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This book is dedicated to the wonderful readers we meet on the road as I research my books!
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Chapter One
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Jake Jones stood on the bridge of his sleek white motor cruiser as it approached the mouth of the Norman River. He closed his eyes and lifted his face to the salt-laden air and took a deep breath. The fresh clean smell of the coast and the sharp tang of the mangroves soothed him. Ten years away from home had been way too long.

The smell of this landscape; there was nothing like it.

No matter where Jake had been in his time away, he’d never smelled sweet, untouched salt air like that of the Gulf of Carpentaria. He stood, unmoving, absorbing the familiar sounds and smells for a few minutes before he opened his eyes again. Ahead the short stubby mangroves covered the edge of the water like a dark green curtain as the sun sank low in the winter sky. The waters of the Gulf glinted silver as the light faded in the gathering dusk. There was no movement apart from the water birds pecking around the tree roots sending sea creatures scurrying for shelter. In the distance shards of sunlight glinted off the rod of a lone fisherman on the point. This was not a pretty coastline like the surf beaches of the east coast of Australia, nor did it have the rugged grandeur of the Mediterranean, but it was quiet and serene.

And it was home.

Monaco had been pretty, and the boats at Monte Carlo had been luxurious, but the smell of diesel and petrol had always hung in the air around the huge marina. It had been noisy and busy no matter what the hour and the hum of traffic around the harbour was constant. Last winter it had been the smell of snow covering Mont Agel above the harbour that had filled Jake with homesickness until he’d decided it was time to go home.

Almost. He wasn’t going to return to the town that he had left beneath a cloud of shame until he could return triumphant. He’d had to put some final business plans in place, and when everything was settled, he made his move to come home. He was coming back to Second Chance Bay on his terms; it had taken a long time to get himself to the position when he was confident enough to come back to the Bay. He had a lot to prove to the community he’d left behind as a young man almost ten years ago. 

‘Do you want me to berth at the docks over town?’ Gus, his deckhand, gestured with his head to the dock ahead. They’d picked up Moonshine, one of his new motor cruisers in Darwin, and it had taken a couple of days for the paperwork to be organised before they’d headed east along the coast to Second Chance Bay. Jake had booked a helicopter to fly Gus back to Darwin tomorrow to pick up the second charter boat he’d bought. Gus would be bringing the rest of the crew with him on the way back. The first charter was already booked and filled with the maximum number of clients on each vessel.

Jake had ticked all the boxes and had organised every last facet of his business before he’d come home. He wasn’t leaving himself open to any criticism.

He was successful, and he wanted the town to see that.

With a shake of his head, he answered Gus. ‘No. Keep going. We’ll refuel in town tomorrow. I’m keen to get berthed. I have a visit to make.’

‘Rightio, captain.’ Gus saluted with a wide grin.

‘Piss off, Gus. You can cut the captain stuff.’ He knew Gus was teasing him, but he wasn’t in the mood. Even though he was trying hard to look calm on the outside, coming home to the town that had done him so much damage made his gut churn. 

Jake stared at the hotel on the point at Karumba as they approached the entrance to the river. Second Chance Bay was a small village across the river from Karumba, a town famous for its sunsets and not much else, apart from the prawn industry.

Unless you counted its fame for being the place where Jake had lost his dreams along with the respect of the people who were important to him, but that was something he didn’t talk about. But when the time to travel back approached, the memories of the past had filled his waking hours and his dreams.

‘You really grew up here?’ Gus looked at him and his face was a study in disbelief.

Jake nodded. ‘Sure did. What’s the problem with that?’

Gus shrugged. ‘Doesn’t seem to be much around here. Always had the impression you were a city boy. You know, learned to sail in Daddy’s yacht on the north shore of Sydney.’

‘Mate, you’re a long way off. This is where I was born, and this is where I learned my way around the water. Mightn’t look much, but there’s plenty to do if you love the sea.’ Jake picked up a rope and wrapped it around his hand ready to moor when they reached the Bay. ‘You’ve gone soft being on the Cote d’Azur.’

‘Hey captain, I did my time out of Darwin when I was a young bloke just like you. I know the tropics. I just can’t see why you’d leave what you had in Europe to come home to this.’ He lifted his hand from the helm and spread his arms wide.

‘Home is the key word, Gus.’ Jake crossed to the side of the deck and watched as they motored slowly past the small town of Karumba. A low timber bridge on a narrow neck of the river provided access to the few houses across at Second Chance Bay, but most residents of the settlement found it quicker to go across the river by boat, leaving their cars near the boat ramp at Karumba. 

The wash of the boat ruffled the water and the sound of the small waves breaking on the shore behind them was louder than the quiet inboard motors.

Jake stared as they passed the large fish co-op on the riverbank just past the zinc pipeline. 

‘It was time to come home,’ he said softly.

Home on his terms.

Jake swallowed, unsure of how he felt. McDOUGALL’S FISH CO-OP was still emblazoned on the rusty roof of the big shed. He knew at least one of the McDougall boys had stayed in town and taken over from old Bill McDougall. He’d kept in touch with a couple of local friends in the early years—those who stayed loyal to him—and they’d let him know that Bill had died a few years back. Considering the way Jake had left town, he hadn’t been tempted to express his sympathy for the passing of a man who’d called him a liar and a thief.

Besides anything he’d sent—cards or flowers—would have ended up in the bin with the fish scraps if he knew the McDougall family. They were loyal and stuck together. Okay, he was sorry old man McDougall had died, but he’d been a right bastard to Jake, and he’d caused him a lot of grief in the year before he’d fled town when he was only nineteen.

Straight after high school. Straight after—

Nope, he wasn’t going there.

With a shrug, Jake turned away from the view of the co-op and looked across to the other side of the river. Two jabirus picked their way along the muddy bank in the mangroves looking for food, occasionally wading into the water in their search for crabs and fish. He stared at them until the cruiser passed the docks on the portside, lost in his thoughts.

‘What’s the go with all the big ships?’ Gus pointed to a large vessel at one of the docks, his words pulling Jake from his memories.

‘Karumba is the main port up here on the Gulf,’ Jake replied. ‘Mining, fishing and live cattle exports are its lifeblood. Not to mention the tourism. You’ll be surprised how busy it gets here in the river.’ 

‘And you’re about to make it busier with the new charter business. Showing off the crabs and crocs, and a bit of fishing on the side.’

Jake shook his head with a grin. ‘And a little bit more upmarket than what they’re used to, mate. I did learn a bit over in the Med. I’m planning some big trips up the coast. The best fishing in the world around here.’

‘Sounds good to me. But you’ll need the crew that I’m picking up to make it work.’

‘Don’t worry. I picked well. It was worth taking the week for the interviews.’

Gus nodded and stared ahead as the river curved in a wide arc.

‘Okay, take her across to the other side when we get past the next bend in the river.’ Jake headed across to the wheelhouse. ‘The Bay starts a couple of hundred metres past the bend. The entrance is narrow but deep enough to get this baby into the jetty. There’s a deep-water dock just near my house.’ Jake rubbed his hand over his chin and hid a smile. 

The house. The Jones’ family mansion.

‘Right, captain.’ White teeth flashed again in Gus’s tanned, leathery face. The older man had become a good friend to Jake over the past few years and had jumped at the chance of a job as the master on one of Jake’s new boats back in northern Australia. 

It seemed a long time since Jake’s first night in Monte Carlo, when as a raw nineteen-year-old he’d found a bar where he could afford to buy a drink—not that there were many affordable bars for a backpacker looking for a job and somewhere cheap to stay. When he’d heard the Aussie drawl at the other end of the bar, Jake had finished his beer, made his way up to the group, and watched Gus holding court.

Once he’d listened to the conversations and established that the men were all deckies like he was, he’d made himself known, and within twenty-four hours Jake had his first job on a boat out of Monte Carlo marina. Having his Master four qualification, and his marine engine driver’s ticket had made him very employable, and he’d worked hard in the marina and on the boats out of Monaco for five years, before he’d bought his first boat. Jake had soon found if you were prepared to work hard, and not drink your money in the local watering holes, there was good—and fast— money to be made.

‘Okay, swing her hard to port. You’re almost there.’

As Gus steered the cruiser to the decrepit wooden jetty, he stared at the house ahead.

‘You’re kidding me, right?’ Gus’s eyes were wide, and Jake grinned.

The derelict house was no worse than it had been when he’d grown up here. The only difference was his mother had passed away not long after Jake had left town.

Jake had never known who his father was, and the experience of seeing Bill McDougall in action with his sons had left him with no desire to ever find out. He’d been quite happy the way things were.

Maybe if he was honest, it could have been the lack of a father figure in his life that had led him to make the wrong choices when he’d lived in Second Chance Bay. “Punching above his weight” had been the term used by Bill McDougall.

It was ironic that he’d discovered who his father was when Mum’s solicitor had written to him three years after her death; his life had changed dramatically from that moment.

Jake shook his head. If he was going to spend his time back in town regretting the past and getting maudlin, he might as well turn around and head back to Europe now.

He jumped up onto the side of the boat and turned to Gus with a big grin. ‘No, Gus, this is home. This is where I grew up.’

Still with sagging windows, the rusting roof, the broken gutters, and the faded paint, the house was a mess, as much a mess as it had always been—yep, he was home. It looked no worse than it had when he’d left. Maybe the jungle of weeds was a bit longer and the fence between the house and the dock had fallen over, but it was the place he wanted to be. The place he was going to make his home again.

‘Welcome home, Jake,’ he said softly under his breath.
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Chapter Two
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After Moonshine was tied securely to the end of the dock, and he and Gus had checked out the house, Jake lowered one of the rubber tenders from the back of the cruiser and headed across the river.

Gus had scratched his head as they walked through the house. Cobwebs formed intricate patterns, catching the last sunlight of the day. In a couple of rooms, the vines had grown through the windows and creatures had deposited their waste on the old wooden floorboards.

‘You really grew up there?’

‘I did.’

A frown this time. ‘And you wanted to come back here? In fact, from memory, it’s all you talked about over in Monaco.’

‘Yep. This is home.’

Gus shook his head and his grey curls fell over his forehead. ‘Mate, I know childhood memories colour our perception of things, but are you really goddamned serious about living here?’

‘I’ll live on one of the boats between charters until I do the old place up. This is going to be my home. Nothing that a good builder can’t fix.’

‘I don’t just mean the house. I mean in this town.’

‘Yep.’ Jake’s voice was clipped. 

‘So you’re serious about basing your charter business here?’

‘I am.’ Jake didn’t see the need to explain himself to anyone. ‘You want to come on board, you’re welcome. If you want to go—’ He shrugged and waited for Gus’s reply.

The older man stared at him intently for a long moment. ‘I committed to you, Jake, and I’m in. I just wonder about the financial viability of setting up here.’ Gus turned and looked at the house and Jake’s gaze followed the older man’s eyes. He let himself see it as someone else would.

Someone who was looking at the house without the memories that he held; the memories that had helped him through the ten years away from home. 

The timber slatted boards had weathered to a dull grey, and the rusted roof was missing a couple of sheets of iron. Vines had grown over the front porch and the whole picture reminded him of an old house he’d seen on the bayou in Florida when he’d visited there on a boat-buying trip a couple of years ago. Long grass almost reached the top of the old fence that separated the house yard from the river, and he swallowed when his throat closed as he stared at the two timber posts holding the wire of the old-fashioned clothesline.

He could still see Mum there, an apron with a pocket for the pegs wrapped around her slim figure as she hung out the washing. Her black curls flying in the breeze and a perpetual smile on her face.

Jake closed his eyes as nostalgia sat heavily in his chest. This was the place he’d grown up and had had a happy childhood.

Just him and Mum. 

He hadn’t been able to afford to come home for her funeral. Her sister from Sydney had come up and taken care of the details and Mum had been buried in the cemetery on the other side of the river. The Jones—he had taken his mother’s name— had been original settlers in Second Chance Bay in the early 1900s. He had to hold the happy memories and make a life here on them. 

Jake turned to Gus and kept his voice upbeat. ‘The financial prospects of a charter business aren’t your worry, but rest assured you’ll get paid, no matter what.’

‘I’m not worried about that. I’m worried about the long-term prospects for you. You really think you can make a go of it here?’

‘Not your worry.’ Jake had turned to the tender at the back of the cruiser. ‘Get yourself settled. Grab a couple of beers from the fridge. I’m going across the river to get us a feed of the best prawns you’ll ever taste. I won’t be long.’

The dock at the back of the fish cop-op was one he was very familiar with. He’d lost count of the number of times he’d tied various boats up to it over the years. From the first rowboat, he’d had when he’d been a young boy to the small inboard launch that he and the McDougall boys had fished in right through high school, to the afternoons when he’d served in the shop after school so Sally McDougall could go home and cook dinner for her family.

It was the place where he and Jenni had sat and shared their dreams.

He wondered which, if any, of the brothers was in the fish co-op today and more to the point what sort of reception he’d receive, if it was still held by the McDougalls. Jake looped the rope of the tender around the post and pulled himself up the bank. The car park was empty and for a moment he paused, wondering if the co-op was still trading. The prawns weren’t his reason for coming across river; he needed to see if any of the McDougall family were actually still in town, because if there was one thing his future—his success— was going to ride on, it would be their reception to his reappearance. He was sorry that old man McDougall wasn’t here to see him come back to town. He was pretty sure the boys would have stayed here; he couldn’t see them leaving the Bay. 

Jenni was a different matter; she’d be long gone. Shame she wouldn’t see that he’d made it.

A successful businessman who’d made something of his life.

The brothers—he couldn’t bring himself to think about Jenni’s dismissal of him—had believed their father.

Always the bad boy of Second Chance Bay, Jake had left town in a hurry.

***
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Jenni McDougall stood by the window at the back of the fish co-op and dragged in a breath of fresh, clean—non-fishy—air. Her three brothers owed her big time for this; she’d only been home one day and already she’d been seconded into the fish shop, despite their promise that if she came home for her winter holiday, she’d not have to work there. Donny and Dane were out on the two boats on a week-long charter, and Matt had driven down to Normanton for a meeting with the bank.

PAH. She should have known better than to believe a word they said. After being the baby sister of three boys for the past twenty-eight years, she knew what her brothers were like. She might love them all dearly, but she’d forgotten that they’d do anything to get their own way. Eight years in the city, completing her degree and working as a casual teacher had taught her to trust again. In the classroom, the five-year-olds she taught kept their word and taught her to look at the world with fresh eyes. Trust and faith in others had come back slowly, but Jenni was still wary. 

But not enough apparently. Home one day, and Jenni had fallen for the spiel of her eldest brother; hook, line, and sinker Matt had reeled her in.

‘Come on, Jen. It’s only for a couple of hours.’ Matt had been at his most persuasive, as she’d looked up at him and folded her arms.

‘No.’

‘It’ll save Mum having to work there before she goes off to cook at the pub.’

Jenni had wavered a tiny bit and then shaken her head. ‘Hire someone. What would you have done if I hadn’t been at home?’

‘There’s no one to hire. All the young blokes have headed off to the mines. We have enough trouble getting deckies on the charter boats now, let alone work in the shop’

‘I’ll do the charters anytime, but you know how much I hate working in the co-op.’

‘What’s the difference, sis? You don’t mind handling fish on the boats. There’s no difference.’

‘Oh, give me a break, Matt. You can tell you never go out on the charters.’ Jenni stood at the back door of the co-op and looked across the river to Second Chance Bay where their house was. ‘There’s fresh air out there, and there’s nothing like the thrill of landing a big one. It’s a bit different to being in and out of a fishy-smelling cool room all day, lugging ice, and serving cantankerous customers. And seeing those poor dead fish.’ She shivered. ‘All those fishy eyes staring at me from the display cabinet.’

‘Cantankerous? I don’t have cantankerous customers.’ Matt shook his head.

‘Well, they must all save it up for when I work there.’

Jenni had worked in the co-op when she’d been at high school and had hated every minute of it. Her father had finally given in and hired Jake Jones, much to Jenni’s delight. A couple of weeks later she’d been caught out; Dad was supposed to be on a charter, but the boat had come in early. When he’d walked into the shop and spotted her sitting on the bench swinging her legs as she talked to Jake, Dad’s eyes had narrowed.

‘You can come back and work at the shop seeing you find it so interesting all of a sudden. There’s no point me paying that boy if you’re going to be hanging around.’ 

Jenni had flinched and shrunk back when Dad’s eyes had narrowed on Jake. 

‘It’s okay, Dad. I was just getting something for Mum.’ She’d nodded and scurried away, leaving Jake to wear Dad’s temper.

Jake Jones. 

The boy she’d had a crush on right through high school; the boy who’d eventually shown her you couldn’t trust anyone. She pushed away the memories; her plan had been to stay in town and study externally and get a job here in the local high school, but life had put paid to that. A couple of years after she’d finished school and had saved enough to leave home, Jenni headed to Brisbane and studied for her teaching degree and worked at nights in a variety of jobs.

Anything was better than staying home and working in the family fish co-op as her father had expected her to.

‘Jenni?’

She jumped and stared at her brother as he looked at her, his head tipped to the side and a pleading look in his eyes. ‘Please?’

‘Oh, all right then. But if you’re not back by lunchtime, I’m closing up early.’ She jutted her chin out and glared at him, and was rewarded by a kiss on the top of her head as Matt headed back to the small office at the side of the co-op.

‘Love ya, sis. It’s good to have you home.’

And now here she was here again in the shop, almost as soon as she’d come back home.

But this time, she was here to stay.

All she had to do was tell her family she wasn’t going back to the city.

##
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Of course, Matt hadn’t been back by lunchtime. Jenni had handled smelly fish, doled out kilo after kilo of frozen prawns to a constant influx of grey nomies, kept a cheery smile on her face, assured them that yes, the fish were caught locally, as well as recommending tours for those interested in going on a charter. The famous McDougall tour out to the sand island at low tide every afternoon or night—depending on the tide—was the main thing that kept their business in the black. In the winter anyway, when the grey nomies were in town. They took the groups out to the sandbar to watch the sunset, fed them marinated fish and prawns, champagne and beer, and gave each guest a glass or stubby holder imprinted with the McDougall Croc Tour logo.

SHE’D BEEN SO CRANKY with Matt, that for a brief second she’d even thought about closing up the shop at two. 

When she’d rung the house at three o’clock to see if her brother was back, Mum had laughed.

‘Matt won’t be home till later tonight.’

‘Why? What happened? Did he get a flat on that dreadful road?’ The road from Karumba to Normanton was notorious for flat tyres as vehicles headed into the ditch on the side of the narrow red dirt road as they tried to avoid the big road trains.

‘No, Jen. He’s got a girlfriend in town. Getting some salt, I’d say.’ Mum’s giggle came across the phone line. ‘She’s a sweetheart. The new librarian at the shire library. I think our Matt’s in love.’

‘Salt? What on earth are you talking about, Mum?’ 

‘Then again . . .’ Mum sounded thoughtful.

Jenni could see Mum standing in the kitchen, tapping a finger on her lips.

‘Then again what?’

‘It could be lust.’

‘Please, Mum.’ Jenni rolled her eyes. 

Was she seriously having this conversation with her mother?

As she stood in the cool room with stinking prawns surrounding her and with a horrid pair of yellow wellington boots on her feet, Jenni put her hand over her eyes and then quickly dropped it to her side.

Ergh. Her fingers smelled like fish guts. 

‘Mum, you’re not losing the plot are you?’

‘God, no. I’m too young for that. Although thirty years with your father—God rest his soul—was probably enough to send me troppo.’

‘So what were you talking about?’ Jenni leaned forward and frowned as a huge flash motor cruiser motored up the middle of the channel, a tall guy with dark brown hair standing near the edge of the deck. For a minute, it was like a blast from the past and she blinked before she spoke. 

Kill the memories.

‘Salt?’ she said.

‘Don’t worry about it, sweetheart. If you don’t know what salt is, I’m not the one to tell you. Ask your brothers.’ There was that giggle again. ‘I’m off to work now. I’ll cook dinner for you before I go.’

‘Thanks, Mum. See you later.’ It was good to hear Mum sounding so happy, but Jenni’s voice was distracted as she placed the old-fashioned phone receiver back up on the wall. 

All morning Matt had bemoaned the lack of money to put into the business. The co-op building needed repairs, the cost of fuel was going up every time they set off on charters that were getting harder to fill each trip as customers looked for five-star luxury accommodation and meals on the week-long charters. 

The fishing charters had been one of Dad’s ideas that had worked.

Probably the only one.

Summer was a different matter; at least she’d come home in the winter and the town was alive with visitors and business was brisk. 

Finally, there was a lull in the shop. There were no customers at the counter and the car park was empty so Jenni took the opportunity to step out the back to the small patch of lawn between the building and the river. Leaning back on the sun-warmed wall she inhaled deeply; the fresh cool air was pleasant after the cold air of the shop. Tipping her head back she looked up river and smiled. It was so good to be home. Since she’d left, she’d only been home once—for Dad’s funeral. Her guilt at fleeing soon after school hadn’t eased at all.

Not that her family had known why she’d left, although she’d always suspected that Mum had known there was more to her leaving than a burning desire to go to university.

I should have gone into acting, she thought with a grim smile. 

As she stood there watching the gulls swoop over the water, the bell on the shop door tinkled. Tucking her hair back behind her ears, and picking up the heavy plastic apron she’d slipped off, she pushed open the door.

‘Good afternoon, what can I—’ Jenni’s mouth dropped open and her world tilted. For a moment she could only stare. The apron slipped unheeded from her fingers and she took one hesitant step forward as her heart set up a tattoo of beats to rival an AC DC song. It was the man she’d seen in the motor cruiser a few minutes ago. The man she’d thought looked like Jake Jones.

It was Jake Jones.
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Chapter Three
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‘J-J-Jake? 

Swallowing. Jenni stopped and gripped the edge of the counter as she fought to regain her equilibrium. The cocky good looks, the same cute dimple on his chin, and the gold-flecked hazel eyes that picked up the sunshine when he was outside. The tumbling curls had gone, replaced by a sharp short haircut, but the semi-unshaven look was still there; a narrow short beard followed his jawline. 

Jake Jones was still as gorgeous as ever. Jenni’s heart beat harder; she put a shaking hand to her hair and then dropped it abruptly. Her knees were trembling and she fought for calm.

‘That’s me.’ He took his eyes from her for a moment to look at the fish nestled on the ice in the glass display cabinet next to the cash register, and Jenni took a deep breath to steady herself. Bending down, she picked up the apron and slipped it over her head, and then wiped her sweaty hands on the back of her jeans.

When she looked up again, that golden gaze locked on hers so quickly, a tremor ran down her spine. 

‘Back for a visit?’ she finally managed to splutter. ‘I’m surprised to see you in town, Jake.’

‘Me? Why would you be surprised?’ He moved closer to the counter and she took a step back. Surely he wouldn’t have the hide to touch her? ‘I thought you’d be long gone,’ he said.

‘Well, I’m not as you can see.’

‘I can. And a very nice picture it is too.’ He grinned and she looked down at the bright yellow plastic apron. ‘It’ll be good to have a talk and catch up, Jenni.’

A simple request, but one she wasn’t having a bar of.

‘I don’t think we’ve got anything to talk about, Jake.’ She lifted her chin and kept her voice even as she stared back at him.

‘I think we do, Jen.’

‘Don’t call me that.’ The retort slammed out before she could pull it back, but he ignored it.

‘I was sorry to hear about your father,’ he said, those hazel eyes boring into hers.

Those words fired her up even more. ‘Were you? There’s no need to be polite for the sake of it. I think you of all people have a damn hide setting foot in the shop.’ She folded her arms to stop them shaking. ‘In fact, I think you have a hide setting foot back in town.’

‘Well, sweetheart, it’s a free world, so they say.’ 

The lazy twang of his voice sent a familiar shiver down Jenni’s spine. She swallowed but Jake kept talking before she could speak. 

‘I am surprised to see you still in town. What are you doing wasting your life serving fish? What happened to your dreams?’ His gaze was intense.

‘Wasting my life? I’m quite happy with the life choices, I made, thank you.’ There was no need for him to know what those choices were and that she was only here under sufferance this afternoon. 

He had barely changed; his face was still boyish, but there were laughter lines around his eyes that hadn’t been there before. Jake shrugged, and Jenni couldn’t help raking her gaze down his lean body. His shoulders were broad and the white polo shirt with the navy blue insignia moulded a muscled chest. He put his hands on the counter and she stared at his forearms; they were tanned, sprinkled lightly with fair hair, and whipcord strong. He was too close to the counter to see his jeans, but her memory sufficed there. She swallowed again as she remembered the strong muscular thighs of his youth. 

Heaven help her.

The boy she had known so well had grown into a man since she’d last seen him—almost ten years ago. The night he’d come tapping on her bedroom window, begging her to talk to him, but the events of that afternoon had been imprinted on her heart, and she’d slammed the window shut in his face.

The memory of him walking dejectedly away across the paddock to his rowboat had stayed with her for a long time. 

But the memory of Jake’s betrayal was one she’d never forgotten.

##
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JAKE CURSED HIMSELF for coming to the co-op the minute he’d hit Second Chance Bay. 

Bloody fool. You couldn’t stay away, could you? he castigated himself silently. Although the last person he’d expected to see in the shop was Jenni. He hadn’t even expected to see her in town.

He’d suspected the brothers were still around because the charters that their family had run for years were still going. He’d Googled them and also found the Facebook page for the Gulf fishing charters that had run here since he was a kid.

Of course he’d Googled; it was good business sense. You had to know the opposition when you were setting up a business. And depending on which of the brothers was running the business, he had a proposition to put to them.

He might be a fool, but old habits die hard.

It was old man McDougall he’d had the problem with, but he was gone now. 

Knowing that had let Jake begin to plan to come home.

The reception he was going to receive from the town and the McDougall family was going to be interesting, but he was a big boy now and he knew he wouldn’t take the shit that had been doled out to him back then.

The silence between them was broken only by the hum of the freezers at the side of the shop, and the constant vibration of the cool room door behind the counter. Jake walked across to the large glass-fronted fridge at the side of the store where the fresh prawns had been kept when he had worked here in his late teens. He looked around, raising his eyebrows, surprised at the state of the equipment. The fridge was rusted along the bottom and the glass door was scratched, and it was hard to see what seafood was behind the glass door. The shop looked uncared for—and old. Even the smell of the seafood was stale; the fresh clean smell of salt was overlaid by the smell of old fish.

He turned back to the counter. ‘Do you have any fresh king prawns?’

Jenni’s eyes widened. She had been expecting to continue their conversation.

‘Um, yes. There’s some in the cool room. How many do you want?’ Her voice was as chilly as the ice in the front cabinet.

‘A couple of kilos.’ He gestured to the cool room. ‘Are they fresh?’

‘Of course, they are.’ She turned with a flourish and opened the door of the cool room. Jake couldn’t help admiring the cute bottom in the snug-fitting jeans as she disappeared into the depths. He waited until she came out and placed two plastic bags of prawns on the newspaper on the counter.

‘Will that be all?’ Jenni folded her arms as she waited for his reply. Her light brown hair was still tipped by fine blonde streaks where the sun had lightened it. Her complexion was pale but flawless—he smiled to himself as he remembered her insistence on always wearing a hat the minute she’d stepped outside. Her green eyes were wide as she stared at him waiting for him to answer.

‘I guess it will be for today.’

Jenni’s movements were deft as she quickly wrapped the plastic bags in newspaper, and put them into another white plastic bag. ‘That will be forty dollars please.’

Her voice was impersonal as though he was a stranger.

Jake pulled out his Amex business card and passed it over but she shook her head and pointed to a sign next to the cash register. 

Cash only. No EFTPOS.

Digging into his wallet, he pulled out a fifty-dollar note. Jenni’s eyes were downcast and she didn’t meet his gaze as she took the money and rang up the sale.

‘Thank you,’ he said as she handed him the change. Her fingers brushed against his and she pulled her hand back as though she’d burned her fingers.

He stood there for a moment and she finally lifted her eyes to his.

‘I was sorry to hear of your mother’s passing, Jake.’ 

‘Thanks.’ He nodded as he took the bags from the counter. ‘I guess I’ll be seeing you around. Are the boys still here?’

‘They are.’ As she replied her eyes dropped to the Moonshine Charter insignia on his polo shirt and her cheek coloured as her lips tightened. ‘Moonshine?’ she said. ‘You’re working for the new charter company?’

He couldn’t help himself as he turned for the door. 

‘No, Jen. I am Moonshine. It’s my company.’ 
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Chapter Four
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Jenni was quiet as she pushed open the front door of the house she had grown up in at Second Chance Bay. As she’d crossed the river, she leaned forward and stared up river to where the sleek white cruiser was moored at the dilapidated jetty of the Jones’ house. Her mood was black; Matt hadn’t shown up and after she’d cleared the till, put the cash in the white bank bag and secured it in her backpack. Jenni had pulled down the blind on the front door of the shop. The mechanism at the top had snapped and the torn and tattered blind had fallen to the floor. She’d stepped over it, and locked the shop door behind her.

Honestly, what was Matt doing with the family business? She’d seen the shop through Jake’s eyes as he’d looked around and embarrassment had heated her face as she’d taken it all in anew.

Embarrassment, as well as a riot of feelings that had surged through her from the moment he’d walked into the shop. Such a storm of feelings, she was going to have a serious rethink of her plans, if Jake Jones was moving back to town.

Her thoughts were tumultuous, tripping over each other, and exposing feelings that she’d hidden away for a long time. The feelings that had stopped her from having any successful relationships at university, and when she’d started work at her first school. Every time she went on a date, she compared the guy to Jake, and the bottom line was—no one ever measured up. She knew her brothers were the same. In their thirties—well Donny was almost there—and not a serious relationship to be seen. The attitude of their father had probably talked them out of ever settling down and having their own family.

It was crazy, but after so many failed attempts at relationships, Jenni had decided to focus on her teaching career, and forget about meeting anyone. If it happened one day, well and good; if it didn’t she’d be a career teacher and work her way up to a promotion position. 

The plans had been there, but a permanent job hadn’t eventuated. There were too many graduates looking for jobs in the city, and finally, she realised if she wanted a job, she would have to go bush.

But she hadn’t told her family about the job yet. That was going to be a surprise for Mum. 

Her stomach was still churning and her hands shaking as she closed the front door of the McDougall family house on the river. Even though they were in the tropics, the wind that came off the water in winter could be cool at night. Her hands were red and chapped from being in ice all day and she didn’t think she’d ever get the smell of the fish from her fingers.

As the door clicked shut Matt’s voice came down the hall. ‘Is that you, Mum? Where did you put my good denim jeans? I need them to go out to the poker game with the boys at the pub.’

Jen pulled off her backpack and put it on the table inside the door as her eldest brother strolled down the hallway. 

‘Oh hi, Jen. I thought you were Mum home for her break.’

‘Don’t you ‘hi Jen’ me, you louse.’ The temper that had been building in her chest ever since Jake Jones had pushed open the door of the fish shop burst out in one angry torrent. 

‘How dare you leave me in the shop all day? I had things to do and a Skype meeting with the education board that I had to cancel. I’ll never work there for you again! Is that clear? I'm over it, Matt I've been home less than twenty-four hours, and I’ve spent nine of them in the stinking fish co-op.’ Jenni’s voice got louder as she let out her feelings.

‘Whoa, calm down.’ Matt held his hands up. ‘I'm really sorry. I’ve just got back. I’m sorry you had to spend the day there, but I got tied up, honestly, sis.’

‘Yeah, with a woman, Mum reckons.’ Jen put her hands on her hips. ‘And just how old are you, Matthew McDougall? Mum is still washing and ironing for you and putting your clothes away?’ Once she’d started Jenni couldn’t stop. ‘I'm sure I'm adopted. Between the behaviour of the three of you and the way Dad treated Mum—God rest his soul— there is no way I’m related to any of you. No wonder poor Mum—’

Her oldest brother’s hands descended on her shoulders and his voice was quiet. ‘Jenni. Just calm down. I'm sorry. I should've rung you but the solicitor called me and he managed to squeeze me in. I was all afternoon in his office.’

Jenni sniffed and looked at him suspiciously. ‘Mum said it was something to do with salt.’

Matt wrinkled his forehead for a moment and then he burst out laughing. ‘I can assure you I had no time for any ‘salt’. Look I'm really sorry I stuffed up your day, but why are you so upset? It's not like you at all, sweets. I’ve never heard you yell before. Is that what school teaching has taught you?’ His grin was wide as he stared down at her affectionately

Jenni ducked from beneath his hands and pushed past him. She walked down the hallway, not able to help herself from stomping on the bare wooden floorboards. It was a satisfying sound and one that she’d used a lot when she was angry with their father in her teens. Pulling out the old kitchen chair, she flopped onto it. ‘Put the kettle on and I might forgive you.’ She ran her hands over the red laminate of the kitchen table. Nothing had changed in this room since she was a child. It just looked a bit older and worn these days.

Matt shot her a look and walked over to the stove and picked up the ceramic kettle off the hob before crossing to the sink and filling it. ‘Tea or coffee?’

‘Coffee, please.’ Jenni sat back and looked around. Mum had always done her best to keep the house nice, but before Dad died, any spare money had always gone back into the business. By the look of the fish co-op—she hadn’t seen any of the charter boats yet—she wondered how much money there was to go into the business—or the family house— these days.

‘The place looks run down,’ she said.

Matt nodded. ‘There’s not a lot of spare cash these days, sis. The house is the last on the list. We could really do with a new boat, especially with the new company coming into town. What Mum earns goes towards the rates and the upkeep of the old place, but it’s never enough.’

Regret shot through Jenni. It was hard that Mum had to keep working. She’d worked in the shop when Dad had been alive, and now she was working at the pub, cooking for the tourists.

She screwed up her nose as Matt leaned back against the sink and looked at her. ‘Money’s tight, but we do what we can.’

‘Did you say you were going to a poker game?’ Jenni asked with a frown.

‘Yeah, there’s a few deckies in town who like a game. We play every Monday night.’

‘For money?’ Jenni couldn’t help the suspicious note that crept into her voice. 

His lips were set in a straight line. ‘No, Jen. Not for money. You don’t need to worry. I didn’t inherit Dad’s gambling habits.’

‘Sorry.’ She propped her chin in her hand as Matt turned and lit the gas. ‘I noticed how old the shop was looking too.’

‘It’s been a very quiet season. But now the grey nomies have started to arrive, business at the shop and on the charters will pick up. It always does. We’ll be okay.’ 

The kettle came to the boil quickly on the gas flame and Matt filled two mugs with instant coffee and poured the hot water in before he crossed to the old rusted Kelvinator fridge to get the milk out.

‘Ta.’ Jenni nodded her thanks as he put the mug in front of her. He sat beside her and gestured over to the stove. 

‘Mum’s left a casserole in the oven. She always cooks for whoever is home before she goes to work.’ To his credit, he did look a bit sheepish.

‘Really, Matt? Mum’s still got the three of you at home.’ She shook her head. ‘How old are you? Donny will be thirty next birthday, and you and Dane are already in your thirties. And you’re all still home and poor Mum is cooking, cleaning and washing for you? It’s a bit rough.’

‘Mum doesn’t mind. She said she likes having the company. A couple of times we talked about moving out and she didn’t like the idea. Although lately— 

Matt paused and scratched his chin.

‘Lately what?’ Jenni picked up her mug and took a sip.’ Her hands had finally stopped shaking, and calm had returned. If anything she was cross with herself for her overreaction to Jake, and her outburst with Matt. 

Although he could have rung me to say he was going to be late.

‘She has been getting out and about a lot more in the past few months. She never used to go anywhere much at all.’

‘Doing what?’ Jenni frowned. Mum had always been too busy for the social events in town.

‘She goes to the different clubs at the pub through the week. She’s been playing darts, and she’s joined the historical society. The other night she was talking about taking a bus trip across the Savannah Way all the way to Broome.’

‘Really? Good on her.’

Matt shook his head. ‘The problem is I don’t know if we can afford it.’

Jenni stared at him in disbelief. ‘Are you for real, Matthew? After what Mum has done for you, you can’t even help her out with a holiday? And she’s cooking at the pub at nights too?’

‘Look, Jenni. You’ve been away. You don’t know how tight we are. Insurance costs for the boats and the cost of fuel have skyrocketed over the past few years. Between charters, Dane and Donny work over on the ships, while I man the shop.’ Matt’s dark brows lowered in a frown. ‘And now our biggest worry is the rumour that the new charter business will start up on the river this season.’

Jenni put her mug down with a thump. ‘That rumour appeared in the shop this afternoon.’

‘What?’ Matt’s eyes were wide and he put his mug down and leaned forward. ‘You mean they’re here in town already? I haven’t seen any ads up on the notice boards yet.

‘Jake Jones is back in town. On one of the flashest boats I’ve seen here for a long time. I don’t think it’s the type of business where they’ll be putting photocopied black and white ads up in the caravan parks.’

‘He’s come back to the Bay to work?’

‘No. It’s his company. Or so he told me this afternoon. And by the look of the boat, and the swish shirt and logo, it’s going to make it hard for us.’

Matt’s smile stunned her. ‘That’s great. I’m really pleased he’s made a success of his life. He always was a good guy.’

A good guy? 

‘And it doesn’t bother you that he’s come back to town to take a share of the tourist trade?’

‘No. If it has to happen, I think it’s great that it’s Jake. At least it’s someone we know and we can work with him. Like I said he was always a decent guy.’

‘You’ve got a very short memory. What about what he did to us? It doesn’t bother you how he left town?’

Matt stared at her over the rim of his coffee mug and his gaze was level. ‘I think Dad can take a lot of the blame for what happened and the way you reacted.’

‘Jake stole from us, Matt. We trusted him. Dad gave him a job, and he stole from the very hand that fed him.’

She didn’t even mention that Jake’s deception had broken her heart. He hadn’t been the person she’d thought he was. But her brother wasn’t going to let it go.

‘I always believed if Jake took that money, he had very good reason to. His mother did it tough, and he adored her—’

Jenni snorted. ‘Yes. So much that he didn’t even come home from Europe for her funeral.’

‘Don’t be so judgmental. I know he broke your heart when he took off, but I’m sure he had his reasons for not coming home.’

‘He didn’t break my heart.’ Jenni picked up her mug and stood. ‘I’m going to have a shower. I smell like fish.’

‘Jen?’ Matt’s voice was soft. ‘Don’t be hard on Jake. Give him a chance.’

Jenni stood in the kitchen and stared long and hard at her brother before she shook his head. He’d always been the soft one of the four kids. The eldest, but he’d provided a good role model for being calm, and holding the legendary McDougall temper under control.

Although rather than emulating her big brother’s behaviour, it was the memory of Dad’s red face and raised hand that helped Jenni control hers when she felt it building. Genes were strong, but not strong enough to make her cruel.

And she knew her brothers were the same. All three of them.

‘No, Matt. I won’t. He let me down. It was obviously in his character, and he won’t have changed. I’m just surprised that you’re not more upset about him coming to town. It’s going to impact on our business.’

‘Our business?’ Matt fired up for a change and Jenni took a step back. ‘First time I’ve ever heard you interested in our business.’

‘Oh, go take a flying leap.’ Jenni threw her mug in the sink and it clattered against the metal. Matt muttered something under his breath as she walked out, but she didn’t go back to hear what he said.

‘And Jen?’ Matt called after her. ‘Do you really want to know what ‘salt’ is?

She poked her head back around the door. ‘Yes, what was Mum on about?’

His grin was wicked. ‘Sex at lunchtime.’

Jenni giggled as she turned for the hallway.

‘Oh, Mum!’ she thought.
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Chapter Five
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Jake leaned on the wheelhouse on the top deck and watched the moon rise. The high-pitched whine of the osprey across the river rose to a wavering squeal as another osprey approached the nest. He watched the interaction until the second bird flew away. He lifted his beer and took a long draught. 

Being back home was strange.

Gus had gone down to the cabin for an early night, as he had a six a.m. start to meet the helicopter. Jake had opted to stay up on deck for a while, and he was using the time to try to get his thoughts in order. Sitting on the leather bench seat on the deck of his luxurious charter boat, and looking back at the house that he’d grown up in was a strange feeling. It was as though his past and current lives were running in parallel. If he closed his eyes, the sounds were the same as the nights he and the McDougall brothers had gone fishing around the point in the small launch that Dane had bought and done up. They’d always been complacent about crocodiles, and now as an adult, Jake shook his head, thinking how lucky they’d been as they’d spent so much time on the water. He was the same age as Donny McDougall, and it was Donny who’d brought him home from school to play on their first day in kindergarten. 

Jake could still remember an overheard comment at a school swimming carnival one summer when Sally McDougall had cheered for him in a race.

Something like ‘that Jones boy isn’t good enough for the McDougall family.’

Mum had heard it too, and he could still remember the pride on her face when he’d won his first place ribbon, but he could also remember the hurt that was in her eyes when the comment had been made in the silence before the applause for the winners. Old Mrs Jackson from the bakery had a loud voice.

But he’d never felt second best with the McDougall family. From Sally or the three boys. He’d been welcome in their home and was almost a fourth son in the family right through primary and high school. Hell, there’d even been a spare bed for him in Donny’s room.

And Jenni. He’d never felt second best with her either. He pushed her from his thoughts. Last he’d heard—he’d kept in touch with the news before Mum had passed away—Jenni had moved to Brisbane.

He’d assumed that she would have been married, and had a couple of kids by now. 

If Jake had known she was living here at Second Chance Bay and working in the family business at Karumba, he might have reconsidered setting up his business here. 

It was Jenni whose opinion had mattered the most. It always had. The comments of the townspeople, and the judgment passed on him there he could handle. Although he did know that was why he’d come back to town, to prove to the critics that he’d made it.

Stupid really.

Probably most of those who had judged him at the time were long gone. And ironically the one person he wanted to prove himself to was the one who could never know the truth. He wouldn’t do that to Jenni.

A light flickered across the shore at the wharf up from the pub. As he sat there, the low putt-putt of an outboard motor reached him.

‘Ahoy, there. Anyone on board?’

With a grin, Jake put his beer on the table and walked to the back of the boat.

‘Sure is, but don’t you go scratching my baby with that heap of shit you call a boat.’

Matt McDougall stepped from the dock onto the back of Jake’s boat. He looked around appreciatively and whistled before he held out his hand. ‘Welcome home, Jonesy boy.’

Jake looked at Matt’s hand for a moment before he took it. Matt’s grip was firm, and even in the shadowed moonlight, Jake could see his grin was wide.

And welcoming. 

Some of the heaviness that had been in his chest all day lifted.

‘Wanna beer?’ he asked.

‘I thought you’d never offer.’ Matt followed him up to the top deck and looked around while Jake pulled a beer from the deck fridge and handed it to him.

Matt shook his head as his gaze travelled slowly over the top deck of the boat. ‘You’ve come a long way, mate. Jenni tells me you’re our new opposition in the Gulf.’

‘Maybe not so much opposition.’ Jake nodded. ‘I was going to come and see you guys tomorrow. Are you all still in the business?’

‘We are. Dane and Donny are out on charters this week. Donny’s round the west of Darwin, and Dane’s up near Weipa. And yes, it’ll be good to chat. We’ll be picking your brains.’ Matt sat back and looked at Jake. ‘You’ve done well for yourself, mate. I’m really happy for you.’

‘I appreciate your words, and your welcome, much more than you’ll ever know, Matt.’

Even though Jake was Donny’s age, he and Matt had formed a close friendship in their teens.

‘Don’t expect it from all of us. Mum’ll be fine and the boys will come around. Jenni’s the one who holds the grudge.’ Matt looked at him curiously. ‘You know even though it was my father, I never believed what he said. Or if there was any truth in it, I knew you would have had a damn good reason.’

Jake shook his head. ‘It’s not something I’m going to talk about, mate. It’s not a time of my life I like to remember, but a lot of years have gone by, and everything’s changed. For all of us.’

Matt laughed. ‘Maybe for you, but not so much for us, Jonesy.’

‘I was surprised to see Jenni here. She’s working in the business? I never thought she would.’ Jake popped the top of his beer.

‘Oh hell, no. I’m in the bad books because she was filling in for me for a couple of hours today, and I got held up in Normanton. She ended up working in the fish shop all day. She only arrived home from Brisbane last night.’

‘So she’s only visiting?’

‘Yeah. She doesn’t come home much. She left town a while after you did.’

‘Husband and kids?’ Jake kept his voice casual.

‘Nah, she’s a teacher and a career person through and through. She reckons she loves it, but Mum worries about her. Reckons she’s not happy living away, but that’s mothers for you.’ He put his beer down. ‘I’m sorry, mate, that was insensitive. I went to your Mum’s funeral.’

‘Thanks. I appreciate that. I knew you would. I didn’t have the money for the airfare back from Europe. She lost her battle with breast cancer when I was still a lowly deckie. I talked to Mum every day she was in hospital in Normanton, and I know she understood. But it was still really tough, not being here for her.’

‘Yeah, it would have been. She told me you used to ring her every night.’

Jake lifted his head. ‘You visited her in hospital?’

Matt nodded. ‘Mum and I used to take it in turns.’

Jake shook his head as his throat tightened. ‘And you drove all the way to Normanton to see her? She never said.’

‘Of course we did. I guess she didn’t want to bring up the McDougall name to you.’ Matt looked away. ‘Sad thing that, when there’s bad feeling between good people.’

Jake ignored the lump that had formed in his throat, but in that moment, he knew he’d been right to come home. He cleared his throat and took a swig of beer. ‘I’m going to do the old place up and move in.’

‘That’ll take a while.’

‘It will, but I’m going to settle here. I’m home now.’

‘For good?’

Yep. For good.’

Matt lifted his bottle and clinked it against Jake’s. ‘In that case, welcome home again. There’s going to be a lot of people happy to see you here. Your business is going to be good for the Bay.’

A lot of people? He knew one who wouldn’t be happy.

But Jake didn’t put what he was thinking into words.
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Chapter Six
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A week went by before Jenni saw Jake Jones again. Her temper had been short and her mood irritable when she thought about Jake being back in town. What gods were laughing down at her? Ten years, and they’d hit town in the same week?

She’d managed to—almost, anyway—forget him over the past few years, and now he was back on her radar she couldn’t stop herself thinking about him. 

Seeing Jake again brought what had happened slamming back into her thoughts, and she wasn’t happy. Her life had been settled and she was on the path to doing what she wanted to. And she had been happy doing it. She’d been happy about coming home, but now his presence had tainted that.

Tainted. That was exactly the word. What Jake had done before he’d left town had tainted everything.

Jenni spent the past week on tenterhooks, sure she’d run into him somewhere in the small town, but he’d kept a low profile. Or maybe it was because she didn’t leave the house much. The fancy boat had passed the house a couple of times as it purred smoothly up the river, but she’d ignored it.

On Friday afternoon, Mum had raised her eyebrows. ‘Haven’t you got something nice to do, love?’ she asked as she tried to fill the kettle while Jenni washed up. ‘It’s lovely to have you home, sweetheart, but you need to
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