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For Jackie 

and for Stu 

 

Thank you for showing us your island.

 

 

 

 

“Love is the longing for the half of ourselves we have lost.”

— Milan Kundera, The Unbearable Lightness of Being

 

 

 

 

 

Disclaimer

 

Sadly, Agnes Island does not exist, but Stewart Island/Rakiura, New Zealand’s third island, does. If you haven’t been, we highly recommend it; for the wildlife, adventure, history and especially the people.

 

https://www.stewartisland.co.nz

Māori–English translation

 

karakia — a Māori prayer to invoke guidance or protection

kia ora — hello, hi

kōwhai — yellow (colour); also a native New Zealand tree with yellow flowers

kuia — an elderly woman, grandmother, female elder

mahi — work, job; or to work, to do a job

mihi whakatau — a formal speech of welcome

mōrena — good morning

rangatira — a Māori chief

tamariki — children

 

The Southland Times

 

World-renowned artist Lawrence Lloyd has died after a short battle with cancer.

Lloyd became a household name in the 1980s after his first exhibition, ‘Life on Aggie’, sold out in twenty-five minutes and established him as one of New Zealand’s most talented expressionist artists. In 1997 his work drew world acclaim when his famous piece ‘Scarlet Lady’, described by critics as ‘a masterpiece of tender love’, sold for a then record-breaking nine hundred thousand dollars.

Lloyd lived most of his life on Agnes Island, a remote and sparsely populated island in the far south of New Zealand where he owned a small boutique hotel.

He sold a mere four paintings a year, although rumours persisted that he had a vast collection of works.

His agent, Malcolm Price, said, “Despite his grumpy demeanour, Lloyd was a hugely talented artist, a great friend, and would be sorely missed.”

His service will be held at the Holy Trinity Church on Saturday, 22nd of March at 3 pm.

 

Chapter 1

 

In her peripheral vision Liv noticed a fan streaking naked across the field, his arse starkly white against the rest of his tan. Speedos, not shorts, she thought, wildly inappropriate to the situation at hand.

At her feet, Connor Reed knelt on the damp turf and the whole stadium had gone eerily silent. His rugby shorts stretched over his thighs, massive with muscle as he pulled out a pale blue box. Liv could feel the sports network cameras zooming in on her face and her heart felt like it was beating in her throat.

A group of cheerleaders came onto the field behind them, dancing to the Bruno Mars song that had started to play. The rest of the team joined in, then the ref, the coach, even the ball boys. A well-choreographed flash mob.

Overhead, a plane engine thrummed, trailing a huge banner.

“Well?” Connor asked, his famously cheeky grin huge on his movie star handsome face. “Will you marry me, Olivia Peterson?” He opened the box, the camera guy focusing in on the sparkling diamond nestled inside, projected up on the big screen. It was so huge he really needn’t have bothered; Liv was fairly certain even the pilot could see it.

The crowd went wild, screaming and cheering. A chant started up. “Say yes, say yes, say yes.” There was a record number of bums on seats today — it was a big game and the All Blacks needed this win. Connor waited expectantly, confidence oozing from him. Liv’s stomach churned like a vat of sewage, sweat pooling in her pits. Looking around at all the eyes expectantly waiting on her answer, she turned back to her boyfriend of almost two years and swallowed.

“Connor, no,” she said quietly, except there was a news reporter there, holding a fluffy mic out towards her, making the ‘no’ horribly loud, echoing slightly in the stadium. A collective gasp went up and then Liv bolted. She ran for her life, past the reporters and cameras and the VIP box of WAGS and minor celebrities, past the incredulous faces of Connor’s parents, with the crowd’s thunderous booing and disgust following behind her.

 

Of course, the paparazzi followed her. After ten minutes, dashing down side streets and through a children’s playground, she’d only managed to lose about half of them. Despite being thankful for all those tedious hours on the treadmill at the gym, she deeply regretted her choice of footwear. When did she become the type of girl who wore heels to the rugby anyway? She’d left her phone and bag behind in Connor’s BMW, so there was no way to call an Uber, or someone to get her, even if she did have someone who would.

Ahead, there was a church. Never had Liv been so pleased to see one. Surely they couldn’t follow her in there?

In the foyer she stopped to catch her breath. It was cooler inside, all white wood, stained glass and the flickering of candles. It smelled faintly of incense. Soft music played and Liv eyed up the holy water, mouth parched. Through an ornate stained-glass window by the door, she could see two paparazzi lurking near the church gate.

Scuttling as quietly as possible up the aisle, she took a seat in one of the pews near the back. There were only two other people in the room, a man in the front row wearing a dark jacket, his head bent, and the priest who was standing to the side at a podium.

Then she noticed the coffin.

 

Of course she had somehow managed to gatecrash a funeral, because it wasn’t enough that she had turned down New Zealand’s most beloved All Black and the whole country probably hated her right now.

Connor knew she didn’t want to get married. She had been trying to break up with him for weeks, and she was sure he’d done it intentionally, proposing so publicly, trying to force her to agree. Except she hadn’t.

Now here she was, stuck in a church listening to the eulogy for some guy called Lawrence that she’d never met, and since there was only one other person here, she could hardly leave unnoticed, could she?

While the priest talked, she tried to come up with a plan. She needed to get past the reporters first, somehow get back to the apartment and get her stuff. Only where was she going to go?

She should never have given up her flat. Never have agreed to move in with Connor. She could maybe sleep the night at Lea’s, except since she’d had Archie she had no spare room, and Liv couldn’t camp on her sofa for more than a night or two. She wasn’t close enough to any of her other friends to ask and when she thought about it, most of them were likely to side with Connor anyway. Her dad would make up an excuse because of his wife Laura and the boys and in any case he lived too far away from her work.

Shit, work. Would she even have a job after this? Even if Connor still wanted her as his PR agent, she doubted his father, who owned the company, would want to keep her on.

So the country now hated her, she probably had no job and she had nowhere to live. Great. The last place she wanted to go was to her mum’s, but she probably didn’t have a choice, at least for now. The thought made her want to cry.

Speaking of which, was the guy in front crying? She felt terrible sitting there worrying about her own issues while he grieved. There was a photo of who she assumed was the deceased in a frame atop the coffin. A small, wiry old guy with a fierce scowl. Liv watched the dark-haired guy in front, wondering if this was his grandfather.

How depressing, to have only one person turn up to your funeral. She wondered how many would bother to come to hers? Would anyone? As she stood to sing a hymn, she sniffed loudly to stop herself from crying. The guy turned to look at her, then looked away.

The service was short and once it finished, Liv headed towards the exit, only to be stopped by a reed-thin woman with a scraped-back bun.

“If you wouldn’t mind signing the register?” She indicated towards a hall table where a hardback book sat, open to the first page. It was too complicated to explain why she was really there, so Liv picked up the pen and signed her name, mobile number and email address on the first line, then added ‘My condolences’ as an afterthought.

Glancing through the window, Liv saw no sign of the reporters. It looked like they had given up and left. That was a relief.

“How did you know Laurie?”

Liv turned to find the dark-haired guy looking at her as he added his name below hers.

“Umm, gosh, let me think,” Liv said. “I think it was the dog park?” Why she said that, she wasn’t sure. She didn’t even have a dog. Never had. Her mother had never let her have a pet. Too dirty. Liv had just panicked.

“That’s odd, Laurie was always more of a cat person back in the day.” The man looked pensive. “What sort of dog did he have?”

“On second thought, no, not the park,” Liv said. ”Maybe the café?”

“Right, is there one on the island now?”

“The island?”

“Aggie.” He raised an eyebrow. “Agnes Island?”

“Aggie, yes, right. Could be. Although, actually …” Liv laughed awkwardly. “To be honest, I don’t really know Laurie all that well.”

“I see.” He frowned slightly, furrows forming between his eyes. He was a nice-looking guy, clean-shaven with kind eyes and a light smattering of freckles that made it hard to guess his age. “Okay, so were you more a fan of his work?”

Liv chewed on one of her newly manicured nails. Nails that Connor had insisted she had done yesterday, which now made sense. She had no idea what this guy was referring to and she could feel her cheeks burning.

“Not as such …” she hedged.

“Sorry, my apologies, I’m Ambrose. Ambrose McCafferty. I used to spend my summers on Aggie.” He reached out a large hand and she took it. His palm was warm and she noticed a bracelet on his wrist, cheap plastic beads spelling out something on nylon thread. It seemed at odds with the rest of him, his tidy haircut, well-fitted suit and cufflinks. Liv wondered if he had a child who had made it for him.

“Liv,” she told him. “Olivia Peterson.”

He smiled slightly and looked around the church, then back to her. “Not a great turnout, is it?” he said. “I know he was a bit of a loner, but I had thought a few more people might come.”

“Right, yes. It is a bit surprising, since he was such a great guy. A real laugh.” Ambrose gave her a strange look. “I can’t imagine there would be many people who would agree with you,” he said. “When did you last see him?”

“Gosh, it has to be, what?” Liv tried to look thoughtful, as if she was tallying up days or months on a mental calendar, but she was a terrible liar. She felt like a possum in the headlights. She couldn’t do it. “Look, I actually came in here to get away from the reporters,” she blurted. “I turned down a proposal and this seemed like a good place to hide.”

“Right.” The frown deepened.

Liv felt like she had as a child, sent to the principal’s office for misbehaving. “Sorry,” she muttered.

“Well, I have to get back,” Ambrose said, looking at his watch. “It was …” he trailed off. “Well, good luck,” and it might be her imagination, but did his voice seem colder? He gave her a quick nod and then headed towards the door.

“I don’t suppose you could call me a cab?” Liv called after him and he stopped, pausing for a beat before he turned.

“I don’t bring my phone to funerals.” His voice was most definitely colder than before. “Or go to them when I don’t know the deceased, actually.”

Outside, as she set off for the long walk home, a blister forming at her heel, it started to rain.

Perfect funeral weather, Liv noted.

Chapter 2

 

The paparazzi had finally stopped camping outside Liv’s mother’s house. This felt like the only good news for the day after another fruitless attempt to get a job in an industry that Renfield Reed had blacklisted her from.

The antiseptic smell hit her as she opened the front door, cloyingly familiar. Liv removed her shoes and socks, before sliding on a pair of house slippers. She took off her pants and top and wrapped herself into a cotton robe from the hall cupboard. After sanitising her hands from the pump bottle on the side table, she gathered her clothes and padded down the plastic floor runner to the laundry.

“Did you spray your shoes?” her mother called from the lounge and Liv only barely held back her irritation. She knew her mother wasn’t well. That it wasn’t her fault, this ridiculous obsession with germs, but after six long weeks of living in the equivalent of a hospital bubble, the strain of it all was getting to be overwhelming.

“No, but I’ll do it now,” Liv called back as she put her clothes into the machine.

It was hard to remember a time when her mother wasn’t like this, but there was a period when Liv was young where she didn’t know that it wasn’t normal to be forbidden to use public toilets, or touch the shopping trolley until it had been gone over with a disinfectant wipe, or that other people didn’t wipe down the groceries before they put them away.

Once upon a time her mother had run the house as a bed and breakfast, welcoming guests in as a way to support them after her dad left, but gradually the idea of strangers coming into the house was too much for her mother to cope with. It had become so bad that she barely left the house anymore, afraid of the outside world and its germs.

 

“How did the interview go?” Deirdre had beaten her to the shoes, holding out Liv’s heels in gloved hands and spraying the soles with disinfectant. After six weeks, Liv imagined Deirdre was probably almost as desperate to get rid of her daughter as Liv was to leave.

“Not great.” Liv headed into the kitchen. “I think maybe it’s time to look at some other options.” She opened the fridge and pulled out her bottle of Riesling. “Want one?”

Deirdre nodded, going over to the cabinet and getting the glasses. “What other options?” she asked, inspecting the rim of one glass and then reaching for a clean dishcloth to ensure its spotlessness.

“Hospitality maybe?” Liv hated the thought of going back to waitressing — she’d done the hard yards as a student — but she would if she had to. “I might be able to get some bar work.” She poured the wine and tried not to gulp hers down too quickly as she headed towards the lounge with her handbag, fishing in it for her phone. “I saw an ad yesterday for a new place called The Sawdust Saloon.”

“Oh Livvy, that sounds very unhygienic.” Deirdre sounded as if Liv had suggested she might work at the local sewage treatment sewage treatment plant. “And please, wipe down your phone. There are over 17,000 bacteria on the average mobile device.” She handed Liv a disinfectant wipe from a stack beside her chair.

Liv had never much liked Connor’s penthouse apartment, which had been decorated by a designer and felt showy and impersonal, but now, she almost missed it. Almost.

According to the gossip mags, Connor was ‘devastated’. But he hadn’t tried to contact her since the proposal. She’d tried calling him to apologise but he’d blocked her number. There didn’t seem much point to keep trying. He was clearly done with her.

There was a text message on her phone from Sean Anthony, one of her clients. He wanted to meet her to discuss something. Probably to tell her he couldn’t keep her on as his publicist. She didn’t blame him, but she would be sad to lose him. He’d been a good friend as well as a client and she’d known him for a long time now, spending time with him and his wife Karen and even holidaying with them and their kids.

She was about to text him back when her phone rang. It wasn’t a number she recognised and she’d had a few nasty calls from die-hard rugby fans, but it could also be about the job, so she answered it tentatively.

“Hello, Liv speaking …”

“Is this Olivia Peterson?”

“It is,” Liv confirmed, reaching over to put her glass down on the side table beside the couch as she sat, the protective plastic cover sticking to her thighs.

“This is Jeanie from Crompton, Simpson and Baker, attorneys at law. Did you happen to attend the funeral of Mr Lawrence Lloyd on Saturday the 22nd of March?”

Liv thought back to that day, the awful moment of Connor’s proposal, the long walk back to her mother’s house from the church, and the disapproving face of Ambrose McCafferty that had stuck with her for some reason she couldn’t quite fathom.

“I did, yes, but I was trying to avoid the reporters and I didn’t realise—” but Jeanie cut her off.

“Mr Crompton would like to speak to you about Mr Lloyd’s estate and his final wishes,” she said. “Are you available sometime this week to schedule a meeting?”

“I didn’t actually know Mr Lloyd,” Liv said. “I was just—”

“Nevertheless, if you could meet with Mr Crompton, say Thursday at eleven? Would that suit?”

“Well, okay, but I’m not sure that—”

“Perfect, Mr Crompton will see you then. I’ll email you confirmation and the address.”

The phone call disconnected before Liv could reply.

 

Sean gave her another long hug and Liv tried not to cry against his Hugo Boss shirt.

“I really am sorry,” he said again. “I’m serious about changing over to you as my PR once my contract with these pricks is up. And if there’s ever anything I can do to help …”

There was a flash and a series of clicks and they pulled away from each other. Across the road from her mother’s driveway, a photographer was taking snaps.

“You fucking tosser,” Sean called out, stepping away from Liv to head across the road.

“Don’t, Sean, it’s not worth it.” Liv grabbed his hand to stop him. “They’ll only take more. But you should probably go.”

“I suppose you’re right.” He gave her hand a squeeze before he started across the road. “Bloody wanker,” he muttered at the photographer as he got into his Bentley. “Talk soon, Livvy.”

As he drove off, Liv looked over at the camera guy who was now getting into his own little car, the door hinge squeaking as he closed it. She looked down at her running gear, wishing they wouldn’t keep catching her at her worst. Still, at least she was dressed. There had been a time at Connor’s when they’d managed to get her in a towel out on his terrace, her hair in a messy pile on top of her head, looking like she’d come straight from a romp in the sheets, when in reality she’d been rescuing a hedgehog that had fallen in the lap pool.

She’d stopped looking at social media anyway, sick of all the headlines blaming her for the All Blacks’ losses and Connor’s supposed heartbreak. They had painted her as a gold-digging villain, despite the fact that if she was after his money, surely she would have said yes to his proposal?

Half the country hated her. She’d had abuse and even death threats through her social media until she finally turned them off. She’d lost her job, most of her so-called friends had ditched her, and Connor had trashed most of her stuff from the flat before she’d had a chance to get in and pack. Not that she had much use for designer cocktail dresses anymore, but she could have sold most of them since she was now dangerously low in savings.

The world saw her as the girl who had broken Connor Reed’s heart. He’d had an appallingly bad season ever since that day. He’d even done a magazine spread, claiming Liv had ruined him. It was all bull. Their relationship had been rocky for a long time.

She’d never been desperate to date him, especially since she worked for his father, but Connor, she had discovered, loved a challenge. He could be charming and charismatic. He’d worn her down and suddenly they’d gone from ‘just dinner’ to dating in the public eye and moving in together. Liv had told him repeatedly that she felt it was all a bit fast and that she wasn’t ready for any serious commitment, but Connor never took no for an answer. He was used to getting his own way, to having ‘yes men’ around him and people fawning over him.

Then there was the recreational drug use. His, not hers. And the niggling feeling she had that he wasn’t exactly being faithful. Only the week before his proposal they had discussed taking a break. He had to have known she didn’t want to get engaged, which is exactly why he’d put her on the spot like that, in front of hundreds of thousands of people.

Now, she was screwed, living at home with her hypochondriac mother, with no job, no money and a reputation for being a heartless bitch. Still, at least she was free, she thought, as she took off for her run. But free to do what?

Chapter 3

 

There was a kākā on the front veranda when Ambose opened the door and stepped out into the cool of the early morning, coffee cup in hand. The parrot shuffled expectantly along the railing, bobbing slightly, its claws scraping loudly against the flaking red wood.

“Good morning, Lester.” Ambrose reached into his pants pocket and then laid a flat palm out in offering. The bird came forward, stretching out a large claw, and daintily extracted a sunflower seed from the small pile with its beak.

It was bitterly cold. The sea was foaming and churning, the wind off it sharp on his skin. Out on the horizon the small ferry rolled and pitched. Ambrose was surprised to see it; on days like this it was usually cancelled, the sea too rough to cross. Winters on Aggie Island were not for the faint of heart.

Ambrose had never felt happier.

 

He had been at work when he got the phone call. Sitting at his desk dealing with a truant child, a backlog of reports to the Ministry of Education to sign, scrambling for relievers for the next day, and wishing he was anywhere but there.

He’d loved his job when he first got his teaching degree. Loved making a difference to kids, like some of his teachers had done for him. He’d found it challenging, rewarding and stimulating in equal measure. But as he rose up the ranks he began to lose sight of why he’d become a teacher in the first place.

 

His mother had been thrilled when he became deputy principal. Especially because it was Saint George, a prestigious, private, all-boys school with world acclaim. She had told him at every opportunity that he would be principal before he hit forty. The idea made his heart sink.

He loved teaching — hands on, not all the admin and politics of running a school. Those days where he had to fill in for a sick teacher were the best. So when he got that phone call from the lawyers, the decision was easy.

 

“You’ve inherited half of Mr Lloyd’s estate, including the hotel,” the solicitor had told him, sitting behind his mahogany desk, peering over his spectacles. “The will stipulates that anyone who turned up to his funeral service would get an equal share of the Hartwell Hotel, situated on Agnes Island. It’s you and one other beneficiary, so a fifty-fifty share.”

That one other had to be that woman who’d only come in to escape from the media. Olivia Peterson. She didn’t even know Laurie. Sure, Ambrose wasn’t a relative either, and he hadn’t been to Agnes Island since he’d lost touch with Mike when they went to separate colleges, but Ambrose remembered his time on the island with such fondness. Those days were the highlight of his youth really, after growing up in a home where he was raised more by his nannies than his parents.

His friendship with Mike had been a lifesaver. Spending summer holidays at Mike’s grandfather’s house had been magical and Ambrose couldn’t believe he was back here. He could still remember the fun they had had as kids at this hotel, running wild and free.

He’d lost touch with Mike when he went to boarding school, and had only heard about his accident after he had run into another classmate, long after the funeral. But he’d thought about him and Laurie numerous times over the years.

The decision to throw in his job and come back to Aggie had been instinctive. He’d handed in his notice, packed up his apartment and put it on the market, taken the essentials and left. He felt as if he were leaving nothing of importance behind. And now here he was, back where he felt the most at home, half owner of a hotel. A very run-down hotel, but Ambrose could remember how it had been. With a little bit of work, he was sure it could be transformed back to the grand old lady it had been when he was a child.

 

The ferry had pulled up to the dock and Ambrose could see in the distance Weeble stepping off in his gumboots and Swanndri, long speckled beard almost down to his belly. He tied the boat up to the pilings with a practised ease and then unlatched the side door. A few people disembarked. Ambrose recognised the lumbering gait of Glenn as he ambled over to help Weeble with the luggage, then the distinctive red head of the local cop Tom and his big shaggy dog, Lad. One of the Banks kids — Ambrose couldn’t tell which one — sloped off, a bag slung over their shoulder, heading towards the town.

After a few minutes, a woman stepped gingerly off, clinging to the side of the dock for a minute and then lurching towards the little office before she stopped, hunching over a rubbish bin and heaving. She was wearing a jacket with a fur-trimmed hood and boots with a sizeable heel. Ambrose watched as she retrieved her bags from the steel bin that had been offloaded. She hefted out two large suitcases that she pulled along the rickety dock with some difficulty, her handbag on one shoulder.

It was her. That woman from the funeral. He was surprised to see her. Ambrose had been on the island for three weeks already and had decided she probably wasn’t interested in anything but a payout for her half of the hotel. Yet here she was, ridiculously dressed, and with far too much baggage for his liking.

He should go down to the dock and offer to help. Or send Howie in the car, although the way Howie drove she would likely beat him. But instead, Ambrose watched her struggle along the main street, his euphoric mood dissolving into a rising resentment.

He wanted this hotel. Wanted this life on the island that felt like a home to him. He didn’t need the complication of this high-maintenance woman. He’d googled her. She was all over the news, stories of her lavish lifestyle, her refusal of that proposal, her rumoured affair with some actor, incriminating photos of them together surfacing mere weeks after she’d turned down Connor Reed.

There was a nudge against his leg and he looked down to see Mr Tiddles, Laurie’s cat. He was part of the inheritance deal. No selling the hotel until the seemingly much-loved feline died. Funny, Laurie hadn’t been much of a people person but he loved cats. Ambrose was slightly allergic, but the old tabby seemed to prefer to be mostly outside, and so far, it was working out fine.

He looked back at Olivia. She had stopped to talk to Mrs Allen who was pointing up the hill to the hotel. She looked up the steep, potholed road and her shoulders visibly slumped. She was not the type of woman Ambrose could see lasting on a small island with a population of only two hundred and sixty-five people. There were no fancy bars or designer clothing stores, no nightclubs or trendy cafés. She would probably take one look at the run-down hotel, looking even bleaker in the drizzle that had now started, and take the next ferry home, he thought. He hoped.

Chapter 4

 

Liv felt queasy the whole ferry trip. It started almost as soon as they hit the first big swell. She stood outside on the deck, knowing fresh air was the best preventative for seasickness, but less than an hour in to the almost two-hour trip, she was leaning over the railing, next to the large steel bin that held the luggage, heaving up her toast and marmalade and English Breakfast tea. In the distance, Agnes Island was nothing but a small, green blob. The sky was an ominous grey, the sort that felt like a permanent feature, that perhaps the sun might never make an appearance this far south.

Her sole companion on deck, a solid, freckled man with reddish hair poking out of his beanie, with a large shaggy dog at his side, handed her a crumpled tissue from the pocket of his jacket. She thanked him, then turned to puke up the rest of her breakfast into the churning sea.

 

Once the steel bin had been offloaded, she retrieved her luggage with the help of a smiling man in a plaid Swanndri, then made her way down the jetty. The small area adjacent was, according to a carved sign on the beachfront, the township of Hartwell. ‘Township’, however, seemed a bit of a stretch. It was really no more than a road with a couple of offshoots, running through a small cluster of container buildings and wooden shops with old-fashioned frontages, offset by a tiny school, a mechanic’s with a petrol bowser, and a community hall. Down one of the offshoot roads, Liv could see what looked like a small medical centre, a police office and a fire station. That was it. It was eerily quiet and a little like she had travelled back in time.

After Liv stopped in at the store for a bottle of ginger beer to settle her stomach, Bridie Allen, the weather-worn proprietor, pointed her in the direction of the hotel. Apparently, there was only one taxi driver, and he was nowhere to be seen. The building was perched on a hill overlooking the harbour up a steep gravel road. There was no footpath. Liv pulled her hood up against the light rain and dragged her suitcases behind her, a duffel bag balanced on each one, and set off determinedly up the road. She had to stop every so often to hoist her handbag further up her shoulder and adjust her grip on the handles. From a distance, the hotel wasn’t at all what she had been expecting, smaller and not as grand, and it looked like it wasn’t in great shape.

When she’d found out that she’d inherited half of a hotel after attending the funeral of a man she’d never met, Liv had thought there must have been some kind of mistake. Mr Lloyd’s lawyers had insisted, despite her protests that she’d only ended up in the church accidentally, that those were the terms of the will and she was now the part owner of one Hartwell Hotel on Agnes Island, a remote place she’d never visited.

The press hadn’t let up hounding her since photos of her hugging Sean outside her house had been published. They’d even dug up an old photograph from the previous year of Sean with his arm around Liv in a dimly lit restaurant, conveniently cutting off his wife who had been on his other side. It didn’t matter that he’d since been photographed holidaying in Fiji with his wife Karen, sharing a double hammock and with happy smiles. Naysayers had said the holiday photos were all for PR, to save his reputation, despite the fact they’d been happily married for years without a single whisper of any previous cheating rumours. Liv was now branded a homewrecker and a cheating hussy as well as a gold-digger. So here she was, about as far away as she could get without leaving the country, the perfect place to hole up away from the prying eyes of the paps.

She was drenched in sweat when she rounded the final corner. The hood of her coat had blown back and her hair was plastered to her face. Icy drops of rain trickled unpleasantly down the back of her coat. Liv stopped and took a good look at the hotel she now owned half of. Close up, it was even more run down. There was a wide veranda across the front overlooking the ocean, which would be the perfect place to sit with a beer in the summer, if summer was even a thing here. It seemed impossible to visualise right now. At this time of year, the weathered wooden tables were empty. Some of the chairs leant tipsily and looked like they could be a hazard. The building had originally been painted red but it was peeling badly, like skin that had seen too much sun. The hotel had two storeys with a narrower balcony running the length of the first floor. Large windows at the bottom, probably the bar area, were filmy with salt from the sea. There were steps leading up to the front door but no ramp. Liv sighed and pulled her bags up the uneven front path. The door opened.

“Mōrena, you look like you need a hand, love.” A man with a wild scrub of steel-grey hair and a beard to match came down the steps towards her. His face, or what you could see of it through the excess facial hair, was deeply wrinkled and he was wearing mismatched work socks with no shoes.

“Gordo.” He held out a hand for her to shake, then noticed her staring at his feet. “Left my gumboots somewhere. No clue where they’ve got to.”

Liv shook his hand, which was a bit grubby. She surreptitiously wiped hers on her jeans, while Gordo grabbed hold of the handle of one of her bags and lugged it up the short flight of steps.

“Blimey, what have you got in here? Rocks?”

“Something like that.” Liv hefted the other suitcase up after him.

Gordo held the door open for her and then once they’d got all her luggage inside, closed it behind them. “Bit nippy out there today,” he said.

It wasn’t much warmer inside. Liv felt the sweat that had been pooling in her armpits cooling rapidly.

“No idea where Ambrose has buggered off to.” Gordo scratched his woolly beard. “He was here before, watching the ferry come in. I’ll see if I can find him for you.”

He ambled off and Liv shrugged off her wet jacket. She was standing in a gloomy reception area, dimly lit by a dusty chandelier with one remaining bulb, the walls painted a deep forest green. Probably about fifty years ago. To one side was a door to the bar and on the right was another, to the restaurant, which was currently closed. A staircase swept up to the second floor. It would have been fairly impressive in its day, but the handrail was scratched and worn and many of the balusters were broken. It was the same with the reception desk, a beautiful piece of kauri that hadn’t seen any care for some time. There was no elevator.

She opened a further door to peer inside what turned out to be the office and someone cleared their throat behind her. When she spun around she saw Ambrose McCafferty, the man from the funeral, with Gordo behind him.

In her memory from that day Ambrose loomed in his dark suit, a tall figure of a man with a perpetual frown and look of disapproval. Even without the suit, in jeans and a thick argyle jumper, there was still the frown and disapproving expression. Liv’s memory had skipped the part where he also had broad shoulders, tapering to narrow hips and long legs and, if he hadn’t been frowning, a rather handsome face.

“Olivia, isn’t it?” he said. Unlike Gordo, he didn’t offer a hand to shake. “I didn’t expect you to show up.”

“And not claim my half of this lovely heritage building?” She felt her face flush at the thought she’d been caught snooping. The office door was still open behind her. “And please, call me Liv.”

Ambrose swept his eyes over her pile of luggage. Liv wished for a moment that her suitcases were a sensible black rather than pink. Ambrose was definitely the type of person who would have black suitcases. Even if it meant he had to check every name tag on the carousel to locate his bags, among all the other identical black ones. The way he was eyeing up her belongings, you’d have thought she’d brought enough luggage for a small tour group. This was almost everything she owned, since her mother hadn’t wanted her to leave anything behind, causing any unnecessary mess or clutter.

Ambrose tapped his fingers impatiently against the reception counter. “A bit of notice would have been nice. I suppose we can put you in number two, though I’m sure you’ll be very disappointed. Gordo can show you to your room.”

Gordo backed towards the door of the bar. “Sorry, mate, I’d better get back to work.”

Liv got a glimpse of the almost empty bar as he disappeared through the door.

“He’s the bar manager?” she asked.

Ambrose grunted. “I guess you could call him that, at a stretch.” He fished a key with a wooden tag from a hook on the wall behind the reception counter and handed it to her. It was the old-fashioned type, one of those iron skeleton keys. It looked generic, like you’d be able to use it in any of the doors. Clearly no key cards here.

“Upstairs, through the door, take the right-hand passage. It’s at the end.”

Liv thought he was going to leave her to it, but he glanced up the stairs, then back at her bags and seemed to have second thoughts, sighed and gripped the handle of the nearest case, which happened to be the lightest one.

The stairs creaked and groaned like they were protesting as they made their way up. There were two flights, separated by a landing. The carpet runner was thin and loose, which made it hard work when it came to lifting the heavy bags. At the top, Liv paused. She had the impression of dark wood everywhere. Dark wood doors. Dark wood floors. Wooden panelling on the bottom half of the walls, the top painted a sickly yellow. Or had it once been cream? Ambrose was striding down a hallway to the right, easily pulling her bag behind him, so she hurried after him as best she could. They went around a corner and down another hallway before Ambrose stopped outside room number two.

“Bathroom’s the next door along. It’s shared,” he said. “No doubt you’re used to having your own en suite. The door doesn’t lock so you’ll find a tag on the inside handle. Hang that outside when you’re using it.”

“What are the restaurant hours?” Liv asked. She was still feeling a bit queasy from the ferry ride, but after a hot shower and a rest, she’d need something to eat.

“The winter hours are Thursday through till Sunday. It’s unfortunate that today is Wednesday.” Ambrose had a satisfied expression on his face, as though seeing Liv go hungry was the highlight of his day. What was this man’s problem? They’d barely exchanged two sentences at the funeral and, okay, he’d caught Liv out in a tiny little white lie, but she’d been flustered. If he’d been proposed to in public and then hunted down like a rabbit by the paparazzi, Ambrose might not have put his best foot forward either.

“Well, I imagine I can get something to eat at the shop.” She didn’t fancy another walk down the hill in the rain, and it came out a little snappy.

“You can probably get something at the bar, if you’re not averse to a bowl of chips or a toasted sandwich. Let Gordo know, any time after five-thirty.” Then he turned on his heel and strode back down the hallway, disappearing around the corner.

Liv let herself into her room, propped one bag against the door to keep it open, which turned out to be unnecessary, and then dragged the rest of her stuff inside. The room was on the small side, with a double bed pushed against one wall, a single bedside cabinet with a rickety lamp precariously balanced on top and a wardrobe which had a shabby salmon-coloured curtain in place of a door. The heavily patterned wallpaper was designed for a room of a much grander scale and there was a stale, musty smell as if it had been unused for some time. Liv crossed to the window, feeling disoriented but hoping for a view of the ocean at least. Her room was located in a wing of the hotel towards the back and looked down onto a kind of unkempt courtyard. On the wing opposite she could see a fire escape leading up to one of the sash windows. It didn’t look like it would hold the weight of a toddler and she hoped like hell there wouldn’t be a fire any time soon. The hotel clearly hadn’t had any work done to it for a long time. Sighing, Liv flipped open her suitcase and found her toiletries. Closing the door behind her, she padded down the hallway to the bathroom.

 

There had been no towels in the room but she was thankful to find a stack on a chair in the corner of the bathroom. It was actually a pretty decent size with a lot of wasted space. Liv crossed to the shower stall, pulled back the translucent curtain and peered in. It was old but clean, at least. She turned on the mixer. Lovely hot steam soon filled the room. As Ambrose had said, the door didn’t lock but she found the little tag stating that the room was occupied on the back of the door and hung it on the front handle. It was a bit odd, not being able to lock the door, but she had to trust in the process. She hadn’t seen any guests around in any case. Liv dropped her damp clothes onto the floor and stepped into the warm water with a happy sigh.

Staying under the hot water as long as she could, she washed off the grime of the journey, reluctant to get out into the cold air, but eventually hunger won out. She wrapped herself in her towel and scuttled quickly back to her room. The easiest clothes to locate were a pair of black trousers and a pink mohair jumper at the top of her case; a little dressy for a Wednesday night perhaps, but she’d unpack and rearrange everything later.

She put her boots back on, hoping to get something to eat at the bar. Ambrose was doing something behind the reception desk and looked up as she came downstairs. If he’d looked disgruntled before, his face now was like thunder.

“Are you aware,” he said through gritted teeth, “that you are on an island?”

“Given that I spent two hours on a ferry puking my guts out, I—”

“And that we don’t have an unlimited supply of hot water?” He stood with his arms crossed, his eyebrows almost knit together. “The entire island is powered by diesel generators. The diesel is shipped from the mainland. It’s a costly exercise. If you’re used to hour-long showers every night, you can forget about that right now. There’s no space for that kind of extravagance on Aggie.”

“Okay, sorry, but how was I supposed to know that?” Liv said, trying to keep her voice even. She felt furious and humiliated. Had he been standing outside the door timing her? He was also wildly exaggerating the time she’d taken. “Maybe there should be a notice in the bathroom to let the guests know that there will be an extra charge for every extra minute they spend in the shower.”

“That’s not a guest bathroom,” Ambrose said, turning back to whatever he’d been doing.

As she slunk past him into the bar, Liv decided she’d need to check the guest bathrooms to see whether there was indeed a sign moderating guest use of hot water. It wouldn’t surprise her. Maybe that, along with the general state of the place, explained why there didn’t seem to be many people staying at the hotel.

Chapter 5

 

Liv woke to the sound of pitiful meowing and scratching at her door. She checked her phone and was surprised to see it was almost eight. Streaks of grey light peeked through the gap in her curtains. It was going to be another miserable day. She opened the door and peered blearily down at a dishevelled, tabby cat.

“Mr Tiddles, I presume.” She bent to give him a pat. Mr Tiddles rewarded her with a hiss and deep growl.

Sighing, Liv turned on her light, a single bulb hanging low and dim from the water-stained ceiling, then located her dressing gown and slippers. The cat waited patiently outside the open doorway, then padded after her as she made her way down the hallway.

Nobody had bothered to give her a tour of the hotel so once she was downstairs she tried the door to the bar, which was locked. The restaurant was open though. There were about half a dozen tables, the old Formica kind that were popular mid-century, with brightly painted tins holding cutlery and serviettes. Liv could hear voices beyond this so she made her way behind the deserted restaurant and into the kitchen.

“… and then he said; ‘Well, I’d be more than happy for a repeat of last night’, and I had half an hour before the ferry, so …”

“Simon! I don’t need to hear that …”

The couple in the kitchen stopped talking as Liv appeared in the doorway.

“Sorry,” the woman said, smoothing a hand across dark hair, pulled back tightly from her forehead. “Breakfast won’t be ready for another hour.” She smiled kindly at Liv. “Guests aren’t really allowed in the kitchen.”

“Oh, right. I’m not actually a guest. I’m Liv. Liv Peterson.”

The woman stared politely at Liv, but looked puzzled.

“I’m the second owner of the hotel.” She felt like a fraud as she said it. The cat brushed up against her legs, reminding her of his existence. “I think the cat’s hungry. Can you show me where I can find his food?”

Mr Tiddles and his well-being was a condition of the will. This Lawrence Lloyd character had obviously been a bit odd. His stipulation was that the hotel could not be sold as long as Mr Tiddles was alive. Mr Tiddles looked remarkably healthy and rather plump, despite his grumpy demeanour. This could put a spanner in Liv’s plans.

The woman wiped her hands on her apron and stepped forward. “I’m afraid Ambrose hadn’t told us anything about you.” She held out a hand. “I’m Celia. I run the kitchen and this is my brother, Simon.”

“I don’t run the kitchen,” Simon said, “but I guess you could say I’m the bottle washer, cleaner and general dogsbody.” He came forward and Liv was about to hold her hand out for him to shake too, but he surprised her by coming in for a hug. “Welcome to Hartwell. I could give you the grand tour, if you like.”

Liv’s stomach gave a loud rumble. She’d had a packet of peanuts for dinner the night before, not liking the thought of Gordo and his grubby-looking hands making the cheese toastie he’d offered. He’d then promptly fallen asleep at the bar. The only other customers were two men silently watching a fishing show on a television mounted on the wall, so Liv had eaten the nuts, quaffed the glass of house wine Gordo had poured and retreated to her bedroom.

“Breakfast first though,” Celia said. “Cat food is in the cupboard to the far left next to the hot water urn. Do you like eggs? I could whip up a cheese and mushroom omelette.”

“I don’t want to be any bother.” Liv’s stomach gave another growl. She crossed to the cupboard. There was a red plastic bowl on the floor which she assumed was for the cat. Mr Tiddles wound himself around her legs as she scooped out some biscuits.

“No bother,” Celia said. “I’m mostly doing prep for dinner tonight. We only have two guests staying at the moment, don’t we, Simon?”

“Another due to arrive tomorrow, if the ferry is operating, and one coming in on the plane.”

Liv looked around the clean but worn kitchen and wondered how the hotel could possibly keep operating if they had so few guests. From her observations, she could already see some improvements that could be made to make the hotel more appealing to an investor, but what would the point be if nobody wanted to stay there? From the glimpse she’d had of Agnes Island, it seemed a quiet, dreary place. Not the most appealing holiday destination. The hotel could be demolished, she supposed, but what would you build there instead? The land was probably worth nothing. Mr Tiddles was purring now as he chomped on his biscuits, reminding Liv that he was also an additional complication.

She leant on the kitchen counter and watched as Celia scraped sliced mushrooms into a pan and turned to crack eggs into a large bowl.

Simon was standing at the window. “Here’s Ambrose. Better make that four omelettes.”

Celia gave him a look. “What makes you assume I was making one for you?” There was a conveyor toaster on the counter and she put another two slices of bread in to toast.

Ambrose opened the door from outside a few seconds later. He toed off his gumboots and stepped inside. “Morning, smells good,” he said, smiling at Celia. His face was transformed when he smiled, Liv thought, but then he caught sight of Liv and the smile dropped.

“Ah. Good morning, Olivia.” He eyed her up and down and frowned. “Would you mind putting some clothes on? This is a hotel, not a guest house. It’s not really appropriate to wander around public spaces in your pyjamas.”

“We can hide her away back here, and then maybe smuggle her up the fire escape after breakfast,” Celia said lightly. “Would you like an omelette?”

Liv straightened from where she’d been leaning. “I’ll pop up and get dressed if there’s time.” She thought of the rickety fire escape. Meeting a guest on the stairway was preferable. She glanced pointedly down at Ambrose’s feet, encased in thick beige socks. “Though, from my experience working in hospo, socks aren’t really appropriate attire for a commercial kitchen.”

 

When Liv came back down, Ambrose had gone. She sat with Celia and Simon and chatted over breakfast. Simon was lean and handsome, with a pierced ear, smooth sharp jawline and an ever-smiling mouth. He had come from Sydney to visit his sister and was helping out at the hotel while he was there, taking bookings and doing the cleaning. Celia came in each morning to make breakfast and prepare dinner for the nights the restaurant was open. She made sandwiches, cakes and a hot lunch too. The pub was popular with the locals, being the only place on the island for them to drink, especially in winter, with there not being as much work around, and the hotel’s café was a popular meeting place during the day too.

 

Simon showed Liv around the hotel, starting upstairs with the guest rooms. The front section was currently the only part being used, with six rooms being in an acceptable condition for guests.

“It’s two point five stars, at a push.” He opened the door to one of the rooms that wasn’t occupied. The room was much like Liv’s own, slightly bigger, recently painted with reasonably new curtains. The bedding was bland and there were no embellishments aside from an ugly tulip print that hung above the bed.

“There’s a shared bathroom in each wing of the rooms.” He swung the door open with a flourish. “Two showers. Two separate toilets. The other wing is in a bit of a state and the bathroom’s not operational at the moment.”

“No en suites at all then?” Liv asked. Her mother had run a small bed and breakfast when Liv was growing up and even though they’d only had five rooms, each had its own bathroom at least.

“Well, there is one.” Simon’s eyes glinted. “You’re in for a treat. Follow me.”

Liv followed him, through a small communal living area, down a winding passage to the left wing of the hotel.

“These are the rooms that haven’t been touched in literally decades. They’re really a shambles. And this,” he said, opening a door as though he were about to lead her into a grand ballroom, “is the honeymoon suite.”

Liv stepped inside and drew in a breath. The wallpaper had once been red, it would seem, with a large embossed flower pattern, but had now faded to a mottled but still somehow garish pink. There was a large bed against the wall, possibly custom made as it was bigger than any bed Liv had seen, with a dirty satin headboard and bare kapok mattress. A huge, ugly painting of two dogs playing poker hung above the bed, which seemed an odd choice for a honeymoon suite and didn’t really induce romantic vibes. Part of the ceiling was sagging above the bed. On the side wall, next to a decaying set of French doors, was an oak liquor cabinet. There were two moth-eaten armchairs positioned in front of the cabinet with an ugly, brown, spindly-legged table between them. The doors led out to a small balcony which didn’t look stable enough to stand on. Liv could see there was a nice side view of the ocean though.
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