had taken Alice some time to puzzle out her reasoning. In the end she thought she understood. As the also-rans dropped away, rivalry between the frontrunners would increase, cranking up the pressure to hold events that were not only unique and media worthy, but wallet-opening. With fewer entrants and events and a tighter, more exciting competition, the risk of fundraising fatigue in the local population also was reduced.

      The Show Queen competition wasn’t a cute country festivity. It was a blood sport.

      ‘Okay,’ said Sarah when she’d finished the preliminaries. ‘What’s everyone got scheduled for this fortnight? Eddie, perhaps you can start us off.’

      Eddie looked momentarily startled. Then he stood and faced the group
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