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        Escape into the world of the Mackenzies—six emotional, heart-stirring stories set against the beauty of New Zealand. At their heart are strong, determined women and the men who must face their own fears, griefs, and regrets before they can open their hearts to love again.

      

        

      
        Filled with romance, resilience, and the power of love to heal, these novels weave together family, friendship, and second chances. If you enjoy women’s fiction with clean romance, unforgettable characters, and a rich sense of place, the Mackenzies series is the perfect escape.
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      Lucia scanned the museum’s function room—from the elaborate contemporary Maori carvings to the impressive stained-glass wall in all shades and hues of the sky—but she couldn’t find who she was looking for. Then she looked at the stage where a TV crew was preparing for the cookery demonstration, and she saw him.

      Standing with his back to her, mingling with Wellington’s wealthiest and most influential citizens, was her ex-boyfriend.

      She nudged her best friend, Rachel, who was waiting for her TV crew to finish their preparations, before taking the stage. “You see, right there, that is what I’m talking about.” She sighed and sipped her champagne.

      Rachel followed Lucia’s gaze to Dallas Mackenzie, who was enjoying the company of not one, but two glamorous women. “So?”

      “We only stopped dating a few weeks ago, and he’s already moved on!”

      “And so should you,” commented Rachel, as she nodded to the TV crew who were readying themselves to record her regular cookery show, live in front of a high-paying audience. “Look, Lu, forget him.”

      “Oh, I have. It’s just…” Lucia shook her head, as she tried to put into words her frustration at not finding the right man. “It’s just disappointing, I guess.”

      “Doesn’t sound like it was love, then.”

      “No. Just as well. But he’s a nice man. A good man.”

      “Just not the man for you.”

      “Apparently not.”

      “Then stop watching him and go mingle. Dallas is the only man you’ve dated since you arrived in New Zealand. There are plenty more out there, you know.” The TV producer winked at Rachel and Rachel winked back.

      Lucia shook her head. “I think you’re dating all the eligible ones.”

      Rachel glanced at her watch. “Anyway, can’t stop and talk men. I have to go and do what Dallas has asked me to do.”

      “Show wealthy women how to create complicated desserts which they’ll never make?”

      “Yeah, ironic really. These women hire companies like mine to cater their dinner parties.”

      “I guess it doesn’t matter. The money they’ve paid to come here tonight will go to one of Dallas’s charities.” She sighed again at the thought of Dallas’s good heart, of which few people were aware.

      “Move on, girl!” Rachel took a deep breath and turned on a smile. “Okay, I’m ready. Show time! Catch you later, Lu.”

      Lucia watched Rachel move toward the stage prepared with the tools of Rachel’s trade—mixers, chopping board, bowls, small oven—all beautifully co-ordinated with Rachel’s trademark duck-egg blue range of kitchen equipment and accessories. The cameras flashed, and Rachel assumed her role of sexy celebrity chef with apparent ease.

      The crowds moved in front of Lucia, and she could only hear Rachel now—the sexy voice, the banter. She was a real entertainer. But Lucia wasn’t in the mood for entertainment. She glanced toward the doors which led out onto a deck which overlooked the harbor. No, she was in the mood for escape.

      It was the perfect early spring evening in Wellington, Lucia thought as she walked onto the terrace that perched above the harbor. The city was still bathed in warm sunshine. The eastern hills, which lay across the water were now tinged with the warmer orange glow that showed night wasn’t far away. She’d been in New Zealand for a full year now, and she still couldn’t get over the difference between this friendly, compact city—where everybody seemed to know everyone else—and Shanghai, where she’d lived since she was seventeen. And she relished every detail of that difference.

      Relished everything except one. She glanced inside. The sight of Dallas talking to a beautiful brunette underscored her sense of loneliness, despite all her new friends. And to top it all, he wanted to introduce her to someone. She refused to be palmed off onto some friend of her ex and had avoided him all evening. No, she was better off out here, alone.

      Alone. It wasn’t what Lucia wanted, and she hoped it wasn’t her destiny. But after a couple of relationships in Shanghai which had gone nowhere, she was beginning to wonder. She shivered at the thought and crossed her arms.

      “It’s not that cold, is it?”

      She turned to see the owner of the voice leaning against the far end of the wall, half-hidden by a pillar: his tux slung over the balustrade, the dark silk dangling carelessly over the blue water. He was tall, but not overly so, with his white shirt fitting snugly over the strong, broad build of a rugby player. Not her type, of course, but still, a girl couldn’t help noticing.

      She shook her head. “No, not really. Just a stray thought.”

      “Well, if you’re going to have stray thoughts, this is the place to have them. The breeze will blow them away.”

      She smiled at the notion and looked at him with renewed interest. “Is that why you’re here?”

      “No. I’m here because I have no interest in cooking. Or parties come to that. Guess you don’t either?”

      “No, I like cooking, and I like parties. Usually. It’s just…” She sighed, trying to figure out the source of her disengagement. “Just that I’m tired, I guess.”

      “And that stray thought didn’t help.”

      Her gaze lingered on him a little longer, as she suddenly wondered if he knew about her and Dallas. But he didn’t look familiar. “No, it didn’t.”

      He pushed himself off the wall and walked toward her. He slipped his hands into the pockets of his trousers, narrowed his eyes and cocked his head to one side, as if trying to gain her measure. She looked out to the water. She didn’t want him to gain her measure. Because, contrary to Rachel’s suggestion, she had no interest in finding a man. She was feeling battle-weary and right at this moment reckoned “lonely” might be preferable to being hurt. Again.

      “So,” he said gently, as if somehow understanding her fears, “did it drift off on the breeze? That stray thought?”

      She shook her head. “No, the wind’s not strong enough.”

      “You should come in the winter then. The Wellington winds are enough to drive anything away.”

      “I have come here in winter.”

      “You have?”

      “Yes, I work in the city art gallery as an art restorer. I’m usually stuck inside, staring at tiny flakes of paint, so I like to walk across to Te Papa and come out here after I’ve gone through the museum.”

      He turned to look across the harbor, toward the hills, echoing her stance. “I can’t imagine doing something like that all day. Concentrating on one small thing for hours on end.”

      “When it’s going well I get lost in it and forget where I am. And then I surface and find I’ve hardly moved all day. So I come here.”

      “Perfect antidote.”

      “Especially in winter. The southerly winds just miss this balcony. It’s wonderful. Like being on the prow of a boat on a stormy sea.”

      He leaned against the balcony next to her. “A woman after my own heart. Nothing better than being on a boat. Do you fish?”

      She grimaced. “No. I only like the thought of sailing. The closest I’ve come is friends’ motor boats, watching fireworks in the harbor.”

      “Oh.”

      She noted the disappointed tone. “You?”

      “Yeah,” he said with renewed enthusiasm. “When I’m in New Zealand, I’m out on my boat every chance I get. And then, when I’m not fishing, I’m in the hills, hunting. You see the range of hills over here? On the other side of Tara Harbor? That’s where I go.” He pointed to the other side of the harbor where lights were beginning to brighten as the day faded.

      She frowned. “Tara Harbor? You mean Wellington Harbor?”

      He grinned. “It’s Maori name is Te Whanganui a Tara, or The Great Harbor of Tara. My Maori ancestors were of the Ngai Tara tribe and my grandmother used to insist we call it that.” He shrugged. “When I fly into the airport, as soon as I see the lights of Tara Harbor I know I’m home.”

      Home. The word struck a painful chord. It was what she’d come here to find but which remained elusive. She cleared her throat and forced a smile. “So… what is it you hunt?”

      “Wild pig or deer.”

      “Oh, right.” She wished she hadn’t asked. The sense of distaste at the thought of killing something was arrested by the sight of his lightly clasped hands on the balustrade. She suddenly imagined those thick long fingers touching her, brushing her skin, discovering her… She swallowed and looked away, lifting her face to the breeze, willing it to cool the heat that had instantly ignited at the thought of his skin against hers.

      “Don’t suppose you hunt?” he asked.

      “Do women hunt?”

      “Now that’s a sexist remark, which surprises me,” he said in a teasing tone. “I know a lot of women who hunt.”

      “Well, not me. I’m a vegetarian. And, well, I don’t often leave the city. Apart from my early years in Italy, I was raised in cities and feel at home in them.”

      He sighed and looked at the view. “Right.” A small grin played on his lips as he inclined his head to hers. “Do you think we have anything in common?”

      She laughed and shook her head. “Doesn’t look like it.”

      He stepped away with a sigh. “It’s not going to stop me from asking you out. Maybe we can use it as an opportunity to see if there are any interests—anything—we share.”

      Just in that direct approach she sincerely doubted it. The majority of men she knew were sophisticated men who rarely said anything with this man’s degree of directness. He wasn’t anything like the men she usually dated which, she reflected, was probably a good reason to agree.

      “I don’t know your name.”

      “Guy.” He stuck out his large, capable hand. “Guy Martin.”

      She lifted her hand, and it was engulfed in his. His hand was warm, the pads on his palm slightly calloused—its abrasion against her sensitive hands, more used to the fine control of brushes, scrapers and cotton balls, sent shivers of electricity running through her arm. His eyes narrowed at the same time she felt the attraction zap through her, before it came to rest low in her stomach, where it remained.

      “Lucia,” she whispered, struggling to find her voice. “Lucia Rossi.”

      “Lucia,” he repeated. “Beautiful. Your name sounds like the whisper of the wind in the trees.”

      “It’s… it’s the way I say it. The Italian way. My father was Italian,” she added unnecessarily. What was this man about? A rugby-playing hunter with the soul of a poet? She must have looked startled because he smiled and the tension was broken.

      “So, can I take you out and we can discover what else we don’t have in common?”

      She really shouldn’t. But then, she would be safe. There wouldn’t be any future in it, no risk to her emotions. He appeared to be the total opposite to her in every way.

      “Sure. That would be nice. When and where?”

      “How about now? Let’s escape, get a drink and something to eat?”

      Lucia felt a rush of excitement. She felt like a kid, enticed to play truant. She glanced inside. Dallas was still there, surrounded by a group of beautiful people, his usual distant self, but apparently enjoying the attention of one woman in particular.

      “Sure. Why not? I’ll fetch my jacket.”

      “I’ll meet you by the exit.”

      She re-entered the reception feeling a different person. As she walked past Dallas, she no longer felt the sting of rejection. She ignored him and the simpering woman who was desperately trying to entertain him with some anecdote. Good luck with that, she thought, smiling to herself as she caught Dallas sighing with boredom. The man still made her laugh. His impatience and short temper were legendary, but he had a really good heart. Shame it wasn’t meant for her.

      He didn’t notice her pass by and Rachel was still the center of attention and wouldn’t be concerned by her absence. Besides, they were neighbors and would catch up for breakfast before work the following morning. She slipped into the cloakroom and retrieved her jacket. From there, she made her way toward the exit, where Guy was waiting for her.

      He grinned as she approached and opened the door wide. “You came.”

      She stepped through the door. “I said I would.”

      “Yes, but I thought you might have had a change of heart after considering how little we had in common.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Maybe it’s exactly that which makes this so appealing right now.”

      They stepped out onto the broad concourse that linked the museum and the sea to the city. “You mean, it’s not my good looks or charm?”

      “No. Nor your modesty either.”

      He laughed. “In which case, I’m pleased to be very unlike you, at this moment, if that’s all I have going for me.”

      Despite the lack of common ground, they talked easily as they walked away from the waterfront and into the city. Lucia wondered where they were going as they passed the smart bars and restaurants she usually frequented. But, she reminded herself, it was different she’d wanted. And it looked like different was what she was going to get.

      She began to have second thoughts as they walked past the busy downtown district and proceeded to a seedier part of Wellington she rarely visited. Where on earth was he taking her?

      “It’s here,” he said, stopping beside an open door either side of which were graffitied walls and layers of bill posters. A discreet sign proclaimed it to be Kostas, whatever that was, and a red light glowed invitingly from within the red-tiled Victorian porch, revealing a flight of stairs leading downwards.

      She smiled unsurely. “Are you sure? This looks like a strip joint.”

      “That’s probably because it used to be.”

      “But it’s not now?” she asked doubtfully, looking around at the peeling paint and scuffed skirting boards. “Are you sure you’re not taking me to someplace where I’ll be drugged and shipped off to a slave trade?”

      “No, but if that’s the kind of nightlife you’re used to,” he said, stepping away, “I’m sure I can find something along those lines.”

      She laughed. “I wouldn’t want to put you to all that bother. This looks fine.”

      “Seriously, Lucia, it’s more than fine; it’s the best Greek restaurant I know. Friends of mine run it.”

      “Really? It just doesn’t look…” How could she tell him that his friends ran the seediest dive she’d ever seen?

      “Don’t be put off by looks. There’s always more to something than meets the eye.”

      She looked at him sharply. Wasn’t that what her work was about—revealing the treasure which lay beneath the grime? “You got me there. Okay, I’m game,” she said, as she took tentative steps down the wooden stairs which were worn in the center.

      He pushed open another door at the bottom of the stairs, and Lucia was immediately assailed by the wonderful aroma of spices and herbs. Inside, the restaurant glowed with the rich colors of kilim rugs, strewn over the floor and seats. Above low tables, ornate copper and glass chandeliers hung, casting intimate pools of soft amber light. The whole impression was slightly chaotic, warm and inviting.

      “Guy!” The owner came into the room, wiping his hands on a towel, before giving Guy a big hug. The two men laughed and exchanged insults before they were shown to a corner table. Then he looked appreciatively at Lucia.

      “And what is Guy doing with such a classy lady as yourself?”

      “The wind blew her to me,” said Guy, before she could reply. Apparently satisfied, Kostas laughed, thumped Guy on the back, and left.

      Startled, she looked into his warm eyes. There it was again, that romanticism, so at odds with everything else about him. She looked away, equally abruptly, as she tried to marry these two images in her head.

      She still hadn’t managed it when the first dishes were set before her.

      “But we haven’t ordered.”

      Guy laughed. “You don’t order here. You get what’s been made, and is the freshest.”

      “Is there meat?” she asked tentatively, exploring the dish with her fork.

      “Not for you. I told him you were a vegetarian, he grumbled a bit, but said he’d put something together for you.” He leaned forward. “See, there’s no trace of meat in that dish.” He helped her to some. “Try some.”

      She did and she immediately closed her eyes with pleasure as the flavors blended and dissolved on her tongue. She picked up her fork with renewed interest. “That was wonderful!”

      “See! What did I tell you?”

      Dish after dish of equally delicious food emerged from the kitchen and were quickly devoured by them both. Lucia hadn’t realized how hungry she was. They were joined by other late diners, many of whom Guy knew, and the wine and conversation flowed.

      As the restaurant was closing, Kostas and his chef came by with bottles of liquor. As Lucia nursed her cup of black coffee, she watched Guy exchange anecdotes with Kostas. The mischief they’d got into as university students had formed a bond between the two which obviously ran deep. There was something reassuring about seeing the affection and high esteem Guy’s old friends held him in.

      She wasn’t sure whether it was the wine, her strong physical attraction to him, or the lure of original artwork, but, by the end of the evening, she’d agreed to visit Guy in his country home the following weekend to check out his family’s collection of paintings by New Zealand artists.

      She was still wondering if she hadn’t been a bit rash when they emerged from the café into the Wellington streets where a light rain was falling. But any lingering doubts vanished when Guy put his jacket around her and somehow left his arm around her, too. It felt good, she thought as she drew closer. And he smelled good. Pure man with an edge of sandalwood. It made her mouth water just as much, if not more than, at dinner.

      “Care for a nightcap? I know a good bar around the corner.”

      “Absolutely. If your taste in restaurants is anything to go by, I want to check it out.”

      “It’s not so off the grid as the restaurant. In fact, it’s here.” He held open a door.

      She was vaguely disappointed. She’d been here before, many times, some of them with Dallas. “Oh, sure.”

      “We can go somewhere else, if you prefer? Another ‘seedy’ backstreet, I think you called it?”

      “Here’s fine.” She laughed as she stepped inside the bar. It was packed as usual, and they had to squeeze in.

      Guy grabbed a stool. “Here, you take that, and I’ll go and get us a couple of drinks. Brandy?”

      She nodded. “Small one, please.”

      She watched him walk away, his shirt plastered wetly against his body, revealing his muscled arms and broad shoulders. She had a sudden vision of him without a shirt, his skin slick with sweat from the heat of a day’s hunt. The image refused to leave.

      She watched as he leaned in to shout his order to the barman, barely heard above the laughter and talk in the room, which was without the sound-absorbing furnishings that made conversation so easy in the Greek restaurant. His hair was cropped short, in a no-nonsense style, that showed his lack of interest in his appearance, but suited him. It revealed the strong shape of his head, and, as he turned to one side, the overhead bar light caught the side of his face. Her stomach did a flip of desire. His jaw formed a clear, strong line which revealed more to her than anything he could have said. It showed a stubbornness of purpose and strength which was infinitely appealing to her. She’d been drifting emotionally for so long that the thought of reaching out and clinging to something—someone—so strong and safe was very seductive. They might not share the same interests but she’d always been drawn to strong characters. A small warning bell rang.

      She looked away, through the rain-streaked window out to Courtenay Place, still busy with theatergoers emerging from the theater opposite. She was strong and stubborn, too. Strong plus strong didn’t go smoothly, she reminded herself.

      “Lucia!”

      She turned abruptly at the sound of her name. She knew that voice. And she was right. Walking up to her was Dallas Mackenzie, the man she’d been avoiding all night.

      “Dallas.” She rose in greeting, and he kissed her cheek.

      “You left early, Lucia,” he said reproachfully. “Why’s that?”

      “You know why, Dallas.”

      He sighed. “I’m sorry, Lucia, but it’s for the best. I don’t do love, and you need it. But not with me.”

      She bit her lip and half-nodded. She’d held such high hopes for Dallas Mackenzie—handsome, charismatic, with high morals and a strong connection to both the sophistication of the city and his family—but it had come to nothing. He was a serial dater, and had made it crystal clear that he wouldn’t settle with one woman, ever. “Sure. It’s just”—she shrugged—“it was fun.”

      “And we’ll still see each other. Often. Just not in the same way as we have been.” He lifted her chin so she was forced to look up to him. “Okay?”

      “Of course.” She smiled.

      “You deserve the best in life. The best kind of future. And I can’t give you any of that.”

      “But—”

      “No buts. I’m right, and deep down you know it.”

      He was right. And she did know it, particularly after spending the evening with Guy. “Okay, you’ve got me there. You are right. I know you’re right. So… did you stay long?”

      “Only long enough to make sure everyone had a good time.”

      “Yourself included,” she said, unable to stop herself from having a dig at the way women flocked around him.

      “What?” He looked genuinely puzzled.

      She sighed. “Never mind.” He was hopeless. He had the ability to ignore anything or anyone who didn’t interest him. And obviously, the woman who’d been talking to him, who’d thought she’d got his attention, had been discarded with total ease.

      “Hey, look, there’s Guy!” Dallas turned to greet Guy and then faced Lucia. “I wanted to introduce you, but you disappeared, and then I couldn’t find Guy.”

      Lucia frowned. Guy grinned at Lucia but didn’t say anything.

      “Lucia, this is Guy Martin. Just returned from overseas, and he’s single.”

      Lucia’s heart fell.

      “Guy, this is Lucia Rossi. A very special lady who also happens to be single.”

      Guy laughed. “Still haven’t figured out how to hide your intentions, have you, Dallas?”

      “What’s the point?”

      Guy shrugged. “Maybe in case it has the opposite effect. Lucia doesn’t look too happy about the ‘you’re both single’ line.”

      Dallas glanced sharply at Lucia. “Why not? It’s a fact. You are both single. And I reckon you’d get along.”

      Lucia was incensed. No sooner had Dallas broken up with her then he was pushing her toward the first single man who came to mind. It showed how little he thought of her. “I don’t need setting up, Dallas!”

      “It’s not a setup! Think of it as an introduction. That’s all it is.”

      “I don’t need introductions.” She glanced at Guy and felt the anger disappear. He was grinning at her and she suddenly saw the funny side. “I don’t need introductions,” she repeated, more quietly, “because I can tell what people are like from one glance.”

      “Yeah, right.” Dallas took a sip of his drink. “So tell me about Guy.”

      Lucia narrowed her gaze, pretending to inspect Guy and nodded slowly. “He’s a man of the outdoors—loves nothing more than to hunt or fish. And… I think… yes, it’s a contrast to his world of business which I sense is something in the legal field. Something which takes him all around the world. I think he returns quite often to New Zealand, but not for very long at a time. And, yes, I do believe he’s taken a break from his legal work to attend to his family’s business.”

      Dallas frowned and looked from one to the other.

      “And,” continued Lucia, “his passion is rugby.” She looked at Dallas. “How did I do?”

      “You’ve met him already.” He glanced at the two drinks which Guy held, one of which he now passed to Lucia. “So what do you think of my best buddy?”

      It was Lucia’s turn to frown. “Best buddy?”

      “Yeah, you didn’t think I was going to introduce you to anyone I didn’t know well, did you? He’s been my best mate since university, and he’s the person I’d trust with my life.” He turned to Guy. “And I have more than once, eh Guy?”

      “Yeah, and if you don’t do it again, that would be good.”

      “No worries on that score. I keep well away from trouble these days. And you always have, eh Guy?” Dallas turned to Lucia. “Guy’s not like me, he’s always wanted a family.” He turned to Guy. “Was it ten kids you used to say you wanted?”

      Guy’s smile had unaccountably vanished. “That was then, not now, not anymore, Dallas. That family thing isn’t for me.”

      Dallas looked vaguely uncomfortable, which must have been a first for him, Lucia thought, before he changed the subject.

      Lucia tuned out as Dallas and Guy reminisced about the last time Guy had apparently stepped in and rescued Dallas from a mess of his own making. All she could think of was that she’d thought Guy was different. But he wasn’t. For all the outward differences between him and Dallas, it seemed they both wanted the same thing—to remain single.

      If she’d known that Guy was in any way connected to Dallas, she’d have run a mile. Because she didn’t want another Dallas. She couldn’t risk her heart with another Dallas. But she’d committed herself to visiting Guy’s home to look at his paintings and there was no way she could get out of it without appearing rude.

      Dallas and Guy burst out laughing as they continued to reminisce. But Lucia wasn’t laughing. She’d ended up intrigued by a man just like Dallas. And that meant their relationship was doomed even before it had begun.
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      It was late morning by the time Lucia arrived at Onihau Estate, an hour north of Wellington.

      She’d spent the whole week arguing with herself about whether she should go. On the one hand, she didn’t want to get herself involved with someone exactly like Dallas. Then, on the other hand, she remembered the sweetness of some of Guy’s words. Surely those words of poetry didn’t come from a cold heart? But, whichever type of man Guy Martin was, the bottom line was that she’d promised to come and look over his art collection. And she always kept her promises.

      But as she turned up the drive and stopped in front of the pillared portico and peered at the Mediterranean-style house, the truth hit her. The real bottom line was that she couldn’t deny her intense attraction to him, and she was only here because she hadn’t been able to think of anything else all week.

      She stepped out onto the paved drive, pushed the door closed and looked around. Cicadas chirruped in the olive trees, basking in the sunshine. There was no other sound except the clatter of palm leaves shifting in the breeze and the far-off drone of a mower. It wasn’t what she’d expected.

      To the west lay the range of hills she’d had to cross to get here from Wellington and, to the east, she could see the distant blue of the sea. All around the house were grapevines and olive groves, as far as the eye could see. She could have been in Italy. And, for all her love of cities, she was filled with vivid memories of her early years growing up in Italy with her father and his family, before he’d died and her world had changed.

      “Lucia!”

      She spun round to see Guy descending the steps. He was dressed casually in shirt and jeans and she couldn’t help checking him out from head to toe. She suddenly realized what she was doing and looked into his eyes, hoping like hell he hadn’t noticed. “Guy!”

      “How was the traffic? You really should have let me bring you over in the helicopter.”

      “The drive was fine, and I had work to finish last night.” It was also a lie. She wanted to arrive under her own steam so she had control. If she wanted to leave, she could. Any time.

      She walked to him and felt suddenly awkward. During their one evening together she’d felt incredibly close to him, but now she didn’t know how to act. Luckily, he took the initiative and gave her a warm embrace and kissed both cheeks. “Welcome to Onihau. I’m glad you could make it.” He opened the door wide. “Come in and have a coffee. My parents are out, but they’ll be home soon, and you can meet them then.”

      She’d hoped Guy’s parents would be around. She knew they lived there and, somehow, it made her feel safer.

      “What an amazing place. It’s so peaceful.”

      “Should be. The nearest neighbors are a half mile away.”

      She laughed. “I can’t imagine having no one around me.”

      “When we’re harvesting the olives and grapes, the place is full of people. Otherwise it’s usually only my parents.”

      “You don’t live here permanently?”

      “No. Used to, but not anymore.”

      “Really? Why not?”

      He shrugged. “Busy. I haven’t been in New Zealand much over the past few years. And now I’m in Wellington I prefer to manage the family’s property business from there. My father looks after the estate and winery here. He’s had a health scare and wanted me to take some of the pressure off him. But I don’t want to be out here full time.” He looked around with a brief frown. “Anyway, come in, and I’ll show you around.”

      They walked up the steps to the double doors made of oak.

      “Have you had the property long?”

      “My great-great-grandfather bought the land in the nineteenth century. So I guess you could say we’ve had it a while. He’s also responsible for most of our collection of paintings. We even have a Goldie.”

      Lucia stopped walking. “A Goldie?”

      Guy grinned. “A fake Goldie. We used to own the original but that’s another story.”

      “Sounds intriguing.”

      “Ask my mother to tell you about it.” He walked across the open-plan kitchen/living room to a coffee machine. “Espresso?”

      “Sure. That would be great.” She walked over to the French windows and looked out. “This is beautiful.”

      “Go outside and explore if you like. I’ll bring the coffees out.”

      She stepped outside and once more was overcome with memories of Italy. From the terra-cotta pavers to the faded blue paint of the wooden furniture set under a shady arbor of grape vines, to the parched pale gold of the hills and the hot sun and olive trees, it was as if she’d stepped into an old life—a life where anything had been possible. She walked out from under the sheltered veranda, toward a bright blue pool. Beyond the formal gardens designed in the Italianate style, the grape vines raked across the land, trimmed at the edge by that fine blue line of the sea.

      She breathed in the warm air, scented with gardenia and daphne and tried desperately not to let it all get to her. She couldn’t be seduced by this dream of what she’d come to New Zealand to find. Because it was a mirage. It wasn’t real. Guy didn’t want a family. Guy didn’t even want to live here. None of this could be hers.

      “Here’s your coffee.”

      She turned around quickly to find he’d placed the coffee and biscuits on a table under the arbor and forced herself to smile.

      “You’ve a beautiful place here. It’s a wonder you prefer Wellington.”

      “I used to live here, a few years ago.” His expression became pensive. “But circumstances changed, and I left. It’s not my home anymore.”

      Home. She tried not to let the word resonate in her mind. It was like a siren call to her, but one she had to ignore if she wasn’t to be hurt again. She sat and took a sip of her coffee. Just how she liked it, strong and black. “So Wellington’s your home now?”

      “I have a place there. I guess you could call it home. Nearest thing to it. Over the past few years, I’ve lived in hotels—Sydney, LA, wherever work took me.”

      “And that suited you?”

      “Yes. Or rather it did. But I need to be in New Zealand now. Can’t say I’m entirely used to the idea yet. I hate the thought of being tied down.”

      It wasn’t news, but still, it killed any remaining dreams stone dead. Lucia was saved from answering by the sound of a car approaching.

      “That’ll be Mum and Dad. Come on, I’ll introduce you.”

      Guy’s father, Don, was the image of Guy and his mother, Barbara, was a sweet woman of around sixty whom Lucia took an instant liking to. As they sat and talked, Lucia soon realized that behind Barbara’s quiet charm was a steeliness not unlike her own mother’s. Despite Don’s booming voice and liking for long, humorous anecdotes which had them all laughing, it was clear by how they acted that it was Barbara who was the force behind the marriage. And it was also Barbara who was most interested in the painting collection they’d inherited

      “Don’s great-grandfather began the collection,” Barbara said. “He specialized in New Zealand artists—especially the ones he knew personally.”

      “So what’s the story behind the Goldie?” asked Lucia.

      Barbara glanced at Don and leaned forward to Lucia so they wouldn’t be overheard. “Don has no interest in art and was worried about having such a valuable painting in the house—even though the subject is his great-grandmother. It was before we were married, and when I found out he intended to sell the Goldie to the Museum of New Zealand at a rock-bottom price, I can assure you, I hot-footed it over here. But it was too late, there was nothing I could do. At least Don had managed to include an excellent forgery in the deal.” She sighed. “Of course it turns out that the dealer wasn’t working for the museum after all, and when Don discovered the museum knew nothing about the sale, he tried to track down the dealer and the painting but neither were anywhere to be found.”

      “That’s terrible!” said Lucia. “But not unheard of in the art world. People go to great lengths to own an original, especially something as precious as a Goldie.”

      Barbara smiled. “Yes, they do. Anyway, my dear, Guy should show you the paintings.” Barbara paused, her eyes narrowing a little as she surveyed Lucia. Lucia began to feel a little unnerved. “I think you’ll find them interesting. Particularly the Goldie.” Barbara rose. “Guy, why don’t you show Lucia the paintings while I prepare us some lunch?”

      “Sure thing.” Guy grinned that incredibly seductive grin that had Lucia weak at the knees, which didn’t seem remotely appropriate given his parents’ presence. “Would you like to see our fake Goldie, Lucia?”

      “Absolutely!”

      Guy led the way through the house, showing her around as they went. The new house had been built on the site of the old homestead and incorporated some of the old wood in the staircase, above the open fires and beams, giving the new house character and a connection with the land.

      They walked through to the more formal areas of the house. Along the wide hallway, sheltered from the direct blast of the harsh New Zealand sun, was the gallery whose walls were lined with original paintings. Lucia stopped at each one in turn. They were all fine paintings, and, to her mind, seriously undervalued by the market. And then she turned and saw the painting at the end of the hallway and stopped in her tracks. The portrait of a beautiful Maori woman, her gaze averted, the intricacies of her feathered cloak so realistically painted, was instantly recognizable as a Goldie.

      “If we’d kept the original it would have had to have been placed in the bank vault.” Guy walked over to it, in pride of place, lit by one small overhead light. “But now we’re the proud owners of a fake, we can keep it here.” He turned to look at her. “You know? I think I enjoy it better for not being original.”

      Lucia walked up to it slowly. She’d seen genuine Goldies on display and had had the good fortune to work on one, so she knew them well. She’d seen this one in catalogs where it was referred to as being held in a private overseas collection.

      She examined it from a distance at first before coming closer. “It’s beautiful. The way he’s painted her hair and hands. So detailed”—she stood back for a different perspective—“and yet so balanced.” She peered more closely at the painting, scrutinizing the actual brushstrokes. She glanced at Guy who was watching her, rather than the painting. “May I touch it?”

      “Be my guest.”

      She gently traced a brush stroke with her index finger. Then she drew closer and smelled it, her heart racing with every second that she examined the painting. And it had nothing to do with the man whose eyes she could feel on her back.

      She stepped away again and turned to Guy, who was leaning against the opposite wall, his arms folded, openly watching her.

      “Who declared it to be a forgery?” she asked.

      Guy opened his eyes wide as if re-focusing himself. “It was a couple of men who tricked dad. I can’t remember their names. They probably didn’t give him the right ones anyway. They made the whole thing sound genuine—even setting up fake offices.”

      “Well,” she said, taking one last look at the painting. “They were wrong. This is the original.”

      He walked over to her, his stance no longer relaxed. He looked at the painting and then to her. “It can’t be.”

      “I think it is.”

      He frowned. “You think?”

      “I can’t be one hundred percent sure until I get it into my studio and test the paint. But I’m happy to do that, if you like.”

      It was shadowy in the hallway, but the light caught his bright blue eyes, in which she could read surprise, interest and doubt—all at once. He was an open book.

      “Thank you. I’ll check with Mum and Dad, but I’m sure they’ll want to know the truth. Although…”

      “Although what?”

      “Although, if it is the original, then someone, somewhere who believes they have the original, won’t be very pleased.” He grunted. “Serves them right for tricking Dad in the first place.”

      She shrugged. “I guess they won’t be pleased. But that’s immaterial. It’s important to know what is, and what isn’t, the real thing.”

      “Why?” He smiled at her. “Does it matter? We’ve been enjoying the painting either way.”

      “Of course it matters.” She knew it did but, for the life of her, she couldn’t express why. You knew where you were with the genuine article; it was that simple. “I’ll check into it when I get back.”

      “Well, original or not, I can’t part with it. I’ve got used to it being there. I say ‘hi’ to her as I go past. She’s my great-great grandmother; the house wouldn’t be the same without her.”

      “There are some well-known forgeries out there. You could always replace it with one of them. Worth a fraction, but impossible to tell with an untrained eye.”

      “So I wouldn’t know the difference?”

      “I doubt it.”

      “Would you?” he asked softly.

      “Always.” She went closer and straightened the frame on the wall and stood back to admire it. “I can’t bear to see an original painting sitting awkwardly on the wall. It deserves the best.”

      “So you don’t straighten fakes, then,” he said with a smile.

      “Never.” She grinned.

      “Come on, I’ll show you the others.”

      As Guy showed her around the paintings, Lucia became lost in a world she knew well—art. Her fears and disappointments were forgotten as the artwork drew her in, engaging her on every level. She’d studied art as a young girl in Italy, continued her studies when she was sent to boarding school in England and then, in Shanghai, there had been no question about her choice of degree. Art had remained the one constant throughout her life.

      After a close examination of one particular painting, she turned to find Guy standing with folded arms looking at her with open curiosity.

      “You changed when you were looking at the paintings.”

      She flushed with embarrassment as if she’d been caught out, her true self revealed. She shrugged. “Changed? Surely not.”

      “Yes, you did. You relaxed. For the first time since I met you, you truly relaxed. Something about the art got to you. What?”

      She looked at the painting she’d just been examining. “I guess I understand art in a way I don’t understand so much else about life.” She traced the line of a hillside with her fingertips. “I understand the lines, the flow, the colors. I even understand the canvases and the medium—oil, pastel, watercolor—the artist has used.” It was hard trying to explain something she rarely had to explain before. It seemed this man picked up on something no one else had. “It’s like…” She sighed and turned to him. It was no good. She had to reveal a little of herself in return for his interest. “It’s like an escape from the chaos of life, into a world of order and completeness which I understand. I know this world. And I can control it.”

      He walked over to her, his eyes never leaving hers, showing an empathy which connected to her soul. He briefly ran his hand along her arm, before pushing his fingers through hers until they were entwined. “Maybe we’ve found something we have in common. A need to escape.”

      Before Lucia could reply, Guy tugged her hand. “Come on. I’ll show you the rest of the place.”

      Lucia took one last look at the Goldie. She knew it was the original. She had that feeling, low in her gut. It was always the same. She responded viscerally when she recognized the brushstrokes of a master.

      “What will you do when I prove it’s the original?”

      He shrugged. “We might just keep it here.”

      “It’s too valuable.”

      “Only to us. No one will know. But, if word does get out to the person who believes they own the original, then we’ll have to look into our legal position. Maybe contest the original sale.”

      “Hopefully, the person will be reasonable. Although the way in which they purchased it doesn’t suggest they will be.”

      “No. But, if the worst happens and we have to return it, I’ll be happy with a good reproduction.”

      “But it wouldn’t be right!”

      He shrugged. “Maybe not. But it’s just a picture, isn’t it?”

      Lucia nearly choked. “Just a…”

      “I’m not like you, Lucia. I’m not passionate about original paintings as you are. Fancy a ride out to see what I am passionate about?”

      She frowned, as her mind went haywire imagining what he was passionate about, and wondering what he was about to show her.

      He grinned and stepped away from her. “No need for concern. It’s just a small corner of my land which has a very special place in my heart. Something of more value to me than a painting. We’ll go out there and then come back and break the news to Mum and Dad about the Goldie.”

      She shook her head. Art was her life. But, for Guy, it was simply something pretty. He no more needed it than she needed to climb a mountain. Mountains were beautiful but alien worlds to her. He might be right, she thought—they both needed to escape into their worlds, but how different those worlds were.

      They had no future, that much was clear. They both wanted completely different things. She’d enjoy today, check out his painting and then that would be that. She glanced at him and felt a sharp reaction, deep inside. So long as she remembered that.
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        * * *

      

      Guy hadn’t exaggerated about Onihau’s remoteness. It was five minutes before they arrived at a small town where, apparently, he knew everyone. He slowed, lowered his window and waved at a mother pushing a stroller who grinned and waved back. Lucia pretended not to notice the warmth of the woman’s smile. But he hadn’t gone a hundred yards before he slowed his car and called out the window to an elderly couple. They exchanged pleasantries before continuing along the road. Lucia wondered if they’d get through the town without another stop. They didn’t. On the edge of town, Guy pulled up again and lowered the window. He high-fived a tall Maori, dressed sharply in a business suit.

      “Where’ve you been, Guy? Haven’t you had enough of the big city yet?”

      “No, not yet. Too busy.”

      His friend nodded, obviously understanding the situation. “And are you playing rugby again?”

      “No.”

      “Mate! We need you. You were the best we had.”

      “No, can’t do it. Catch up with you in the pub, eh?”

      Lucia let the silence continue for some time after they drove off. But curiosity got the better of her.

      “So… you said you loved rugby.”

      “I do. I loved to play it, and I love to watch it.”

      “Then… why don’t you play? I don’t understand. And you seem to love this place but don’t come here very often.”

      Did she imagine it, or did Guy’s hands tighten around the wheel? “I was married, Lucia.”

      Lucia looked sharply out the side window. As an answer to her question, it wasn’t the most expected. “Was?”

      “Yes. My wife died. Car accident three years back.”

      Ah, that would explain Dallas’s gaffe the previous weekend. Typical Dallas. “I’m sorry.”

      “Yes. Me too. Anyway… being here… at Onihau, with the guys, it brings back too many painful memories.”

      She looked slowly away, suddenly understanding him. Everything fell into place. He didn’t want love, he didn’t want marriage and a family, he didn’t want a home, because he’d had them all and, although he’d lost them, he still held them close to his heart.

      There was no room for her in his world, other than as a distraction. That much was crystal clear. She’d do what she could for him with regards to the paintings, and leave it at that. They’d be friends. Nothing more.
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        * * *

      

      They parked by the craggy hillside and looked up at the dark smudge six feet above the ground. “We’re here.”

      Lucia looked at the barren-looking hillside and frowned. What was she meant to see?

      “This is it?”

      “You sound disappointed.”

      “Well no, I just imagined… something… well, a bit different.”

      “You will see something a bit different.” He glanced at her feet, her perfectly painted toenails peeping from high-heeled sandals. “Don’t you own any sensible footwear?”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever bought anything marketed as ‘footwear’ before.”

      He laughed. “Then you’d better tread carefully and hold on to me.”

      There was a part of Lucia—certainly not the sensible part—that was glad she was wearing impractical shoes, as they walked up the path toward the smudge that she soon saw was a cave. The stone on the floor of the cave was smooth to begin with, but she still hung on to his arm, rationalizing to herself that you never knew when the path would become uneven.

      “Careful around this corner. And mind your head.” Away from the light at the cave’s entrance, it was pitch black. He switched on a torch. “It’s okay, the going’s pretty smooth most of the way. It’s not far now.”

      A wave of fear turned her forehead clammy and quickened her heartbeat. What the hell was she doing—disappearing into the black depth of a hillside with a virtual stranger? She had a sudden vision of newspaper headlines advertising her disappearance. But then he paused as if sensing her discomfort.

      “We can turn back if you like?”

      What man intent on murder would give her the opportunity to turn back? She looked at him in the shadows created by the torch and her nerves calmed. Despite everything, she felt safe with Guy and she trusted that feeling.

      “No. I’d like to go on.”

      “Good. It’s worth it.” He tucked her arm more tightly into his, and they continued along the path, black all around them, except for the narrow torch beam that split the darkness. Suddenly he stopped. “Okay. I’m going to turn out the light now.”

      She gripped his arm. “What? It’ll be pitch black! No, leave it on!”

      “Hey, Lucia, don’t worry. We’re not moving anywhere.”

      “But why?”

      “You’ll see. Now, stay quiet, stay motionless.”

      

      Guy switched off the light and seconds turned into minutes as their eyes slowly adjusted to the dark.

      He was glad he’d told Lucia about Hannah because there was something about Lucia that attracted him deeply, made him almost forget his intention to remain single. She was independent, compared to Hannah’s clinginess, and easygoing, compared to Hannah’s hot-headedness. She was also totally gorgeous, inheriting the best of both her Italian and Chinese ancestry—dark and sensual and yet also elegant and slightly aloof, as if wary of this alien world she’d found herself in.

      All afternoon he’d taken every opportunity he could to breathe in her scent. To begin with, he’d assumed it was her perfume, but it wasn’t artificial enough. Then, as they’d entered the cave and she’d bent her head to adjust her ankle strap, he’d thought it was the shampoo she used. It was only when she stumbled slightly, and he caught her in his arms, and she looked at him, long and slow, that he knew it was simply her. An exquisite mix of everything. And he also knew it was a fragrance he’d never get enough of.

      “What—”

      “Hush.” He squeezed her hand. “Keep quite still and wait.”

      God help him, all he could do was inhale her. He moved his head slightly toward her and her hair lightly brushed his cheek, sending a shiver of need through his body.

      And then it happened.

      Slowly the faint lights flickered on. One by one to begin with, then small clusters burst into life. But Guy wasn’t looking at them. He knew their ethereal beauty and was more interested in looking at another kind of beauty. His gut tightened as Lucia opened her mouth in a small gasp of wonder. Her head moved from one end of the cave to another, and up, her chin lifting, outlined by the light of the glowworms, as she looked to the roof of the cavern, dotted with pulsating lights.

      Who moved first, Guy couldn’t have said. But Lucia melted into his arms, and they stood, his arm around her, the side of her body tight against him. And, as one moment drifted into another, he swallowed and thought he couldn’t ever remember feeling so… complete.

      But the moment passed, like all other moments. Ridiculous! He was complete within himself. He didn’t want another wife; he didn’t deserve another wife.

      He cleared his throat and moved away from her, and immediately the lights dimmed, as the glowworm larvae reacted to a possible threat and retreated into their nests. She looked at him, surprised.

      “We should go,” he said, and the lights lowered their intensity once more.

      She looked at the lights which had revealed their magic for such a short time. He gripped her hand and they walked along the path, out toward the bright reality of daylight. He wouldn’t deviate from the path he’d set himself the day he’d buried Hannah. He’d let her down, and she’d paid the consequences. He dared not risk a repeat.

      Outside, in the bright midday sun, Lucia blinked and turned to him with an almost shy smile. “Thank you for sharing that. It was amazing.”

      “As good as art?”

      “Definitely.”

      “I thought it must be. You had the same look about you that you had when you looked at the paintings.”

      “And I guess this is your kind of art—living, breathing art.”

      “You got it. And I think you just got me.”

      Lucia looked faintly startled, and Guy instantly regretted what he’d said.

      “Ignore me. That place always gets to me.” He looked at the outside of it. “Shame we won’t own it much longer.”

      Her eyes widened. “No! Really?”

      “We’ve gifted it to the Department of Conservation. It’s been deemed a place of national importance.” He shrugged. “It’s not productive land. Best they have it.”

      She looked into the dark tunnel, and somehow he guessed what she was feeling. Because he was too. They’d connected in there. With a glimpse of the beauty that lay within but which couldn’t be had. A beauty that was extinguished by movement or speech. Ephemeral. Just like love, he’d learned, it was a beauty that couldn’t be captured because he was liable to destroy it. No, he had no future with anyone, least of all someone as lovely as Lucia.

      “It’s a shame,” she said turning her back to the cave and looking out across the bright landscape.

      “Yes, it is,” he said, his eyes firmly on her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucia held her breath as she looked through the magnifying lamp to the painting which lay beneath. With painstaking care, she swept a cotton bud over its corner. The difference was instantaneous. The depth of color was revealed by the light brush of neutralizer, exposing the lustrous oils in all their original splendor.

      She let out her tightly held breath. She was ninety-eight percent sure it was the original. There was no way that forgers could have re-created the way Goldie prepared his canvas—from the Chinese white he used to prepare the surface, followed by the sandpapering to create a smooth surface, to the finished base of raw umber.

      Still, ninety-eight percent wasn’t good enough. She didn’t want to get Guy’s hopes up. She’d wait until she had the final results from the paint analysis to tell him. Meanwhile, the secret was safe here.

      She glanced at her watch. Time she was gone. She put the painting into the safe, turned out the light and left the gallery.

      She walked across the Civic Square and along the waterfront. The harbor was dotted with white-topped waves and the Eastbourne Ferry dipped and rose in the choppy sea. She twisted her long hair into a knot to keep it out of her face as she walked the short distance past Te Papa on to her apartment.

      As her mind drifted to her default dream of the past week—Guy—she found herself walking more quickly. He’d been in Sydney, Australia, all week negotiating a property deal, but had phoned and texted her a few times, and had arranged to show her around the Wairarapa region the following weekend. Just as a friend, she reminded herself. He simply wanted to take her out as a way of repaying her for the work she’d done on the painting. Simple.

      Guy obviously didn’t want a relationship, and therefore she didn’t either. Not with him. Not with anyone who didn’t want to settle down and have all the things she saw around her—a husband, children if she could, and a home. Rachel might think her unreasonably focused on kids, but she didn’t see the point in being any other way. She was twenty-eight and knew what she wanted.

      She took the elevator to her penthouse apartment with its 360 degree views of the harbor and, behind, to the city. She placed her bag on the kitchen bench and poured a glass of water and looked out across the harbor. She’d found her new home, that was for sure. From the moment she’d set foot on New Zealand soil, she’d felt she belonged. The feeling was only confirmed when the taxi had wound its way from the airport to Wellington, along the harbor shore. It had been a bright, clear day and she’d felt hope for the first time in a long time.

      And things had fallen into place as if affirming that initial sense of hope. She’d been granted a permanent work permit as art restorer for Wellington city’s art gallery and found this beautiful apartment in the same building as Rachel’s. And then she’d found Dallas who’d widened her new circle of friends. And, while Dallas hadn’t been the one, she knew he’d always be there for her, as a friend. And, with equal confidence, she knew that Wellington would always be her home.

      She sighed and poured the rest of the water into the sink. All things considered, she was doing fine and had a lot to be thankful for. When she recalled her last few months in Shanghai, she felt the grief wash through her. She gripped the edge of the marble bench, willing its chill depth to cleanse away the memories. If it hadn’t been for Rachel’s friendship and suggestion to move to New Zealand, she didn’t know what she’d have done. She took a deep breath as she drove down the sense of desolation.

      She forced herself to think about the here and now. She was thousands of miles and a whole year from that world, that memory. She had a weekend ahead of her with a man she couldn’t stop thinking about, despite her best efforts. No, she’d enjoy the weekend, she’d finalize the painting’s provenance, and then she’d keep her distance from Guy.

      Even as the sensible voice spoke inside her, a very un-sensible part of her felt excited at seeing him again.

      She quickly changed, grabbed an overnight bag and was downstairs in the marble foyer as Guy stepped in. Her heart did a little flip.

      “Lucia.” He smiled and kissed her cheek, just as you would an acquaintance in Europe where he spent so much time, she said firmly to herself. “Busy week?”

      “Yes. But I’ve found time to work on your Goldie. I’m waiting for some results, and then I should be able to give you a definite answer.”

      They walked outside toward his car. “So what do you think so far?”

      “I haven’t seen anything to change my mind. I’m sure it’s the original.”

      He laughed. “My parents will be surprised, seeing as how they thought they’d sold it. I wonder what happened there? Maybe the buyers didn’t know one from the other.” He shrugged. “Who knows?” He looked out toward the skyline which was bright blue. “Believe it or not, there’s meant to be a storm sweeping in later. Do you still want to go to the Wairarapa’s south coast?” He opened the car door for her.

      “Oh.” She couldn’t prevent the disappointment from edging into her tone. She hadn’t realized that she’d been so looking forward to a day exploring somewhere she’d never been, until it looked like she might not be going. She lifted her foot to show off her new acquisition. “I’ve even gone and got some appropriate ‘footwear’.”

      Guy looked at the flimsy flat shoe in designer leather—she really couldn’t bring herself to get a training shoe, not when she wasn’t training for anything, nor ever intended to—and laughed. “I guess as you’ve got your hiking boots on, we’ll risk the weather.”

      She stepped into the car, and he closed the door behind her. She watched him walk around to the driver’s seat and wondered how she could have persuaded herself she’d be safe with this man, that their relationship would be entirely platonic. He was handsome, sexy and… a total gentleman. As they drove off, the sports car roaring down the road, she couldn’t help wondering if he’d be such a total gentleman in every situation.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later and she’d got her wish. The beach was deserted except for a small colony of seals. Lucia even saw a couple of little blue penguins on a craggy outcrop of the cliffs that rose vertically above the sweep of sand dunes. Somehow her hand had slipped into Guy’s and they’d walked for miles along the wind-swept sandy beach, barely meeting a soul.

      “Is it as you imagined?” asked Guy.

      “Better. I was brought up in Italy and went to boarding school in England and neither place had coastlines like this. It’s so raw here. So unspoiled.”

      “Italy? England? I thought you lived in Shanghai.”

      “I lived with my father and his family until I was old enough to go to boarding school. After that, I returned to Italy only for holidays. Then, when I was seventeen, my father died. So after I left school, I went to Shanghai to be with my mother.” She paused. “She left my father and me when I was six. She took my little brother with her.”

      He stopped walking, and she jerked to a halt, too. “Six? Your mother left you when you were only six years of age?”

      “Yes.”

      “But you saw her regularly, right?”

      “Once a year to begin with and then”—she shrugged—“after I was at school in England, less often. Mother was either busy or my father wanted me in Italy. But we used to call and then Skype regularly.” She gave a small smile. “It was a shock when I moved to Shanghai at eighteen, after Father died, to see that she was a real person, moving around, not simply sitting and facing the computer screen.”

      Guy tightened his hold of her hand. “I can’t even begin to imagine what that was like for you.”

      “My father barely talked about Mother and didn’t like me to. So I learned not to show my feelings. After I’d finished Skyping Mother, I’d go to my room and cry. Then I’d emerge and we’d just get on with things.”

      Guy shook his head in disbelief. “She abandoned you both and you ‘just got on with things’?”

      She felt irritated at the implied rebuke. “What else do you expect a child to do?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe have a tantrum or three?”

      As they walked on she wrestled with whether to tell him how she felt, how she still felt.

      “No. No tantrums. At least not outside my bedroom. It was what it was. My mother wasn’t maternal.”

      He snorted. “That must be the understatement of the century.”

      “She’s told me since that she fell pregnant by accident, that she’d never wanted a child. And then, with one, she thought she might as well have a second. But it had been a mistake.” She grimaced. “My brother and I were both mistakes, it seemed. But, in Italy, Mother was like a square peg in a round hole. Totally unsuited to domestic life. I only truly realized just how different her world was when I saw her in China. She is a very successful art dealer but doesn’t have a maternal bone in her body.”

      “So how did your brother get on, and why did she take him, and not you?”

      Lucia was silent, as she was deluged by the sadness and despair that his question had prompted.

      “Lucia?”

      She cleared her throat. “It got complicated just before she left. My father didn’t take it well. Nor did I. I can hardly remember it all. But the upshot was that Roberto went with Mother, but Mother was busy and he got in with the wrong company when he hit his teens.” She paused. “He died recently.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah.” She managed a brief smile. “Me too.”

      “You can tell me about it if you’d like?”

      “No, not yet. Maybe at some point.” Her brother’s death was too painful for her to discuss easily. She hadn’t even told Dallas everything that had happened. “Anyway, Mother and I get on pretty well now. She could relate to me as an adult. So”—she shrugged—“I’m now her beloved daughter.”

      “She abandoned you at six, and now you’re her beloved daughter. How does that make you feel?”

      “I’ll never feel it’s fine, but there’s no point raking over the past.” She shrugged.

      He stopped in his tracks then, looked into the darkening sky and sucked in a harsh breath. He took both her hands in his, his eyes earnestly searching her own. “Have you listened to yourself recently? The woman abandoned you, and you insist on being reasonable.”

      “There’s no point in being otherwise.”

      “Okay.” He reached out and drew back the strands of hair that had escaped her band and which were blowing horizontal in the wind, and kept his hand lightly pressed to her head. With his other hand, he lifted her chin until her face was close to his. “Now tell me again… how do you really feel?”

      Tears pricked her eyes. She tried not to think about it, to never let herself dwell on things denied her. It was history, right? What was the point?

      “How do you feel?” he repeated.

      She licked her lips that tasted of the salt that filled the turbulent air. “Honestly?” She closed her eyes. “Okay. Abandoned, still. Still a little bit broken.” She opened her eyes again, this time refusing to look away from his intense gaze. “A bit scared of opening up to anything, anyone, who might leave me again.”

      He shook his head slowly. “You’re so scared. I could see it in your eyes the moment I first saw you.”

      She shook her head. “No. Impossible. I… I hide my feelings. No one⁠—”

      He pressed his finger lightly against her mouth. “Don’t protest. I know what I saw.”

      She hesitated. Part of her didn’t want the conversation to go down that track, but part of her was seduced by the thought of Guy seeing her for who she was, truly understanding her. “And what did you see?”

      “A beautiful woman who was hurting inside… hurting so much that that hurt had become a part of her that she scarcely acknowledged anymore, probably didn’t even know was there. That’s what heartache is like, isn’t it Lucia? It worms its way in until it becomes a part of everything you do.”

      Before she could answer, he kissed her, with a touch so gentle and yet so powerful that the shadows of fear and hurt that formed a hard, tight ball deep inside her, softened and dissipated for a moment.

      When he pulled away, she felt herself sway toward him, not wanting the warmth and tenderness to leave her. He smiled and swept his thumb across her lips.

      “I’m sorry. I’m a creature of impulse. If I see hurt, I want to kiss it better. Did I succeed?”

      She swallowed, trying to shift her focus away from his lips and back to reality. His hand still lingered on her cheek, and she placed hers over it and smiled. “What hurt?”

      He laughed as he put his arms around her and pulled her to him until her cheek was pressed against his shoulder and all she could feel was the fine cotton of his shirt, all she could smell was him—a blend of fresh salty air, aftershave and something that was mouthwateringly, pure him. But more than that was the feeling she was in the right place. That knot inside was easier now than it had ever been. There, with the strengthening wind whipping her hair out of her ponytail, the sea spray filling the air, and the sand stinging her ankles, she felt at peace for the first time in forever.

      Too soon, he pulled away. “We have to go.”

      “Truly?”

      “Yes, look at the sky.”

      She turned to see a leaden sky slowly spreading from the north and the sea churning angrily.

      Spots of rain began to fall. He took her hand, and they ran across the sand toward the car park, as the rain intensified. He pointed toward a low-lying hotel situated above the dunes, surrounded only by a few holiday homes.

      “We’ll sit this out in the hotel.”

      “Good idea!”

      They ran up the wooden steps to the veranda, looked at each other and laughed. They were both soaked. Still smiling, they entered the warm hotel bar.

      “I think we’ve entered another world!” exclaimed Lucia, looking around at the memorabilia that hung around the room, products of a bygone age.

      “Lake Ferry Hotel used to be a popular holiday spot in Victorian times.” They walked through to the bar, full of history, from its pre-loved furniture to the undulating scrim which still decorated the wall. “A ferry used to cross the lake. Now it’s more of a bar for day trippers, with a few rooms for fishermen. I’ve stayed here a few times with my mates when the kahawai were running.” He looked up as the barman approached. “Two coffees, please. And some towels.” He grinned.

      “Towels and coffees coming right up!”

      Lucia slicked her wet hair from her face and plucked at her soaking clothes. “I can’t sit around in these. I’ve got a change of clothes in the car. I’ll just go⁠—”

      “No, you won’t. I’ll go.”

      And before she could remonstrate, he’d gone. She watched him run through the rain-lashed carpark to his car.

      He returned with two bags and water dripping onto the unpolished wooden floor. His clothes clung and it was all Lucia could do to raise her eyes from his body, to which his clothes molded, revealing his impressive physique.

      She passed him a towel. “I’ll change in the ladies’ restroom.”

      She changed as quickly as she could, and dried her hair with a towel. She grimaced as she looked in the mirror. There was nothing of the sleek perfectionist about her now. The clothes she’d packed for a stay at Onihau had been casual jeans and t-shirt, and her hair was a mess. She wiped away the makeup which had run and raked her hair from her face with her fingers. It was the best she could do. She’d left her bag with makeup and comb in the car. She couldn’t ask Guy to make another trip.

      By the time she emerged Guy was seated, looking at the menu. Somehow he managed to look even sexier with his wet, tousled hair, and his white shirt, undone at the collar and the dark business suit he’d brought with him. “Just as well I’ve a meeting first thing Monday morning, or I wouldn’t have had any spare clothes with me. I’d have had to wait until we reached Onihau.” He glanced out the window. “And that could be hours yet, judging by these clouds.”
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        * * *

      

      By late afternoon the rain was still pouring. The talk had flowed as easily as the coffee and wine which accompanied a surprisingly delicious seafood lunch.

      “Come on, we’d best get to Onihau.”

      They went to settle the bill at the bar and got talking to the bartender.

      “On the Martinborough road? You won’t get through. It’s closed because of a couple of mudslides.”

      “How long do you reckon it’ll take to clear?”

      He shrugged. “The digger will have to clear the Featherston slide before it gets to the one closest to us. My guess would be that it won’t be opening today.”

      Guy and Lucia looked at each other. “Those rooms?” asked Lucia.

      Guy turned to the bartender. “Don’t suppose you’ve a couple of rooms free?”

      “One left. With twin beds, I think…” The barman frowned. “Yeah, either twins or double.”

      “Is that okay, Lucia?” asked Guy.

      She shrugged. It would have to be. “Sure. It’s either that or spending the night in the car.” She smiled. “I’ll take a bed any day.”

      The manager pulled out a register and key. “It’s yours.”

      The wine hadn’t been high in alcohol, but Lucia certainly felt light-headed as she walked down old-fashioned corridors, lined with oil paintings from a different era, showing the hotel in its heyday. Light-headed and a bit giddy. She never felt giddy, she thought to herself in faint surprise. But now she did. She grinned because she simply didn’t care to control her giddiness. It seemed the “sensible” Lucia had disappeared the moment Guy’s lips had met hers.

      And now, as Guy reached out and pushed the key into the lock, his arm brushing hers, she knew she was in big trouble. He’d totally undermined any sense of self-preservation with his charm and attention. Plus, she simply couldn’t take her eyes off his body. All she wanted to do was touch it.

      She tore her gaze from it now and looked up into his eyes, eyes which seemed to know exactly which way her thoughts had strayed. If the twitch of the lips hadn’t given it away, the knowing look would have done. His eyes never left hers as he waited for Lucia to enter.

      The room was small but clean and full of quirky character. The bed was a small double covered with a crisp white duvet and lace-trimmed pillow cases. Fluffy towels were laid on the chest that ran along the bottom of the bed. “Hey, it’s nice!”

      “Don’t sound so surprised. We can do nice out here in the sticks.”

      He tossed the keys onto the nightstand and followed her over to the window. She leaned against the window frame through which they could see the storm-lashed sea, between the rivulets of rain that ran down the pane.

      “Not exactly five-star luxury, though,” he added.

      She turned to face him. “It’s fine.” She ran her hand across the crisp linen. “It may be an old building but it’s certainly cared for and well equipped. Don’t worry, I’m cool with it.”

      “I’ll sleep on the floor.”

      At that moment a stronger gust hit the building, causing the sash windows to rattle in their frames and a draft to blow up from between the bare boards. He frowned, and she shook her head. “You’ll freeze. Besides, why would you sleep on the floor when there’s a perfectly good bed ready and waiting?”

      His smile was slow at first. “Because you’ll be in it?”

      She walked toward him, but stopped at the bed and sat on it. She bounced gently on it before turning to him. “Yep, as I thought. It’s comfortable.” She patted the space beside her. “Come and check it out, if you like?”

      He cocked an eyebrow and walked over to her and sat beside her. He bounced once. “Um, you’re right. It is comfortable. But perhaps we should try it out a bit more.” He stood and then sat more heavily on the bed, making her bounce and fall toward him. She laughed but the laughter melted from her lips when he caught her in his arms, and she couldn’t have moved away, even if she wanted to. And she definitely didn’t.

      It was she, this time, who kissed him. As before, her consciousness of what was around her dwindled into darkness. All her focus was on his lips moving against hers, the feel of his tongue running the length of her lips before she opened her mouth for him.

      Time stood still, the rest of the world receded, and Lucia’s sensible side was nowhere to be found, as the kiss deepened and swept away any last vestiges of doubt. She wanted him.

      She pushed her hands under his shirt, up and around his back, her fingers smoothing over every hollow and taut muscle.

      His breathing was coming hard when he pulled away suddenly. “Are you sure, Lucia?”

      “Sure, I’m sure.” It was all she could do to frame the words. She only had one thought, and that was seeing Guy without his clothes on. Slowly she rose and held out her hand. “Guy?” she said, unable to suppress a smile at his frown.

      “But I don’t have any protection.”

      There was no need for him to worry and she’d tell him later, but not now. Now wasn’t the time for talk. Now was the time for him to give her what she wanted. She decided distraction was the best tack.

      His frown proved fleeting as she moved her hands over his bare back and lifted her lips to his once more. They were soon lost in each other—lost to thought, and alive only to the sensuous thrill of exploring each other’s body, of taking each other closer to finding that ultimate bliss of sensation.

      It wasn’t until some time later, as she lay snuggled in his arms, regaining her breath as she looked out at the stormy night, Lucia had the strange thought that she’d found something more than sensation in his arms. She frowned as she tried to analyze how she felt. Then she grunted as she realized what the strange sensation was. She felt as if she’d come home.

      At the sound, Guy turned to her and kissed her, obviously mistaking her grunt for anxiety.

      “Hey, I’m so sorry, Lucia. I should have had more control. We should get you an after-sex pill, to make sure you don’t fall pregnant.”

      She kissed him and ran her finger across his lips which had given her such pleasure. “I won’t fall pregnant. Not that easily anyway. I’ve been diagnosed as infertile, although my doctors say it’s not impossible I can fall pregnant, just extremely unlikely. So… you’re safe.”

      He frowned and gently smoothed her hair from her face. “I’m sorry. That must be hard for you.”

      “It’s just one of those things.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “Don’t do that ‘reasonable’ thing with me. It’s not ‘just one of those things’. It’s a big thing, and it hurts—I can see it in your eyes.”

      She closed her eyes briefly. “You see too much, Guy Martin. I’ll have to wear glasses.”

      He smiled and passed her her sunglasses. “So long as that’s all you’re wearing.”

      She wriggled closer to him, her hands exploring all the parts of his body she’d imagined all week. He rolled on top of her and kissed her, and she grinned as she realized that once was obviously not going to be enough for either of them.

      “You, Lucia, are proving to be totally irresistible.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Lucia sighed with deep satisfaction and rolled over to face Guy who lay looking up at the ceiling, frowning.

      “What’s the matter?” she asked.

      “I should have bought condoms with me.”

      “I told you, it’s fine. I had a bungled operation on my abdomen in Italy. The doctors in Shanghai said the scarring is extensive and will prevent me from falling pregnant easily.”

      “Easily?”

      “Without fertility treatment.”

      “Good.”

      She frowned. “So… children, Guy. Do you want them?”

      “Me?” He shook his head and rested it on the pillow. “No. No way. Maybe…” He glanced at her, and ran his fingertips along the length of her back, making her shiver with anticipation.

      “Yes?” she asked, too eagerly, wondering if perhaps he did want them eventually, just not now.

      “Maybe, with you not being able to have children, and me not wanting them, we’ve found something we have in common.” He smiled, but she didn’t.

      She lay on the bed, looking at the molded plaster ceiling, filled with disappointment.

      “No. Not being able to have them isn’t the same as not wanting them.” She paused. “I want children. I’m looking into adoption. If I marry, I’ll try fertility treatment. I’d do anything to have them.”

      “Oh.” She heard the deflation in his voice. “I see. That is… another difference between us then.”

      She felt his disappointment, saw it, read it in his movements as he swung his feet out of bed and began to get dressed. And she knew by the pain she felt that she’d got in too deep already. She’d thought she could do this. Have a relationship without getting hurt, but she’d been wrong. She couldn’t. What he meant was that it was one difference too many. It was a deal breaker.

      He turned and grinned briefly, too hesitantly to be reassuring. “Would you like to carry on to Onihau as planned?”

      She rose and pulled a throw around her to cover her nakedness. After a night of making love, now she wanted to hide. But she needed to know for sure how he felt. She’d give him one more chance to let her know whether he was still interested. “You don’t want to, I take it?”

      She couldn’t meet his gaze, but walked to the bathroom instead. She paused, waiting for his answer.

      “Of course. That was what we’d arranged.”

      She’d have accepted any other answer but that. But there was nothing in his words, or his tone or his manner to suggest he wanted to continue the weekend.

      “Um, no.” She wound her hair into a knot before turning to him, focusing on making sure her face was a cool, impassive mask. “Probably not. I’ve got a stack of things to do in Wellington.”

      She didn’t wait to hear his reply but entered the bathroom, closed the door and switched on the shower. She sat in a chair and put her head in her hands. How the hell had she got herself into this mess?
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        * * *

      

      They exchanged pleasantries on the way to Wellington as if they were total strangers.

      When he stopped the car in front of her apartment building, he turned to her. “Am I going to see you again, Lucia?”

      “I think it’s unlikely, don’t you?”

      “Was it that bad?”

      She shook her head, not wanting to remember just how good it was. “You know it’s nothing to do with the night we spent. That was… amazing. But I want an entirely different future. And it’s not fair on either of us to pretend otherwise. Is it?”

      For once, she couldn’t read what was in his eyes. Maybe regret, maybe frustration, maybe just plain relief. Whatever, he turned away from her with lips firmly pressed together and looked straight ahead. “Sure, if that’s what you want.”

      She swung her feet out of the car but hesitated before getting out. She reached out and rested her hand on his arm. “I think it’s what we both need.”

      He didn’t look at her but nodded, and she sighed and got out the car.

      “Look, Guy, I’m sorry, truly sorry.”

      “What for?”

      “That you mistook me for someone like yourself. But I want more, and you don’t. And I’m done with starting relationships hoping things will change—hoping people will change—because they don’t.”

      She closed the door before he could reply and walked away. She didn’t think she could cope with prolonging the scene. She liked him. Really liked him, but she couldn’t risk watching that “like” turn into a whole lot more, only to have him walk away, leaving her exactly where she was before—alone.
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      “It’s been over two months since I’ve even spoken to her,” said Guy with a frustrated sigh. “I don’t know why you still insist we should make it up.”

      Dallas finished checking over a list and handed it to the waiter with a nod of approval. He glanced at Guy who sat in one of the antique chairs, tapping the scrolled arm with irritation.

      Dallas checked his phone and answered an urgent text with a one-word reply—“no”. “If you weren’t both so bloody stubborn you’d see I’m right.”

      Guy grunted. “Anyhow, I don’t see why you’re telling me all this. It’s Lucia who finished it.”

      “Before it had even begun.” Dallas sighed. “She’s too scared, that woman.”

      Guy frowned. “Yeah, I gathered that much.”

      Dallas looked at him with sharp eyes. “She’s scared of being hurt. And I hope you haven’t done that.”

      Guy jumped up and walked over to the French windows which opened out onto the manicured lawns of Government House. “Of course not.” He didn’t like to think of Lucia hurt even though there was nothing he could do about it. Not without going against everything he’d sworn off since Hannah. “But maybe she’s right. Maybe it was better to cut our losses early, before it got serious.”

      Dallas narrowed his gaze. “No, Guy, she’s wrong. Because I know you both, and I know you’d be good together.”

      “Lucia and I want different things. What’s the point in dating someone when there’s no long-term future?”

      “What’s the point in living when you’re going to die?” Dallas said acerbically before checking another incoming text. He dealt with it in his usual perfunctory manner and turned to Guy. “It’s your damn pride that’s hurting, that’s all. Lucia gave you the push, and you’re too proud to try to patch it up.”

      Dallas’s phone sounded, and he grunted with irritation. “Yes?”

      Guy turned to survey the lawns again, gloomily. Dallas was only half right. There was a whole lot more hurting than his pride. Lucia had got to him in a way that no one had since Hannah. But Hannah was very different to Lucia. Lucia was an independent woman, as well as a beautiful and intelligent woman—a totally mesmerizing woman. The moment she’d walked out onto that balcony he’d been shocked by the intensity of his reaction. It was as if he hadn’t been alive before that moment. He hurt all right. He hurt everywhere.

      “So tell me again what you fell out over.”

      Guy turned to see Dallas cut short his phone call and give him his full attention. And he knew then, that he didn’t stand a chance. No one did, facing the full blast of Dallas’s focus.

      “Children. She wants them, even…” He hesitated, not knowing if Dallas was aware of Lucia’s fertility issues.

      “Even if she may not be able to have them. I know. It’s tough on her. She’d make a brilliant mother and wife. And her urge to be both is understandable after what she’s been through.”

      Guy frowned and turned to meet Dallas’s glare. “You mean her abandonment by her mother?”

      “And the rest. She had a rough time in Shanghai. Let’s leave it at that. I found out about it when I was checking her out.”

      “You check out your girlfriends?”

      Dallas looked surprised. “Of course I do. Anyway, she wouldn’t elaborate, but it obviously left a mark on her.”

      “Tell me.”

      Dallas narrowed his eyes in concentration. “‘Triads’ bloody clash’ was the sensational headline, as I remember it. But what caught my attention was the name Luli. If it hadn’t been for that I wouldn’t have read on.”

      “Luli?”

      “Lucia’s Chinese name. The name her mother calls her. She let it slip once.”

      “So what about… Luli?”

      “Her brother was killed, among others, when they went to avenge some attack, or some affront or other. Lucia wouldn’t tell me the details.”

      “But weren’t the details public knowledge?”

      “No. These are the Chinese Triads we’re talking about. All I can assume is that her brother was involved in them in some way.”

      “No wonder Lucia wanted to escape Shanghai! New Zealand must feel like a walk in the park after that.”

      “Precisely. She wants a peaceful life. She hates violence, understandably.”

      Guy suddenly remembered her flinching when he’d told her about his hunting, and nodded. “Of course.”

      “So she didn’t mention anything about her life in Shanghai to you?”

      “No.”

      Dallas shrugged. “Well, she didn’t tell me any more than what is public knowledge. She’s pretty secretive, presumably over the Triad connection. But I don’t think her mother’s abandonment helped her any. She’s scared of being hurt, I guess. And that’s why you’ll be good for her. She needs someone kind and caring. She needs the kind of life you can give her.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “One hundred percent. You’re still hurting after Hannah, but it’s time to move on. You want children, you know you do. Why the hell you told her you didn’t is beyond me.”

      “Maybe, because I don’t want children?” Guy was beginning to get irritated by Dallas now.

      Dallas pressed his lips together in a firm line. “Okay, have it your way.” He swept up his phone and slipped it in his pocket. “I’m not arguing over this. I’ve an art exhibition to host, and you have the governor-general to charm. It’s why I need you on this committee. And it’s why I want you to work closely with another committee member on my charitable trust.”

      Guy fell into step beside Dallas as they walked through the mansion house. “Can’t see why you can’t do both.”

      Dallas shot Guy a sharp glance. “Because I have no charm⁠—”

      “That’s true enough⁠—”

      “And you’ve got more than your fair share.” Dallas opened the door to the elegant reception room and paused. “Although it’s not doing you much good at the moment. It’s about time you stopped punishing yourself over Hannah’s death and moved on. Maybe then you’d realize that you and Lucia want the same things out of life.”

      Dallas immediately took control of the room, greeting the Governor-General of New Zealand and guests to the charity exhibition of paintings he’d organized, in an attempt to loosen the pockets of the Wellington wealthy. Guy did his duty by smoothing over the troubled waters Dallas left in his wake, and charming the governor-general. Luckily, she was called away after a while and Guy moved to the open windows and looked out onto the gardens, a soft dusky purple in the deepening evening light.

      He needed time to think over what Dallas had said to him. Dallas could be a complete and utter bastard but he’d always been a good friend to him, always telling him the truth, even if that truth was unpalatable.

      No, he didn’t want to marry on the rebound, and no, he didn’t want children immediately. But long term? He couldn’t imagine himself anywhere other than Onihau. And, if he was truthful, he couldn’t imagine himself living alone. He couldn’t imagine the gardens without a child on his old swing, without the splash and shout of kids in the swimming pool. But how could he contact Lucia again when he wasn’t even sure if she was simply making excuses to end their relationship, even before it had begun?

      “Lucia!”

      Guy swung around to find Dallas greeting Lucia who had entered the reception room.

      “I’m sorry I’m late,” she said.

      “No problem. In fact”—Dallas turned to look at Guy—“I reckon you’re right on time. Guy!” Guy scowled. “Come and meet the other member of the committee who you’ll be working closely with.”

      

      Lucia somehow managed to keep her features in order. Unlike Guy, who could barely conceal his anger. Dallas had duped them both.

      She touched Dallas’s arm. “Dallas, there seems to have been some mistake. It’s obvious Guy isn’t thrilled to see me. I’ll go. Why don’t you find someone else to sit on your committee?”

      She turned but Dallas reached out and grabbed her hand. “Hey, don’t go, Lucia. I need you two to work together on this. There’s no one else I want. And no one else better to help with this kind of thing.” He gestured toward where the exhibition of New Zealand artists was still in full swing.

      She narrowed her eyes.

      “Just think, Lucia,” Dallas continued, ignoring, or not noticing her subtle messages. “All that money that’s being raised in there, and my contribution—it needs to be spent wisely, and unless I have my trusted friends at the helm, it could all go wrong. Those little people⁠—”

      “They’re usually called children,” interjected Lucia.

      “Yes, those little people—children—will suffer. So, what do you say?”

      He had to mention children, hadn’t he? He was such a bastard. He knew she couldn’t turn her back on something like this.

      “I say,” she said slowly, looking at Guy, “that if Guy is okay with this, then I am, too.” She gave Guy a challenging stare.

      Dallas smiled, as if he’d expected Lucia’s reaction, and looked at Guy. “Well?”

      Guy shot Dallas a dirty look and shrugged. “If it’s okay with Lucia, then, of course, it’s okay with me.”

      Dallas beamed. “Excellent. Out you go, then. There are people to extract money from and only you, Lucia, with your knowledge of art, and Guy—with his, whatever it is that he has—can do it.”

      Dallas walked away and was immediately stopped by a woman. Lucia watched, shook her head and turned to Guy.

      “Dallas has pulled some low punches in his time, but this must be one of his worst,” Guy said, thrusting his hands in his pockets and scowling after Dallas.

      “Worst because you’ll be working with me? I’m sorry that appears to be such bad news for you, but I’m not exactly thrilled, either.”

      “No, I guess not. After all, it was you who finished it.”

      “Because you’d made it crystal clear that you saw no future with me.”

      “I…”

      Guy looked confused and uncomfortable. Lucia decided to take pity on him. “We don’t have time to argue. Let’s go and do what Dallas wants us to do and make this auction happen for him.”

      She didn’t wait for Guy, but walked into the formal drawing room, which had been turned into an art gallery for the evening, and began networking.

      Dallas had connections throughout Wellington—from its political elite, through to the business and artistic communities—and it seemed he’d invited them all. Normally Lucia enjoyed these events, but she was acutely aware of Guy’s position in the room as she talked to potential buyers about the paintings.

      Paintings she could handle—just like the art-restoring work she’d thrown herself into these past months. She knew that, understood it, and it didn’t let her down. Unlike men.

      She glanced across at Guy. He was standing in front of one of the most expensive paintings in the auction. And, with its abstract imagery, one of the least understood. He was talking to a man and, from what she could hear, it sounded like they were talking more about rugby than the paintings. Beside them were a very well-dressed, distinguished-looking couple who regarded the painting with a puzzled air.

      The woman asked Guy a question and Guy frowned, shrugged, and turned once more to the man to continue his conversation about rugby. The couple moved away.

      She remembered what he’d said about his own artwork. He liked paintings to look like things he knew. He didn’t like to guess. And one look at the painting by the artist she knew well, made her take pity on him.

      “Lucia.” Guy looked around as she approached as if he’d been as aware of her movements as she’d been of his. “I’d like to introduce you to Bob Whelan, he owns the Rugby Sevens and is here because…”

      “Not because I’m interested in art, that’s for sure,” Bob said with a wide grin.

      “Lucia knows all there is to know about art,” said Guy, almost proudly, thought Lucia.

      “I don’t know that I know all about art. But I can help you with this particular artist. He’s a highly regarded New Zealand artist, whose work is currently achieving the highest prices we’ve ever seen.”

      Bob suddenly looked interested. “What, that bird, plummeting from the sky? That’s worth something?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “I can’t see it myself.”

      Another couple came up when she began to talk, describing what made the painting so important.

      “It’s similar to the style used by the Chinese artist Hua Tunan.”

      “You know about Chinese art, too?”

      “Yes, my family in Shanghai owns some pieces which are on display in the city museum. Perhaps you’d like to see this one, over here. Here”—she gestured toward the red, stylized bird plummeting backward against a dark gray sky—“the painting references Maori myth. Transformation.” She took the couple over to the next painting, leaving Guy and Bob behind, and talked them through the symbolism.

      Lucia was satisfied when the couple made a mark in their program against the painting and they all moved on to the next one where she was introduced to more people.

      The auction began, and people drifted toward the front of the room, leaving Lucia at the rear. As she watched the popular entertainer auction each painting, her mind wandered.

      Why did all the men she was attracted to not want to settle down? Was it her? Or was she attracted to men who were too strong, too independent, or simply too selfish to share their future with someone?

      She didn’t know, but was beginning to question her own dreams. After all, if she did meet a man who wanted to marry, commit to her long term, the chances were that someone like that would want children. And that ruled her out—unless he was open to fertility treatment… or adoption… or had children of his own. Or maybe she should simply choose the adoption route. And then go with the flow—go out with the men who lived for the present, and enjoy them. All she had to do was make sure she didn’t lose her heart to them. Ha! It was that simple—and that difficult.

      Then the painting she’d been talking about came up. It represented transformation which was the one thing she wanted, more than anything—to leave her past behind her, and to be transformed into a different woman. But maybe life wasn’t like art; maybe she was after the impossible. Maybe she should simply accept what she could get. She sighed. So many “maybes” when all she wanted was certainty.

      She watched the couple she’d been talking to about the painting, but they didn’t move. Instead a bid came from where Guy was standing. It was the rugby club owner with no interest in art. Lucia sighed. Seems her knowledge of art was trumped by Guy’s “whatever it was” that he possessed, which Dallas couldn’t put a name to. But she could. He was down-to-earth, real. And people understood that.

      The auction wound up, and people began to drift away. Lucia turned to the paintings. She’d wait until the last of the VIPs had left and then she’d slip away.

      She stepped away from one of the paintings and bumped into someone.

      “Sorry!” she said spinning around to find Guy looking at her with an embarrassed smile. “Oh!” She jumped in surprise.

      “Sorry to startle you.”

      “How long have you been standing behind me?”

      “Just a few seconds.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “I thought you’d have gone by now. Taken the first available opportunity to leave. After all, our official duties are over.”

      “No, not yet. Thought I’d hang around.”

      “What for? I wouldn’t have thought these sort of paintings interested you.”

      “They don’t. You don’t have to like them to be interested in them.” He indicated the man he’d been talking to earlier who’d given the winning bid. “Take him. I told him it was the most expensive and that was all he needed to know.”

      She smiled and shook her head. “Of course. Well done. Mission accomplished. But you haven’t answered my question—why are you still here?”

      He shrugged, a small smile playing on his lips. “Maybe because I’m trying to figure out how to apologize to someone.”

      His smile was too rueful and engaging not to respond to. She failed to prevent a smile. “Perhaps if you tell me what happened, maybe even who the person is, I can help?” She raised a questioning eyebrow.

      “Perhaps you can. You see, it’s like this. After my wife died I couldn’t face the thought of another relationship. Dallas reckons I’m crazy, says I should shut up about Hannah and get on with life. I ignore him, of course. He isn’t exactly the best role model. But then this wonderful woman enters my life and says she wants the kind of life I’ve been avoiding.”

      “I see. Two very different people, wanting different things from life. Sounds like you’ve had a narrow escape.”

      “Yeah. But…”

      There was a long pause and Lucia couldn’t stand the tension anymore. She didn’t want to go through all this again. She didn’t think she could stand it. “Nice to see you again, Guy, but I think it’s time for me to leave.”

      He reached out and placed his hand on her arm. “Wait, please, Lucia. You know the woman is you. I’m sorry I hurt you.”

      She shouldn’t have felt so much from the brief apology, but she couldn’t help herself. Hope was like that. No matter how much she knew by experience that nothing could come from something, hope refused to die. “Thank you,” she said softly.

      “You’re welcome.”

      She cleared her throat. It was only an apology—no doubt to make him feel better. “I’ve been meaning to contact you, actually. I’m making progress with your painting. I’ve received a report from an overseas expert which you should look at.”

      “Hope this isn’t costing you too much time and money?”

      “No. It’s my job. And it’s also my interest. I can’t bear to think something is genuine and unacknowledged.”

      “Really? You know, I don’t think it matters too much to me.”

      “Maybe. But I need to know.”

      She’d forgotten how blue his eyes were. A bright, bright blue that was a contrast to his dark hair and tanned skin. And their shape. Not large, but narrow and completely sexy. Even in repose, he looked at you as if he were imagining you with no clothes on and what he’d do to you. It made her feel naked and turned her mind to what things she could do to him. Ridiculous! She shouldn’t be thinking about such things, not if she wanted to keep up her guard.

      “I thought so. I don’t know you well, but I do know that you can’t walk away from something unfinished.”

      Her guard slipped another notch. “Sounds like you know me better than I know you.”

      “We can remedy that. How about dinner. Now?”

      She really shouldn’t. She felt herself nodding in agreement. “That would be nice. We could talk about your painting.”

      “We could.” But the tweak at the corners of his mouth and sparkle in his eyes made it likely that he had little intention of spending much time on that particular subject. He nodded. “Good. After all, we have to work together over the coming weeks. We need to get on.”

      Her smile froze on her face. She felt its brief bloom fade and die on her lips. He was being pragmatic, of course. He simply wanted to clear the air to enable them to work together.

      “Dinner then?” he continued. “How about Clark’s?” While the waterfront restaurant was exclusive, it was most often used for business meetings and had no ambiance to speak of.

      “Sure.” She could only manage one word before she gestured toward the cloakroom and smiled.

      “You go and get your things, and I’ll meet you out front.”

      She felt his eyes on her as she walked away.

      After all, he was only sorry he hurt her. Not for wanting a future he still obviously saw as very different to hers.
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        * * *

      

      The city lights spread all around them, reflected on the inky black harbor. Across the water the lights of a plane flashed amber as it ascended rapidly away from the airport. The exclusive restaurant was busy with corporate types, and politicians, winding down before catching the late night flights back to their constituencies. But Guy had eyes for no one other than the beautiful woman before him.

      Keep it cool, Guy repeated to himself. It was obvious that Lucia wasn’t interested in what he could offer. So he’d chosen a neutral restaurant, one that wouldn’t have her run a mile. But it was equally obvious that keeping cool was the last thing he could do. He didn’t know how he’d been able to keep away from her these past months.

      But, thanks to Dallas, he had the chance to at least be in her company once more. He’d take what he could get for the moment.

      He sat back in his chair and looked across at Lucia as she spoke animatedly about the art. He half-listened, but the other half couldn’t believe he’d put up with all those weeks away from her. How could he have been such a fool?

      He smiled in response to her smile, but it wasn’t what she was saying that got him. It was the way the flame from the candle shone in her eyes, bright with enthusiasm for her subject. He sighed and tilted his head to one side as she looked out across the dark harbor, talking about some abstract concept, her dark hair straight and shining under the subdued light. It was as if the light came from her, rather than she reflected it back—a light that had been missing from his life and that he’d had no idea about until that light had turned its beam to him. He supposed that you didn’t know you moved in darkness until you saw the light. And then you couldn’t imagine being without it.

      “So do you get Shane Cotton’s vision now?” she said, sitting back and swirling her wine in the glass, before putting it on the table, untouched.

      “Nope. But I’m glad you do, for Shane’s sake.”

      She laughed. “I don’t think Shane Cotton will mind either way. He’s doing his thing⁠—”

      “And people are paying hundreds of thousands for it. Good on him.” He leaned forward. “But, you know, I’d rather talk about something else.”

      Lucia looked briefly uncomfortable, and he frowned. You couldn’t tell with Lucia what she was thinking. If he was an open book, she was totally unreadable. Maybe that was part of her attraction.

      “About your painting?” She reached for her phone. “I have the email here, with the report if you’d like to see it. It’s quite technical.”

      “No, leave it for now.”

      “I think we should talk about it. It’s pretty clear from what my colleague says that he believes my analysis is correct. There are very few people who can authenticate it. It seems I’m one of the few.”

      “Who are the others?”

      She shrugged.

      “It’s only you, isn’t it?”

      She nodded.

      He sat back in his chair. “So, what do I do if it’s genuine? Keep it quiet? Or try to discover the whereabouts of the person who believes they bought the original from us?”

      “I know who the person is.”

      “How? When we tried to research it at the original sale, we came up with a blank.”

      Lucia didn’t shift her direct gaze, but it didn’t help—she was still unreadable. “I just know. He’s a Chinese businessman.”

      “But how?”

      Another pause. “My mother made inquiries for me.”

      “That’s good of her. So what next?”

      “I’m waiting to hear from her. She wanted to check a few things.”

      “What did you tell her?”

      “That you want the original verified.”

      “If it is, that would make his a fake. He’s not going to be too happy about that.”

      “Indeed. That’s where my mother comes in. She believes it’s only a matter of time before the news leaks out about the painting. She believes it’s best to address the matter. She’s offered to contact him to resolve things, after discussing it with you, that is.”

      “Are you sure she doesn’t mind doing this?”

      “I’m sure. There’s no need to worry about my mother. She can handle herself.”

      “Sounds a force to be reckoned with.”

      “Oh yes.”

      “Okay then. But before she contacts him, I’ll take legal advice on whether we can dispute the original sale and keep the painting. It was sold for a fraction of its worth, on the understanding it would be kept in the Museum of New Zealand.”

      “It’s a shame if it has to be returned. I almost wish I’d been wrong. You could have continued to enjoy it.”

      He shrugged. “It’s best to know the truth. That way it can be cared for properly. But maybe we can delay the moment for a while. There’s no hurry. We’ll see what my lawyers advise. Anyway, that’s enough about the painting. I want to thank you for accepting my apology and coming to dinner.”

      She shrugged again. “As you said, Dallas has made it impossible for us to ignore each other, so it’s in everyone’s interests that we get on.”

      “It’s more than that, Lucia. You know it is.”

      “We want different things. That’s what you said and you were right.”

      “That’s what I thought. But I’ve amended that. A bit. Dallas made me re-think. And, I know, up to a point, he’s right.”

      “And I know that you don’t want a future with me. You made that very clear.”

      He sighed tensely. “I’m saying, really badly, that while marriage and family aren’t on my immediate radar, they are something I do want. Eventually. I’m saying that maybe we’re not so different from each other after all. I’m saying… no, I’m asking if you’ll give me another chance.”

      The sounds of the other diners faded away and all Guy was conscious of was Lucia’s prolonged silence. Her beautiful face was as still as ever but her eyes looked down, and he suddenly realized that that was what she did whenever she was confused, whenever she thought her eyes might betray her true thoughts and feelings.

      “Look at me, Lucia, and tell me what you’re thinking.” He reached over and tilted her chin. “Please.”

      She could have resisted his touch, it was too gentle to force her to face him, but she didn’t. And in that gaze he saw the confusion and immediately felt hope.

      “I’m sorry, Guy, but I can’t jump into a relationship that’s going nowhere, no matter how I feel. I can’t wait around for ‘eventually’ to come round. We’re two very different people, from two very different worlds. I can’t see a future for us.”

      He sat back and nodded, disappointed. But what had he expected? This was Lucia—a woman who knew what she wanted, and what she didn’t want. There was no way she could be wooed by a few honeyed words.

      “I understand.” He raised his hand for the check. “That’s cool. I’ll walk you home.”

      It was only a five minute walk across the quay to Lucia’s apartment building, but it was long enough for Guy to realize that he wasn’t going to give up on Lucia. He’d prove to her that he was a risk worth taking. And Dallas had given him the chance to do just that.
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      Lucia joined in the applause at the end of Rachel’s cooking demonstration. This time there were no TV cameras, no helpers, and not a celebrity in sight. Only a classroom packed full of teenage moms and their babies and toddlers. But the applause and chatter were louder and warmer than usual.

      Apparently, Rachel had been supporting the school for teenage moms for years. And the moms of He Huarahi Tamariki—A Chance for Children—loved her.

      Rachel was at the center of a crowd of young women, and she beckoned Lucia over to join her.

      “This is my best friend Lucia, everyone.”

      “Hey, Lucia!” the girls called out. Some high-fived and others, whom she’d never met, gave her a hug. Lucia had been taken aback by the hugging which had greeted them both upon entering, and still hadn’t got used to it. She smiled, unsure, and took a step away, hoping no one would notice her discomfort. But Rachel did.

      “Hey, Tui, why don’t you show Lucia your gorgeous little girl?”

      Tui didn’t need asking twice and proudly pushed a bundle of soft pink blankets toward Lucia. She grinned and pulled back a blanket to reveal a sleeping baby who couldn’t have been more than six weeks old.

      “She’s beautiful,” said Lucia, gently stroking the baby’s downy head. She swallowed the lump and looked into Tui’s dark, happy eyes. The girl couldn’t have been more than sixteen and she looked like she hadn’t a care in the world. “Does she sleep well?”

      “She does now, since I’ve started back at school. Before that, it was difficult what with all the family, my aunty and uncle, and their whanau around all the time. But now things are good.” She beamed again.

      Lucia nodded, remembering that whanau was Maori for family. “Sounds like you’ve plenty of support at home.”

      The girl’s face fell a little. “Plenty of people around, don’t know about support though. I feel alone much of the time. I guess that’s why I always wanted my own baby. She loves me and wants me, and only me, all the time.” Tui cradled the baby closer to her chest.

      Lucia felt an echo of the girl’s loneliness stir within her own heart and didn’t answer, scared her voice would break with emotion.

      Tui looked up at Lucia suddenly. “I guess someone like you doesn’t know what that’s like. To want to be loved. To feel alone.”

      Lucia pressed her lips together and shook her head. “You guess wrong.” That hole in her heart widened and she felt it like a gaping wound, directing every move, selecting every decision, every choice she made. She was like Tui, wanting a baby not for its own sake, but for a lack she felt within herself. She swiped away her tears.

      Tui bent low. “What’s up, miss? You got something in your eye?”

      Lucia didn’t look up, simply nodded. “A bit of hay fever I think. Anyhow, don’t think you’re alone in feeling lonely. There are plenty like us.”

      “Wow, miss. I know heaps of men who’d be happy to make you less lonely!” She grinned.

      Lucia laughed. “Thanks, but no thanks! I’m steering clear of men for a while. All they bring is trouble.”

      “Don’t I know it!” She stroked the baby’s cheek and the baby turned her face automatically to suckle her finger. “Her father scarpered as soon as he knew I was pregnant.”

      Lucia’s heart went out to the girl who’d found love in this tiny baby. She looked up at Rachel who was playing with another young woman’s toddler. And her heart also went out to her friend, Rachel, who, for whatever reason, had backed the school for so long. It was people like her who’d given Tui a future.

      Lucia swallowed down her tears and blinked. “It was lovely to meet you, Tui. I have to go now, but I’ll return. I have some things which might come in useful.”

      “What sort of things?”

      Lucia’s tears were checked by Tui’s obvious interest in whatever she could bring. She grinned.

      “Clothes, toys.”

      “Choice, thanks.” She gave Lucia a big, sunny smile. “See you around then.”

      As Rachel and Lucia drove into Wellington, Lucia focused on the view.

      “You did that on purpose, didn’t you, Rach?”

      Rachel didn’t answer immediately, but checked her rear-view mirror, signaled and overtook a car. “Did what on purpose?”

      Lucia continued to watch the vista open out as they swept down the gorge and turned onto the motorway which hugged the bright blue harbor. “Took me there to show me why those young women had babies so young.”

      Rachel shrugged. “There are lots of reasons to have babies. Some are accidents, others are much wanted, despite their mother’s young age.”

      “Lots of reasons,” Lucia echoed. “And few of them the right one.” She looked at Rachel for the first time, who met her gaze. “Especially mine.”
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        * * *

      

      The sun beat down on Wellington Zoo, trapping the heat in the sheltered valley, and Lucia wished she hadn’t decided on looking professional over feeling comfortable. She wriggled her feet in her high sandals. Why hadn’t anyone told her that the zoo was so hilly?

      She listened to the zoo administrator as he explained at great lengths about the new education building they’d open if they received money from the trust. He didn’t realize it was a done deal. She and Guy had already decided on that, even before they’d arrived at the zoo. It seemed Guy held very fond memories of the place and wanted to see it flourish. She’d almost wished they’d signed and sealed the deal without the tour. It was so damned hot.

      She glanced at Guy who looked totally at ease and cool, with his open-necked white shirt and sunglasses. His hair was slightly longer than when she’d first met him and was pushed back from his face. It suited him, she thought. It added a sensuousness to the strong lines of his jaw and cheekbones—although his lips needed no added sensuality. She suddenly had a flashback to what those lips could do to her and her temperature sky-rocketed again. She felt a little faint and grabbed the bench for support.

      Guy frowned and turned to the zoo administrator. “Let’s check out the café facilities next.” He glanced at Lucia. “I know for a fact that my colleague loves ice cream.”

      Lucia raised an eyebrow in query which he ignored.

      “Certainly,” replied the administrator. “Some of the funds will go to re-developing this area, as well. If we can attract people into the zoo with superior facilities, we hope they’ll get behind our Kea Conservation Trust and Places for Penguins campaign.”

      They walked over to the small hut which served as the café. Lucia wrinkled her nose at the smell of fried chips that hung over the area. She hoped the new café would provide an alternative to greasy fried food.

      She sat gratefully on a wooden bench in the shade, with an ice cream cone. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten a cone.

      The administrator returned to his office, leaving them alone. Guy sat opposite, leaning against the stone wall, his arm along its length and watched her. She stopped licking.

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” Guy said.

      “If it’s nothing why are you staring at me like that?”

      “Because you’re sitting opposite me. And… besides, you’re providing the best view.”

      She looked around. On one side Wellington stretched out toward a shimmering sea. On the other, a couple of chimpanzees were putting on a show for the crowds. “Really?”

      “Yes.” He moved forward and placed his folded arms on the table between them. His gaze ranged over her face. “Even though you don’t look one hundred percent well.”

      She shrugged. “Just hot.”

      He glanced at her ice cream. “Indeed. And if you don’t eat that fast, you’ll be wearing it.”

      She looked as a big blob of ice cream began to trickle down the cone. She licked it and then twisted the cone and pushed her hair to one side, and set to cleaning the cone. Then she made a mistake. She stopped licking and looked at him.

      He pushed up his sunglasses and she could see pure, unadulterated lust. It offset the coolness of the ice cream. She didn’t even notice the ice cream trickle onto her hand until he reached over and ran his finger along her fingers, scooping up the escaping ice cream and licking it.

      She felt as though he were licking her. And it was her turn to melt at the thought.

      He sat back and replaced his sunglasses. “So what do you think?”

      Her heart was racing. Was he suggesting they return to her apartment? Was he thinking the same as her? “I think… we ought to wait. We shouldn’t rush this. But…” She looked into his eyes and all thought of waiting fled. “But maybe I’m wrong.”

      He frowned. “I thought we’d agreed before we came here. The proposal’s good. This is just a rubber-stamping.”

      She took a sharp intake of breath. “Yes… yes, er…” She trailed off, going over in her mind what she’d just said to him, hoping he hadn’t understood her true meaning.

      “The accommodation does need updating.” He pointed to a building nestled in the trees, just outside the zoo fence. “You see that building? I remember having a sleepover there one night with my class.”

      If he had understood where her thoughts were going, he wasn’t letting on. Thank goodness! “A sleepover?”

      “Yeah. We were woken at dawn by the gibbons and lions. My mother came along as teacher’s help.”

      “How old were you?” She took another mouthful of ice cream.

      “Oh, about twenty.”

      She nearly spluttered out her ice cream. She swallowed and laughed. The release of tension felt good.

      “I’m kidding. I was probably around nine or ten. It was pretty cool. Although I don’t think Mum thought it was so cool, being kept awake all night by giggling kids, woken at dawn by screeching animals, and then dealing with over-tired children the next day.”

      “Sounds like fun.”

      “Maybe for people who like kids, but that person wasn’t my mother. Her idea of fun doesn’t include taking kids to the toilet in the middle of the night, or sleeping on the floor in a sleeping bag.”

      “Wasn’t she expecting that?”

      “I somehow forgot to tell her.”

      “I bet she enjoyed it in the end.”

      “In hindsight, maybe. It’s provided her with a few jokes at my expense.”

      “I’d like to hear them.”

      “Really? You’d like to see my parents again?”

      Lucia shrugged. “I simply meant I’d love to hear the stories.”

      “Right.”

      They sat awkwardly looking at each other for a few moments. Then Guy leaned toward her and Lucia’s heart stopped. Before she could say anything, he finished off most of the remaining ice cream with one mouthful.

      “Hey! You said you didn’t want one.”

      “I didn’t, because I knew I’d be having half of yours. Come on.” He rose and extended a hand to her. “Let’s finish our tour.”

      They walked toward the entrance and offices. Cicadas throbbed loudly and heat shimmered on the concrete paths. Lucia suddenly felt strange and stopped walking.

      “Are you okay?”

      She felt her forehead with the back of her hand. “Just warm. Wow, it’s hotter than I thought.”

      Guy frowned. “You do look flushed. How about we finish here—put them out of their misery and tell them we’ll recommend the board approves their application—and go on to our next call out near the airport? It’ll be cooler.”

      “Sounds good.”
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        * * *

      

      Guy was right. After they’d completed their next appointment in air-conditioned offices, Lucia felt much better. As they drove past the end of the airport runway, a plane flew low overhead.

      “Wow! That was close.”

      Guy slowed and watched the plane bank and turn to head away from Wellington. “Would you believe I’d never left New Zealand until my late teens?” He looked around, up at the hills and his expression became thoughtful. “I loved it here. And couldn’t think of any reason to leave. When my parents went overseas on vacation, I insisted they leave me with my friends.”

      He looked out toward the road that hugged the shoreline beyond the airport, which led to the rocky point that overlooked the harbor entrance. “My mother’s family lived on this land for generations. Right from the days of the earliest settlers.”

      “Really? You must feel a real connection with the place. Shame you have to travel for work so much.”

      He pressed his lips together. “Oh, I’ve moved on from those days. New Zealand will always be my home, but now I prefer to keep moving. And I would be, if Dad hadn’t wanted me in New Zealand to look after the family’s businesses. It has got too much for him to handle, so he’s focusing on the winery now.”

      The reminder that their wishes were so far apart made Lucia look away. Why the hell did Dallas keep pushing them together when it was obvious that Guy no more wanted to stay in one place than to have children?

      She shifted in her seat and pushed away her hair from her face and looked toward the hills where Guy’s family had once settled, and felt once more the depths of Guy’s grief over the loss of his wife. He’d obviously loved her so much—with a love that he had no wish to find again—that he couldn’t bear to stay in the places which reminded him of her.

      “Would you like to see the place where my forebears lived?”

      She was surprised. “Yes, I’d love to.”

      They drove past the airport and along the narrow road which wound around the headland, before pulling into a small carpark. “It’s here.”

      “Here?” She looked up at the overgrown gully and steep slope over which brambles and gorse grew. “What’s here?”

      He slammed the car door closed. “It’s a steep path. Are you up to it?”

      She peered upward dubiously. “Sure.”

      “It’s not too far.”

      They walked to the top where there was a World War I memorial commemorating Ataturk, the Turkish commander. They neared it and read the inscription of Ataturk’s famous speech.

      “‘You, the mothers’”—read Lucia—“‘who sent their sons from faraway countries wipe away your tears; your sons are now lying in our bosom and are in peace. After having lost their lives on this land, they have become our sons as well.’” Lucia was moved. “Oh!” The word was wrenched out of her and tears sprung to her eyes at the thought of the men—barely out of childhood—who were buried in a faraway country—men younger than her brother had been when he’d died.

      “Yes, I know,” said Guy. “Apparently they built the memorial here because it was similar to the place they renamed Anzac Cove in Turkey where so many Australian and New Zealand Army Corps soldiers lost their lives.”

      The rocky promontory faced the opposite shore where a lighthouse stood. Between the two was a narrow strait—the only way in or out of Wellington harbor. Inside the harbor, the sea was smooth, outside, choppy.

      “In winter, the sea rages outside the harbor. My mother’s family used to live here. My great, great—I can’t remember how many greats—grandfather, was Wellington’s pilot, bringing ships safely into harbor. The local Maori who lived at the edge of the gully used to row him out to incoming ships when they received the signal from Mt Albert, where the first signal station was sited.”

      Looking at the sea churning around the dangerous rocks even on a calm day, Lucia couldn’t imagine it. “He must have been brave.”

      “And his family was, too. Picture it. A mud-clad house, tucked just in the lee of the hill, overlooking the gully. Pretty wild.”

      Lucia shivered. It was a long way from anywhere she’d been brought up—her Italian grandmother’s house, her boarding school in the UK and latterly, the towers of Shanghai. “It must have been very lonely.”

      “They had company. My great, great, whatever, aunts apparently used to ride their horses over to the neighboring bay, where the airport is now. And the family was big. Too big for a small two-bedroomed cottage.”

      “So both sides of your family have been in Wellington since it was first settled?”

      “Pretty much. My father’s family was one of the first pioneers to travel over the Wai Drop as they used to call it to Wairarapa and settle in Onihau. They couldn’t believe their luck after this terrain. Over there they had space to grow crops. Here? There was little they could do with any of this.”

      His eyes narrowed against the bright light as he turned away from the hills above Wellington, which was all they could see from their vantage point, and back to look out to the tossing seas of the Strait which separated them from the South Island.

      For a brief moment, she could almost believe he was his ancestor—the brave ship’s pilot. And she felt envy for all that he had, all that she wanted, and all that he was determined to turn his back against. Tanned by the sun, his shirt flapping in the swift breeze, he looked upon the land with a sense of ownership that only long association could bring. He belonged here as surely as she belonged nowhere. Only why couldn’t he see it?

      “Can you see the Kaikouras?” Guy continued. “They’re the mountains that run down the east coast of the South Island.”

      Reluctantly she tore her gaze from him and looked across the waters to the misty horizon above which a range of snow-capped mountains floated. “They look unreal.”

      “They’re real enough.” She looked at him and his gaze now rested on her. Her hair lifted and spun around her head, but she didn’t try to stop it. She felt different up here. And he looked different, as if he’d forgotten his need to be free of this land. There was just him and her, their past and futures forgotten. He took her hand. “They’re real enough,” he repeated. “As real as anything else around here.” He squeezed her hand. “As real as you and me.”

      She shook her head. “No.” She pointed to the hill, beyond which lay the city. “That’s where we’re real. Not here. Not now.”

      He reached over and brushed away her hair, which was swirling around her face, and rested his palm against her cheek, his thumb stroking her skin. “Maybe we should stay here then.”

      “You don’t want to be real?”

      “No. Because up here I feel anything’s possible.”

      “No, no it’s not.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “I could do what I’ve wanted to do all day, up here.”

      “What’s that?” she breathed.

      “I could kiss you.”

      She shook her head against his hand. “That’s not a good idea.”

      “Then why is your pulse hammering under my fingers? Why do I read an entirely different message in your eyes, and why”—he brushed his thumb against her lips—“have you moved your face closer to mine?”

      She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think under the devastating effect of his fingers against her face, his breath on her cheek and his mouth so close to hers. Then he brushed his lips against hers, and she felt his sharp intake of breath as he kept them there, gently pressed against hers, just for a moment before, too soon, he pulled away.

      He stepped back, pushed his hands through his hair in confusion and cursed. His regret was obvious and cut her to the bone.

      She suppressed the hurt and pulled her hair tight in a twist and looped it into a knot. “I think it’s time we were going. We still have that paperwork to complete.”

      “Sure, sure.” He couldn’t even look her in the eye. She walked toward the path and continued down, not pausing to see if he followed. She picked up her pace, needing to put space between them, angry with both him and herself for allowing it to happen. There was no point—absolutely no point in beginning anything that could go nowhere.

      He’d clicked open the car door for her, and she got in ahead of him. As they drove off, she took one last look at the place that connected him so securely to this country and turned away. The fact that he didn’t want that and she did, made her feel the divide between them more keenly still.
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        * * *

      

      The drive to Lucia’s apartment was a quiet one. Guy glanced at Lucia. She was looking across the bays, away from him. It was obvious that she didn’t want anything from him. It was bad enough in the zoo, when he’d nearly forgotten himself and kissed her. Thank God he recovered so she hadn’t realized. But up there, on the bluff? Something had got to him, something he hadn’t felt in a long time. For a brief moment, the feelings of guilt which had consumed him since Hannah’s death had left him, and he’d felt free. And there was only one thing he wanted… Lucia.

      And he hadn’t been able to contain his desire for her, to touch her, to kiss her. And she hadn’t been able to hide the fact that, no matter her intentions, she desired him. But she wasn’t giving in to them, and she couldn’t get out of there and back into the car quick enough.

      He turned into the underground garage of her apartment, the wheels squealing on the concrete floor as he took the corner faster than he should, and pulled up sharp. Lucia jerked forward a little with the abrupt halt. He couldn’t help it. It was as if he wanted to see her react—any reaction—so he could gauge her thoughts. But when he turned to her she had her head averted, as she gathered her things.

      “Would you like to come in?” she asked.

      Maybe he was wrong. Maybe she did want to have a more personal relationship. “Sure.”

      It wasn’t until they’d entered her apartment that he realized why. “I’ll find the papers Dallas sent over. We can sign and approve those applications and get them out of the way.”

      “Of course.” He reached over and pressed the button on the elevator. “That just leaves the Tanakina application.”

      “The school for troubled kids?”

      “Yes Dallas thinks we should visit the school to see exactly how they intend to use the funds. Their application is for a large sum.”

      “Hm, I guess he’s right. Where is the school exactly?”

      The elevator doors slid open revealing the lobby to her apartment. Guy followed Lucia but stopped suddenly. “What’s my painting doing here?”

      “It’s not yours. Yours is safe in the art gallery. I went and bought a print of it for you. See here, the printer’s mark is on it. Thought I’d surprise you. I felt guilty.”

      “Guilty? Why?” He inspected the print.

      “Because, I’ve effectively robbed you of something you loved.”

      “That depends on what my lawyer says. But I should imagine you’re right. Despite my family’s connection with the painting, and the circumstances around its initial sale, I’ve a feeling we’ll have to return it. But I’m not in any rush.”

      “Well, when you do, you’ll have this one in Onihau instead.”

      He grabbed her hand. “You, Lucia Rossi, are a wonderful woman.” He wished he could have reclaimed the words which had poured out so thoughtlessly, so unconsidered, and so much from his heart, when he saw the look of confusion on her face. He let her hand slip from his.

      “A simple ‘thank you’ would have done,” she said quietly, her expression revealing a strange mixture of hurt, confusion and wistfulness, before she turned away. “The papers are in the living room, I think.”

      He watched as she walked to the desk set before a window overlooking the harbor. As she riffled through the papers, slightly bent over, her stream of dark hair highlighted by a slant of sunlight, the slightness of her hips accentuated by the figure-hugging dress she wore, he realized that what he’d said was heartfelt. She was a wonderful woman. But she was more to him than just that.

      “Lucia… I⁠—”

      “Ah, here they are!” She swung around and held them out to him, just as the phone rang. “If you want to sort out the paperwork, I’ll answer that.”

      Guy sighed and went over the papers. He couldn’t seem to get through to her. Whenever he tried to speak, whenever he spoke from the heart, he stumbled. Trouble was, he didn’t know why she was avoiding hearing what he had to say. Was it because she felt the same but for some reason didn’t want to admit it, or was it simply because she felt nothing?

      He sat, skim-read a contract and signed it. He could hear Lucia talking on the phone. He examined another document and frowned. They needed to discuss this application further. He couldn’t hear Lucia talking and so picked up the contract and walked toward a small sitting room which she used as a media room. He could hear a voice, but it wasn’t Lucia’s. The door was only partially closed, so he pushed it open. The large computer screen which was fixed to the wall showed a woman, Lucia. What the⁠—?

      Then the woman spoke and he realized it must be her mother on a Skype call with Lucia. They looked so alike it was impossible it could be anyone else. He went to step away but was arrested by the mention of one word. “The Goldie⁠—”

      He stopped still.

      “I’ve confirmed the owner of the painting,” Lucia’s mother continued.

      “Who is it?” asked Lucia.

      Her mother sighed and shook her head. “It’s not good news, I’m afraid. I wondered when we couldn’t find any trace of the owners through conventional means.”

      “The name?”

      “Will mean little to you. The identity of the person is buried behind layers of fake companies. He’s not generally known. His name is Zhang.” Lucia’s mother looked upward from where she’d previously been focused on Lucia and frowned. “Lucia! Who is that behind you?”

      Guy stepped forward as Lucia swung around. “I’m Guy Martin, Mrs. Rossi. Pleased to meet you.” He smiled. When caught eavesdropping, go on a charm offensive. “You look exactly like your daughter.”

      She gave a slight, guarded smile, Lucia’s smile. “We do look alike, but maybe not exactly.”

      “Guy, sorry. My mother rang with some news.” Lucia turned to her mother on the screen. “Yes, this is Guy, who owns the painting.”

      “It’s a beautiful painting, but the fact you possess the original has made things… complicated, shall we say. But I have a few ideas on what to do about the situation.”

      “That would be great. I’m talking with my lawyers but it’s a tricky situation.”

      “Maybe we can discuss my ideas another time.” Lucia’s mother turned her gaze back to Lucia and, from the look on both their faces, Guy couldn’t help wondering if he would be party to the discussions, despite the fact it was his painting.

      “Sure, Mother,” Lucia said quickly.

      Guy looked from one to the other and knew that they were hiding something from him. And he also knew that Lucia and her mother had developed the ability to hide things from the world—including themselves—to an art form.

      “I hope we can meet again, Guy,” said Lucia’s mother.

      “You must come to New Zealand, and we can show you around.” He looked quickly at Lucia, suddenly realizing he’d used the plural pronoun. But she didn’t say anything.

      “That would be… interesting. Thank you. Until next time.” She smiled, and her image vanished as she ended the call.

      Lucia flicked on the lights and turned to him as if nothing had happened. “Coffee? And then we can finalize those papers.”

      Guy followed Lucia into the kitchen as she moved quickly around, heating up the coffee machine and producing some snacks.

      “Lucia. What the hell is going on? Why was your mother so mysterious?”

      She turned to him and folded her arms across her waist. “My mother knows people.”

      “I know people. You know people. I guess what you’re saying is that your mother has⁠—”

      “Contacts. Exactly.”

      “So what does your mother plan to do?”

      “I don’t know yet. She’ll tell me when we speak next, I expect.”

      “When I’m not here, obviously. Anyway, why should she plan to do anything? I’m still checking out our legal position.”

      “Because I asked her to.”

      “I want to make this clear. This is my painting. If there’s a problem, then it’s also mine, and I’ll deal with it. Okay?”

      “Sure.” She bit her lip. “It’s just that my mother knows this world.”

      “And what world might that be?”

      Lucia hesitated. And, remembering Dallas’s disclosure about her brother’s gang affiliations, Guy knew why.

      “Do you remember me telling you my brother kept bad company?” she continued.

      “Yes.”

      “Well, he was in a gang.”

      “I see.” Lucia paused and suddenly Guy really did see—too clearly. He groaned. “Don’t tell me your mother is, too?”

      She hesitated. “Her father—my grandfather—was. She still has contacts within the organization. She still has… respect.”

      “When you say organization, you mean the Chinese Triads, don’t you?”

      She bit her lip and nodded.

      “And what you’re also saying is that she knows how to deal with the situation better than me.”

      “You’ve got the idea.” She passed him a cup of coffee, but didn’t meet his gaze.

      He might have the idea, but he doubted he knew a fraction of the full situation. As he drank his coffee and watched Lucia move quickly around the kitchen he wondered what the hell he was getting himself into.
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      The small plane landed on the narrow strip at the small airport and taxied bumpily toward the terminal building.

      Lucia looked around at the golden hills of Marlborough, only their lower slopes visible under an unusual band of misty clouds. She glanced at the scattering of buildings they were approaching. “I don’t think I’ve ever been to such a small airport.”

      “Me neither. I usually sail into the Sounds.”

      “I’ve never been here at all before.” She looked around. “I’m not sure why Dallas insisted on us both coming. Seems a bit unnecessary to check out an adventure school for troubled children.”

      “Hm,” Guy said ambiguously. “I’m not sure either, although I can guess.”

      So Guy thought the same as her. Dallas was determined to match them and was making sure he created enough opportunities for that to happen. “He’s not letting up, is he?”

      The flight attendant opened the door and they walked down the steps and out across the tarmac that was gray under the lowering sky. “Doesn’t look like it. But I think you’re going to enjoy Tanakina. The drive takes us along the Queen Charlotte Sound which is stunning.”
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        * * *

      

      Guy was only partly right. The views were spectacular—wide expanses of the sound with only a scattering of houses along the way. But the road was also very winding, and Lucia felt quite queasy by the time they reached Tanakina. But that soon passed and the hours they spent at Tanakina camp sped by with equal ease. The camp was well run and inspirational. Lucia got to speak with camp leaders and students alike, learning about their diverse backgrounds, which she could relate to—even if hers had been a lot wealthier. And Guy was in his element—forgetting his hang-ups and playing rugby with a group of boys. He emerged from the game, beaming.

      “I don’t know who enjoyed that most—you or the boys!” laughed Lucia.

      Guy grinned and slung his jacket over his shoulder. “Or you, perhaps? You look a different person.”

      “I feel a different person.” She looked around her. “I wish I could stay here forever.”

      He was silent for a few moments. “I can’t do forever, but I can do a night. My family’s holiday home is only half an hour’s boat ride away. It’s empty. If you like, we could borrow a boat and go there for the night? There are plenty of bedrooms,” he added hastily.

      “I don’t have anything with me.”

      “We keep essential supplies there. There’ll be a change of clothes of my mother’s you can use. You’re roughly the same size. Although I can’t guarantee your taste in clothes is the same.” He grinned. “Would you like to go there?”

      His grin did the usual heart-stopping thing, and not only stopping her heart, but also stopping her sense of self-preservation. “I’d love to.”
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        * * *

      

      After Guy did a quick shop at the Tanakina grocery store, they borrowed a small motor boat from the camp, and they were on their way.

      She thought of the package she’d bought at Wellington airport on a whim, and had thrust to the bottom of her bag. It wasn’t the first time she’d thought she should buy the kit. But each time the thought had teased her she’d swept it away. Simply wishful thinking. Nothing more.

      Until now. This queasiness wouldn’t go away. What if? No, Lucia placed the thought firmly to the back of her mind. It was impossible. She was simply logically eliminating possibilities. But, what if? The thought persisted, and Lucia frowned pensively at the rapidly graying sky.

      “Don’t worry about the rain. It looks like it’ll keep off until we get there.”

      She looked up with surprise. She’d been so lost in her own thoughts, she hadn’t noticed the overcast skies.

      “You’re not worried about the rain, are you? What’s the matter?”

      She shook her head without turning to him. “Just thinking of something.”

      “Anything I can help you with?”

      “No. I’m fine.”

      He sighed. “You keep too many things hidden from the world, Lucia. Hidden from me. It makes it hard…” He pressed his lips together as if he’d said too much.

      “Hard to communicate?”

      “Something like that.” He was silent as he looked around and changed direction. “Here we are. We’re entering the inlet where our house is now.”

      Guy turned the boat into a small inlet, and immediately the atmosphere changed. There were no houses on the steeply wooded hillsides, no sound of people, no boats, chainsaws, nothing but a brooding sense of mystery.

      “So many native trees. It’s amazing.”

      “There used to be forest all over Marlborough, but it was cleared for farming. Now all we have is small pockets of unspoiled land like this.”

      A dolphin suddenly leaped into the water in front of them, followed by others. Guy laughed. “It’s a taniwha, guiding us home.”

      “Taniwha?”

      “Maori tradition has it that a taniwha called Tuhirangi guided their ancestor into the Sounds. It was probably a dolphin. We get a lot of them round here.”

      Lucia leaned over to see better, letting her hand trail through the cool, clear water. She laughed. “I feel I could reach over and touch them.”

      “You can swim with them if you like.”

      “I’d very much like.” She looked at him, standing at the prow of the boat, guiding them in, and thought about his Maori heritage. He looked Maori—with his dark hued skin—and she wondered whether he felt Maori. “So, did your great-great-grandmother being Maori influence how you were raised?”

      “My grandmother made sure it did. She used to take me to the local marae to hang out with my extended family.”

      “And yet you don’t go there often.”

      He was silent, scanning the wooded slopes, for what she didn’t know. If it was answers, it didn’t seem to help him any. He shrugged.

      “I guess one doesn’t always want to be with one’s family,” Lucia continued. “Look at me.”

      And he did. “Two outcasts together,” he said. “Maybe we were made for each other.”

      “Maybe.”

      His light-hearted tone should have lessened the impact of what he’d said. She turned away from his gaze so he couldn’t see the effect his words had on her. When she glanced at him, he was concentrating on steering the boat.

      He drove the boat slowly, ensuring the boat’s wake did minimal damage to the pristine banks, past small coves with sandy beaches above which was thick bush. There didn’t appear to be any signs of habitation—only wildlife. Kingfishers flicked their tails and dove into the water, tuis warbled their two-tone songs and the melodic notes of a bellbird sang across the water, echoing as the hills around the sound grew closer in. The boat passed a rocky promontory and Lucia could suddenly see where they were headed.

      Snuggled into the side of a bush-clad hill, the house—all wood and glass—revealed itself before them. Guy flicked through his key ring, pressed a small remote control and out from behind a screen of draping green climbers, a door whirred open. He cut the engine as they cruised up to, and through the open doors. Guy jumped out, tied up the boat and then helped Lucia onto the wooden jetty. The water slapped at the far end of the boathouse, and it smelled of wet vegetation.

      Guy looked around, breathing in the earthy smells. “I love this place. Whenever I come here I can’t believe I’ve stayed away so long.”

      “Don’t you feel the same about Onihau?”

      He didn’t speak immediately. “I used to.”

      “But?”

      “Not so much now.”

      Lucia looked away. He never wanted to discuss his feelings about Onihau and she knew why. Because he was reminded of the wife he obviously hadn’t got over.

      “Anyway, let’s go up to the house.” He opened the door at the rear, which revealed wooden steps leading to the house. “Here’s the key. Go on up and I’ll follow with the supplies.”

      As Lucia climbed the steep steps she was aware of bird song filling the air. She did a 360-degree turn, absorbing the sound, smell and sight of it all. Rata vines hung from towering totara trees, and ferns of every size and description grew all around. With the mist beginning to form a soft rain, everything was a soothing, magical green.

      The stairs emerged onto a deck that ran the length of a glass-lined facade overlooking the whole of the sound. Bush, raw and untampered with, layered the sides of the sound, lending its dark green reflection to the water—deep, cool and bottomless.

      There was no other sign of habitation, nothing but birds, dolphins jumping at the sound’s entrance, and the rustling of leaves.

      Guy walked behind her. “What do you think?”

      “It’s wonderful. I feel like a bird must feel, perched in the trees.”

      “That, I believe, was the intention.”

      “I feel like I could take flight, soar over the water, over the trees, and into the open sky.”

      “You’ll be flying away soon enough. In the meantime, perhaps you’d unlock the door?”

      She turned to see Guy heavily laden. “Sorry!”

      She unlocked the door and stood aside for Guy. She followed him in and paused, taking in the stylish but simple interior. A 1950s style open-plan space greeted her, with retro furnishings which complemented both the house and its setting. Nothing ostentatious, but with a solid, timeless beauty.

      “Wow, this is amazing. I didn’t imagine anything like this.” She trailed her hands across the spines of books which lined one wall and plucked one at random.

      “My family doesn’t do the Kiwi bach, so much as a New York type loft, out in the bush. My grandmother wasn’t interested in roughing it. It was she who insisted on the Mies van der Rohe chair.”

      Lucia turned to see the elegant chair positioned in front of the wall of glass. “I can imagine sitting there reading a book.” She glanced at the title of the one in her hand. “Proust.” She flipped it open. “In French.”

      “Yes, Grandmère was French. She was my mother’s mother. Another nationality to add to the melting pot that is me. She was probably the last person who looked at half of those books.”

      “À la Recherche du Temps Perdu… In Search of Lost Time… or Remembrance of Things Past as it’s better known.”

      “Your French accent is flawless. Grandmère would have approved.”

      “It should be. I majored in French and Art History at Shanghai University. I might be hard to communicate with in English, but I know my French.”

      He poured a glass of wine and handed her one. “You are a very surprising woman.”

      She shook her head about the wine. “Something soft? Sparkling water?”

      “Sure.” He poured her a glass. “Make yourself comfortable while I fix us some food.”

      “And you are full of surprises, too. I didn’t know you could cook.”

      “I guess we don’t know each other well, do we?” He raised his glass to hers. “Here’s to getting to know each other better.”

      She raised her glass to his. “To finding out if we have anything else in common, other than that we’re both misfits?” She grinned, and they clinked glasses.

      “Salut!” He held her gaze, and she felt the heat rise, making her uncomfortable. She looked away.

      “So… what are you cooking?”

      He smiled as if he knew she was trying to break the connection between them. “Cooking? I think you can only use that term very loosely to describe what I’m about to do.” He turned a package around in his hands and peered at the small print. “Five minutes in the microwave, I’m afraid. That’s as far as my cooking goes tonight.” He opened the microwave and slid the tray in.

      The microwave hummed and Guy crossed his arms and looked at Lucia with a self-satisfied smile. “Tofu Spinach Ravioli will be ready in five minutes, ma’am.”

      She laughed. “Perfect.” And it was. He was. Despite her better judgment she loved being with him. Watching him with the kids at Tanakina, she’d seen a different side to him. She felt she was watching the real Guy Martin, not the man whose grief had molded him into his present shape. No, the real Guy was a man who loved children and company and enjoyed belonging, both to people and to place. All the things she wanted. She smiled.

      “What are you thinking?”

      “That… you enjoyed being with the kids at the school today.”

      He placed some garlic bread in the oven. Lucia raised an eyebrow in surprise.

      “What?” he said with mock indignation. He grinned. “It was all there was. Call it Italian-New Zealand fusion cooking.”

      “That just about covers everything.”

      “Yes, and about the kids, I did enjoy myself. It’s good to be back in the Sounds.

      “But didn’t you come here with Hannah?”

      “Only a couple of times. Why do you ask?”

      She shrugged. “Because you don’t seem to mind coming here, and you really mind being at Onihau.”

      “And why do you think that is?”

      She turned and caught his serious gaze. “Sorry, it’s none of my business.”

      “I think the line between our businesses is getting increasingly blurred. And, you know, it feels fine with me. So… tell me why you think I avoid Onihau.”

      “I’m sorry, Guy, I’m just guessing. I assumed it’s to do with Hannah. I guess Onihau makes you think of what you’ve lost and what you’ll never have again.”

      He’d folded his arms and leaned against the kitchen bench, his expression thoughtful. “You’re right.”

      She turned away. She didn’t want to be right.

      “And wrong.”

      She smiled tightly and sat. “You’re talking in riddles.”

      He came and sat opposite her. “You’re right, being at Onihau, the place where I grew up, the place where I lived with Hannah after we married, is difficult for me now.”

      “So I was right.”

      “For the wrong reasons.” He sighed. “Let me try to explain.”

      “You don’t have to, not if you don’t want to. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.”

      “You’re not. I want to tell you. Maybe if I say it aloud, I might get it straight in my mind. You see Hannah was killed in a car accident.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “I’m sorrier than most. It was my fault.”

      She looked at him and what she saw made her forget everything. She reached out and rested her hand on his arm. “You were driving?”

      He closed his eyes briefly. “No. But… we’d had an argument which resulted in her returning home alone, late at night on icy roads.” He paused again and swallowed. “She must still have been pretty angry because the cops reckoned she was traveling well over the speed limit.”

      “Oh my God!”

      “She was killed outright. At least she didn’t suffer.” He cleared his throat and shifted slightly in his seat.

      “You don’t have to tell me this, not if it’s upsetting.”

      “No, I want you to know. You see Hannah and I, we were best friends growing up. Wherever Hannah was, I’d be found. As we grew older we discovered sex, and our relationship changed to accommodate that. And we got married because that was what everyone expected of us. I never questioned it. We just”—he shrugged—“went together.” He sighed and leaned forward, resting his arms on his legs. “Or so I thought. I remember waking up one morning, a few years into our marriage, and realizing that I’d made a terrible mistake. You see, I wasn’t in love with her. Oh, I loved her as a friend. Just no more than that. But she’d given up the opportunity for a sports scholarship in the US to get married. And she resented it. She became more and more possessive as the years went by. It drove me crazy. She resented me doing things I enjoyed, like rugby. That night, the night she died, I’d had enough. We’d been married five years and by then she hated me playing rugby, hated seeing me with my mates and wanted me to stop. I refused. She left. And she died.”

      “Ah,” said Lucia. “And I guess you haven’t played rugby with your team since.”

      He pressed his lips together and shook his head. “Correct.”

      “Some kind of penance?”

      He frowned. “Maybe. All I know is that if I’d gone with her, rather than stay at the rugby club, she’d still be alive today.”

      She caressed his arm, desperate to try to reassure him. “But it was her decision to leave. You can’t be held responsible for somebody else’s actions.”

      “I can. And I am.” He shook his head and jumped up, pacing in front of the window. Outside, the trees and water were now cloaked in a veil of soft, gray rain. “Whenever I’m at Onihau I’m reminded of how I ruined that wonderful woman’s life. Because she was a wonderful girl, who’d grown into a wonderful woman, one I should have walked away from. I should have insisted she follow her dreams of becoming a professional athlete. But I was this macho rugby-playing man who believed I should be at the center of a woman’s world.” He looked at Lucia with urgent eyes. “I no longer believe that. Far from it.”

      She wanted to ask him what he did believe in, whether there was a slither of hope that she could grab that would take her into a future with him. She wanted to ask if they—Lucia and Guy—had any future at all. She sucked in a deep breath, and then the microwave went ding, and they both turned to look. When she looked at Guy, she realized the moment had passed.

      He smiled briefly, but the shadows of sadness still lingered in his eyes.

      Lucia had thought he was a straightforward man, a man unused to concealing pain. Seemed that most everyone was broken in some way or other. It made her open her heart a little more to him, which was the last thing she wanted.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was dark by the time they’d finished eating. There were no lights to penetrate the misty black, nothing but the hoot of owls and the soft splash of the water on the bank below the deck. The vegetation was lush and draped over the edges of the house. The air was damp.

      Guy joined Lucia on the deck under the shelter of the overhanging roof, and rested his arms on the rail, looking out into the mist. “You can see the full length of the sound when there’s no mist. And, believe it or not, there usually isn’t.”

      “It feels so unreal. Like we’ve stepped away from life, hidden from everyone and everything.”

      He turned to look at her, but she couldn’t meet his eye. “And is that a good thing?”

      She bit her lip as she considered her answer.

      He rested his hand on her arm. “No, Lucia. Don’t consider your answer. Tell me straight. What do you feel? Do you mind being hidden away from everyone, with only me for company?”

      Like droplets of mist, his words hung in the air, waiting for an answer. She shook her head and then looked at him. “No. No, I don’t mind being hidden, with only you for company.” She swallowed.

      He reached out and gently ran his knuckles along her cheek and jaw. “Good. Because, right now, I couldn’t think of anywhere I’d rather be.” Before she could respond he’d bridged the slight distance between them and kissed her gently on the lips. He pulled away slightly, as if waiting to see her response. She put her hand around the nape of his neck, caressed it briefly before pulling him toward her.

      This time, the kiss was long and slow, his lips were gentle and sensitive against hers, caressing more than demanding. But with each sweet brush of his lips against hers, each caress of his hand over her back, she wanted more. She deepened the kiss and was rewarded with a sharp intake of breath from Guy. She stepped closer, until her body was pressed hard against his. She wanted to feel every inch of him against her, in her. He took her hand, and in that moment she knew exactly what she wanted—to be with him. No matter what.
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        * * *

      

      Lucia awoke early and slipped out of bed to the bathroom. She dug around in her handbag and produced the pregnancy kit she’d bought on impulse the day before. The doctors had told her that it would be near impossible to get pregnant without fertility treatment. And her periods hadn’t stopped. They were lighter maybe, but hadn’t stopped. But the continuing queasiness couldn’t be attributed to a tummy bug any longer. No, she’d take the test just to put her mind at rest. She sat on the edge of the bath for some time waiting for it to show a result.

      There were two solid lines, one less solid, but still there. She couldn’t seem to think straight. Did that mean she was pregnant or not pregnant? She quickly scanned the instructions and looked at her shocked reflection in the mirror.

      She was pregnant.

      For the first time, she noticed that she had lost a little weight, her face looked less full. And her mind ran over all the times she’d been put off eating by the smell of food cooking, put off her favorite perfume, put off drinking alcohol. She pressed her forehead against the bathroom mirror, needing its coolness to seep into her hot mess of a brain.

      Pregnant! But that was what she wanted, wasn’t it?

      She stepped away from the mirror and looked at herself again. Yes, it was what she wanted, but Guy had made it quite clear that he didn’t want a long-term relationship soon, nor children. But seeing him with the kids yesterday, she knew, just knew, that he’d make a great father and family man. Surely he realized that too? Surely he’d be as thrilled as she was?
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        * * *

      

      When Guy awoke, he looked for Lucia but she was gone. He gazed up at the sarked wood ceiling. The damp breeze from an open window played against his naked skin, but it did nothing to cool his desire. Making love to Lucia was a revelation. He thought he’d never feel anything again after Hannah had died. He’d decided never to feel anything again. But then Lucia had appeared, and he’d had no choice but to feel. He wanted her in his life, about that there was no doubt. And, so long as she knew he couldn’t commit more than for the present only, then, just possibly, their relationship could work.

      He walked out into the main room and saw her standing on the deck, silhouetted against the soft light of a new dawn. The mist was slowly clearing, revealing the dark green water, which mirrored the lush, primitive forest. Birds skimmed across the water, and the strident sounds of native birds echoed over the inlet. Suddenly the sun rose above the hills, flooding the inlet with light, making the dew on the trees glitter like diamonds and edging her silhouette with a brilliant light.

      He felt a distance between them which he was desperate to bridge. He took a step toward her and she turned suddenly.

      “Guy! How long have you been standing there?”

      “Long enough to want you in my bed again.”

      She smiled. “You have a one-track mind, Mr. Martin.”

      He gave a rueful grin. “It’s true. But perhaps if you come to bed with me now, I’ll experiment, see if I can’t develop a multi-track mind.”

      He suddenly realized there was something in her eyes which was different.

      “What is it, Lucia? Are you okay?”

      She nodded.

      “Have you been awake long?”

      “Long enough.” He frowned, but before he could ask her what she meant, she continued. “Guy, yesterday at Tanakina, I could see how much you enjoyed being with the kids. Surely…”

      “Surely what?”

      She shrugged. “It’s just I don’t understand… why you say you don’t want children when it’s obvious how much you enjoy them.”

      “Yes, I enjoyed being in their company. But I enjoy many things. It doesn’t mean to say I want them all the time. I don’t.” He put his hands around her shoulders. “Lucia, last night made me realize I want to be with you but I stand by what I’ve said in the past. I can’t commit to a future with you, with anyone. How do you feel about taking our relationship day by day? See how we go?”

      Her face froze, and she shook her head jerkily. “No, I can’t do ‘day by day’, Guy.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I have to look longer than that.”

      “How long?”

      “At least six months.”

      “Why, what’s happening in six months?”

      “I’ll be giving birth to our baby.”
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      Guy retreated instantly—physically and emotionally. From the moment his hand fell from her shoulders, and he stepped away, she knew. She didn’t even have to see the stunned look in his eyes to have her fears confirmed. He stood frozen for a moment, his back to her. “Pregnant?” he half-whispered to himself. “Pregnant?” he asked again louder this time.

      “Yes. I’m sorry you seem to think this is bad news.”

      “Bad news?” He swung around to face her. “What the hell did you think? That I’d be thrilled? You know I don’t want children.”

      “Yet.” She stood taller and lifted her chin. “Yet,” she said with emphasis. “You said you don’t want children yet, but later…” She bit her lip, her courage failing her.

      “Later isn’t now.”

      “You made love to me, without condoms. You took the risk.”

      “Because you said you were infertile.”

      She winced at the word. She might use it, but she hated to hear it on the lips of others. “I was told I was.” She sucked in a deep breath. “Apparently doctors don’t know everything.”

      “Apparently.” Guy pushed his fingers through his hair and paced away. He stayed there for a second before twisting around to look out into the mid-distance. But not at her. It seemed he had nothing to say to her. “What a mess!”

      “No, it’s not.”

      “In what way is this not a mess?”

      “In the way that you don’t have to do anything. I’ll sort this out.”

      He looked up slowly at her for the first time since she’s told him. “You’ll do what?”

      “I’ll sort it out.”

      “You’re not terminating the pregnancy.”

      She was shocked by his tone. “Is that a question or an order?”

      “Both.”

      “No, I’m not. Of course, I’m not. Why would I do a thing like that when this is what I want, and thought I could never have? I’m surprised that you’re not encouraging me to do exactly that. You’ve made it patently clear you don’t want children.”

      “What I want, or don’t want, is now irrelevant. The fact is you’re pregnant, and I’m not in favor of termination.”

      “Me neither. My God, at last we’ve found something we have in common,” she said facetiously.

      “So what did you mean that you’ll sort this out?”

      “All I mean is that you don’t have to be involved in any way.”

      He shook his head. “You think I’d walk away?”

      “I’ve no idea what you’ll do. But I’m giving you that option.”

      “Well, I don’t wish to take it. There is no way in this world I’d ever walk away from a child of mine.”

      “Even though you don’t want one.”

      “Exactly.”

      “It’s a contradiction.”

      “It’s a fact.”

      Lucia stood stock still, clenching her fists to keep a rein on her emotions, as Guy stood so close to her, hands on hips. She refused to back away from his stare and the words which he fired at her. It was only when he sighed heavily, swept his hand through his hair and turned away that she realized her legs felt like jelly and she sat, threaded her fingers together and clenched her hands, willing herself to think straight.

      “Guy, we’ve time to sort out how we’ll handle it.”

      He, too, had had time to think and when he turned to her, she could see the look of exasperation and disbelief had passed. “And I do need time. I’m sorry, Lucia, but this has come as a shock. I don’t want an argument.” He sighed. “I guess what I’m trying to say is that I want to support you, but I need you to know my stance too. I need to be assured that I will have a relationship with my child.”

      Her heart sank a little when she realized that his need wasn’t for a relationship with her.

      “A relationship with the child.” She nodded. “If you still want that after the baby’s born, then you’ll be entitled to that.”

      “Entitled,” he muttered under his breath. He looked away, as if he couldn’t bear looking at her for a moment longer. How the hell did he expect to have any relationship when he couldn’t even bring himself to look at her?

      “We need to get going. Back to Wellington. I think the holiday’s over, don’t you?”

      Sure, the holiday was over before it had even begun.
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        * * *

      

      The return journey was beyond awkward. Whenever Guy glanced over at Lucia, first in the small boat to Tanakina and then in the car to the airport, she was looking away, with a cool, detached mask as if she’d closed down to the business of feeling. She’d retreated behind a wall which, Guy decided, would have made her Chinese ancestors proud. There was no breaching it, not that he wanted to. He felt as if he’d been tackled hard by a rugby forward and had been winded—physically and emotionally. It was one thing realizing he wasn’t totally averse to a future with a family, it was another thing entirely to suddenly find that future beginning today.

      But, as the hours passed and he drove Lucia to her apartment, a growing unease filled him. The shock of her announcement was beginning to wear off and the reality starting to sink in. The foremost of which was that Lucia was alone in Wellington, away from family, and with a new future to face. He’d said he wanted to support her, but as he went over and over in his mind what had been said, he realized he’d done the opposite—he’d acted like a total bastard.

      When he stopped in front of her apartment building, Lucia gathered her bag and opened the door. He reached out to her and put his hand on her arm.

      “Lucia, I⁠—”

      “Don’t!” She said abruptly. “I think you’ve said all you had to say on the subject. There’s nothing more to be said.”

      “I’m sorry, I⁠—”

      “You’re not sorry, Guy, so don’t pretend to be. You made yourself pretty clear back there. You have no interest in being a part of my life, but you insist on being a part of our child’s. Well, you’ve a right to that. And I’ll keep you informed through my lawyer.”

      The door slammed in his face, and he slowly dropped his head until it rested on the steering wheel. What the hell had he done?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lucia refused to think about Guy. She refused to answer his texts or his phone calls and when he turned up at her apartment, she refused to give him admittance. As far as she was concerned, he’d said all he had to say. He only wanted her to have a relationship with the baby, and that wasn’t good enough for her.

      She lay awake at night, dry-eyed as she thought through what she should do. And during the day she focused on her work, and made plans for her and her child. Beginning with a doctor’s appointment. Guy wouldn’t be in her life. But a baby would. A baby… And then she’d fall asleep reassured by the warmth of the love of a tiny child whose love would be unconditional, and whom she could love without restraint, without fear of hurt.
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