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      Dan drew up in his hire car outside Lucy’s apartment and cut the engine. He slumped back in the seat, eyes still fixed straight ahead — though he was not looking at the road. Even the beauty of the evening light on the blue Tasman Sea, part of the great Southern Pacific Ocean, did nothing to penetrate the strange fog that refused to leave his brain. It had settled in Washington, DC, four months earlier and had never left.

      A short, humourless laugh escaped him. Refused to leave? The truth was, he refused to let it leave. Because he didn’t want to think about what had happened, and what a stupid, trusting fool he’d been. It was a clear lesson. And he’d learnt it well. There wouldn’t be a repeat.

      He heaved a deep sigh, and glanced up at the wrought iron railings outside Lucy’s apartment. He’d received a summons from Lucy. He could have ignored it, but then it had to come sooner or later. He knew what she wanted… what all his family wanted. They wanted to know what had happened to make him leave his dream job and dream life in the US and not want to return.

      Even though he wasn’t sure he was ready to divulge to his family the reasons for his sudden departure from the life he’d loved, he could no more resist Lucy’s call than breathe. His youngest sibling had always managed to twist him around her little finger.

      He got out of the car and glanced around. The village hadn’t changed at all since he was a kid. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that. Part of him liked the familiarity — it was strangely reassuring — but another part of him found it faintly depressing. Over ten years on and it felt as though he’d made no progress at all.

      He pressed the buzzer and Lucy answered. ‘Come on up!’ She popped the door open and he stepped inside the stairwell which led to her apartment.

      ‘Dan!’ said Lucy, opening the door wide.

      ‘You sound surprised to see me.’ He stepped past her into her living room. ‘You summoned me, and so here I am.’

      ‘Yeah, but I didn’t expect to see you at this hour.’

      ‘What’s so special about the hour?’ he asked, heading straight for the kitchen and opening the fridge.

      ‘It’s after six on a weekday. The time most people are at home, eating, watching the news, wrangling kids — that kind of thing.’

      ‘I don’t have kids,’ he said, pulling out an open bottle of wine and reaching for a glass.

      ‘Clearly. And neither do I.’

      He took the first glass he could find and frowned at its fineness. He held it up to the light. Old crystal. Typical Lucy.

      ‘So…’ continued Lucy, ‘how are you?’

      The interrogation had begun. ‘Yeah, great thanks, Luce.’ He gave her a quick hug because he knew she’d expect it. He never seemed to be in a hugging mood these days. He suspected she noticed by the narrowing of her eyes.

      ‘What’ve you been up to?’

      He shot her a sideways look, trying to assess how serious this interrogation was going to get. Perhaps he should have stayed in Wellington. But he was here now, so he might as well get it over with. ‘Nothing much. So, this is why you want to see me? To give me the third-degree?’

      She ignored the question. ‘Everything OK?’

      He sighed. ‘Who’s asking? You or Mum? Or Jen, come to that?’

      She sighed back. ‘What gave me away?’

      ‘You. You’d be a hopeless spy. You always say what you think, and you’re so easy to read.’

      She scowled, clearly not liking to think she was so transparent.

      ‘Plus, you asked three questions in a row. You usually stick to one.’

      ‘Maybe I have no choice but to ask more than one. Because if I’m an open book, you’re so damned secretive no one knows what the hell is going on in your life.’

      ‘And that, dear sister, is exactly how I like it.’ Which was ironic considering it was secrets which had driven him home in the first place.

      ‘I don’t believe you.’

      He ignored her and poured himself some wine before angling the bottle towards her glass.

      ‘No thanks,’ said Lucy. ‘I need a clear head.’

      He looked at her more closely for the first time. He’d been so wrapped up in his own thoughts he hadn’t noticed the glamorous clothes she was wearing, nor that she was fully made-up and smelt heavenly. ‘You’re going out.’

      ‘I am,’ she said, stepping forward and resting her hands on his shoulders. ‘Don’t I get a proper hug?’

      His kid sister couldn’t be resisted. ‘Sure,’ he said with a smile.

      But he really wasn’t in the mood. In the end it was Lucy doing the hugging and he was the huggee. He sat down on the sofa with relief.

      ‘Well done for submitting to it,’ she said wryly.

      ‘Sorry.’ He grimaced. ‘I’m out of practice.’ He took another sip of the wine, enjoying the cool numbing effect. He was drinking more than usual, but he liked how it blunted the edges of a reality he no longer felt he fitted into.

      ‘That’s no good.’

      He focused on his wine and his thoughts as Lucy went into the kitchen and returned with a plate of food and a couple of slices of sourdough bread. His mouth watered. Lucy was the best cook.

      ‘Here,’ she said, setting the plate on the coffee table beside him. ‘Eat before you drink any more.’

      ‘Thanks. I’m hungry.’

      ‘I thought you might be. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have turned up at my door just before dinner.’

      ‘Aren’t you eating?’

      ‘No, I’m eating out.’

      He raised an eyebrow as he buttered a piece of bread. ‘Where?’

      ‘What are you, my keeper?’

      ‘I’m your big brother; same thing. So… big date?’

      ‘A date. Too early to tell if it’s big or not. Not enough information about him.’

      He pulled out his phone. ‘I’ll do some digging if you like. What’s his name?’

      ‘Oliver,’ she said, as she turned away, rummaging in her capacious handbag and pulling out her keys.

      Dan rolled his eyes. ‘Surname?’

      ‘Don’t know.’

      ‘You don’t know the full name of the person you’re meeting?’

      ‘I know he looks good, talks good, and he makes me feel good.’

      Dan shrugged and slid his phone back into his pocket. ‘Oh well, in that case, I guess you have all you need to know.’

      ‘I guess I do.’

      As he munched on the salad he watched her check her reflection in the mirror. From the satisfied smile on her face he could tell all was well. He walked up behind her and caught sight of his own reflection beside Lucy’s. They looked similar with their blonde hair — the only blondes in the family. But Lucy looked exquisite and he, well he just looked exhausted, his eyes dull. He quickly looked back to her.

      ‘You look gorgeous. Hope he’s worth the trouble.’

      ‘Time will tell,’ she said with a smile, turning to him and placing a kiss on his cheek. ‘I’m off in a minute. I want to call in on Mum before I go. Stay and finish your dinner.’

      ‘Cool.’ He looked around with relief, suddenly seeing the apartment as a refuge, especially if he’d be on his own. He loved his little sister but he preferred his own company at the moment. ‘I think I will.’ He stepped out onto the small balcony that overlooked the village street and glanced around. Lucy joined him.

      From up here he could see the sea at the end of the street one way, and the sharply rising escarpment at the other. It gave him a different perspective on the place. Lucy was a queen in this world. Two doors down was her café, and the family home of MacLeod’s Cottage wasn’t far away. And, in between, the village was full of friends, relatives and strangers. Or, as Lucy would see them, people who were yet to be friends. Not for the first time, Dan wondered why Lucy loved keeping her world constrained. For someone so extrovert he couldn’t help thinking she could conquer the world if she wanted to. But she evidently didn’t want to. And he wasn’t sure why not.

      ‘You’ve got a nice place,’ he said.

      She laughed. ‘You’re about the only member of my family who thinks so.’

      He grunted thoughtfully before turning to her. ‘It’s like a retreat. One storey up, above it all. A place to escape.’

      This was the closest he could get to admitting to his family — or anyone come to that — that he’d returned to MacLeod’s Cove to escape a world in which he didn’t fit. He couldn’t imagine feeling ready to tell Lucy what he’d escaped from. Nor its effect on him. Not until he felt whole again.

      But she made no response, other than to rake her fingers through her hair, as if trying to figure out what he wasn’t saying, and twist around to glance at the clock. His heart sank as she turned back to him. Evidently she’d decided she wasn’t in a rush.

      ‘And why, may I ask, do you need to retreat from the world?’

      The thing Lucy didn’t understand — couldn’t understand — was that Dan hadn’t just come back to MacLeod’s Cove. He’d come apart.

      He shrugged and didn’t answer. Perhaps silence would get her to leave. Behind him, Lucy was watching him far too closely.

      He could feel it — the weight of her concern, the way it pressed between his shoulder blades. She’d always been like that. The observer. The one who noticed the things no one else wanted to say out loud.

      ‘What happened, Dan?’

      Her eyes searched his face with the kind of attention he was used to from politicians and journalists — except Lucy’s interest wasn’t transactional. It was worse than that. It was love. And he wasn’t ready for that. He needed to heal, to have his faith restored in humanity again before he opened himself up to love. Otherwise he thought the little that was left of himself might disappear altogether.

      He glanced at her with an expression which he hoped conveyed innocence. ‘About what?’

      ‘You. You left for the US confident, cocky, with the world at your feet. And you stayed like that for years. But now? You’re back, you look shell-shocked half the time, and you don’t seem in any hurry to return to your home or your job.’

      This time he kept his gaze directly ahead, out to sea. Beyond which was a world he didn’t want to re-enter. ‘I’m not going back.’

      ‘You’re…?’

      He sighed, mouth tightening. She knew she was pushing it. He could see it in the way she hesitated. Lucy had always been good at reading a room. Unfortunately for him, he was the room.

      ‘Not going back,’ he repeated. A gust of wind rattled the awning of the shop below, and he turned away from the railing. ‘Not yet, anyway.’ He shrugged, rocking back on his heels as he looked around the apartment — the pale walls, the plants, the careful lack of clutter. ‘Thought I might hang around here for a few months and confuse my family.’

      ‘What about work?’

      ‘I quit.’

      ‘You quit your job in Washington?’ She stared at him as if he’d spoken another language. ‘How come? I thought you loved being a lobbyist.’

      He had. God help him, he had. He’d loved the game-playing, and the power that came with it. He’d loved the constant need to pivot and switch strategies to stay three moves ahead. Until he wasn’t.

      ‘I did. But now…’ He watched a gull dip low over the water, skim it, then rise again. He walked back inside the apartment. ‘I don’t. So I left. Is that sufficient information for you to pass on to the others?’

      ‘Are you kidding? No! Nowhere near! I need more detail.’

      He grimaced slightly but decided to offer a little more. ‘I couldn’t stand the double-dealing, the subterfuge, the secrets… the lies.’

      ‘Ha! And that’s just your personal life!’

      Dan was aware that Lucy was waiting for him to laugh with her. But he couldn’t. Her aim was too true.

      ‘And that,’ he eventually said, ‘is definitely all you’re getting.’ He took a long swallow of wine, though it tasted as thin and pointless as his life right now. ‘Don’t worry, Luce. Everything’s fine.’

      She grimaced.

      ‘Why don’t you believe me?’ he asked.

      ‘Because you’ve got a weird look about you. It’s like you’re going through the motions. Someone speaks, you answer, but you’re not really there.’

      He huffed and closed his eyes briefly. When he opened them again he could see she’d noticed him flinch.

      ‘Are you depressed or something?’ she asked.

      He didn’t answer. He didn’t need to. His stillness did it for him. She reached out and put a hand on his arm. He spun around.

      ‘What happened, Dan?’

      For a moment — just a brief moment — he considered telling her. Telling her about the woman who’d smiled across candlelit tables, and sworn she’d never wanted children until she’d wanted his. About the ultrasound photo that had lived in his wallet for three weeks. About the engagement ring he’d bought.

      About the phone call. The pauses. And about that last night when he’d planned a surprise while she was away. He’d let himself in to her apartment, his arms full of flowers, and learnt the truth. His best friend had returned to Washington to claim the woman and baby Dan had thought were his. Double betrayal.

      He patted Lucy’s hand and stood. ‘Nothing for you to worry about.’

      ‘That’s exactly the kind of thing that has me worried. So, what are you going to do while you’re here?’

      ‘I’m thinking about it.’

      ‘Right.’ But the doubtful look on her face contradicted her words.

      ‘You go. You’ll be late otherwise.’

      She nodded, the frown still hovering over her eyes. ‘Well, I guess I should. Right,’ she said, suddenly decisive, ‘I’ll let you eat in peace. Stay as long as you like.’

      ‘Thanks. I won’t be long. I’ll go and see Mum later before I go back to my flat.’

      ‘You could stay here if I had an extra bedroom.’

      ‘Lucy. You’re not fooling anyone. We all know the only reason you have one bedroom is because you don’t want to live with anyone. You’re too independent for that.’

      He knew that while she, like him, might enjoy sussing other people out, they could be their own worst enemies when it came to understanding themselves.

      ‘Anyway, get going,’ he said. ‘And enjoy yourself.’

      ‘Right.’ She picked up her bag and walked to the door, hesitating with her hand on the knob. ‘And Dan? Just know that if you ever want to talk about… whatever it is, I’m here.’

      The uncomplicated warmth and love he saw in her eyes — love that wanted nothing in return — nearly undid him. He blinked back the tears. What the hell? He never cried. She turned away.

      ‘So… what are you going to tell Mum?’

      ‘That you’re staying longer in New Zealand because you miss the family, home-cooked meals and MacLeod’s Cove.’

      ‘Perfect. See you soon, Luce.’

      ‘Love you,’ she said as she closed the door.

      And he knew she did. But he also suspected that, because of that love, she wouldn’t give up until she knew everything. She’d decided, for whatever reason, not to press him tonight. Probably through lack of time.

      He went back outside onto the balcony and watched Lucy get into her electric car, giving her a brief wave. After she’d driven off he stayed there, looking at the strip of sea between the headland and the distant dark smudge of the South Island.

      He didn’t know how long he stood there.

      He only knew that for the first time in years, he wasn’t moving towards anything. And his life felt… empty. He was a hollow shell waiting to find himself again. And he didn’t have the first idea how to go about it.
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      But one week later Lucy had more on her plate than trying to prise out Dan’s secrets. She had other secrets to discover. Secrets that belonged to the mysterious Oliver who she’d had dinner with — the man who’d tricked her. Watching Lucy now as she moved around the café, a bundle of shining energy, Dan couldn’t do anything but pity this Oliver Perry-Warnes. The man didn’t know who he was dealing with.

      Perry-Warnes wanted to demolish the Old Colonial Hotel opposite Lucy’s café, thereby changing the very fabric of MacLeod’s Cove. And Lucy didn’t want it demolished. Dan knew who would win. It was just a question of how to go about it. And it sounded like Lucy had half of MacLeod’s Cove working for her. Including him. At least it had given him a sense of purpose as he contacted old friends — and friends of friends — who had any knowledge of property development or local councils. One old friend in particular, who worked for the Mayor of Wellington, had revealed exactly how calculating Perry-Warnes was. Dan just wished he’d been armed with this knowledge before Lucy had got involved with him.

      Over cheese muffins and coffee, Dan filled Lucy in on what he’d discovered about the snake trying to change the heart of MacLeod’s Cove. He was about to leave the café when he glanced out the window — and, for the first time in forever, couldn’t look away.

      Walking across the street towards the café was the most striking woman he’d ever seen. Not that he could really see her. She appeared almost unearthly, the way the sun at that hour of the morning shone directly behind her, casting her into shadow.

      Light bounced off long dark hair, and her tall, upright figure was outlined by a halo of light, like an aura. She walked with a quiet purpose and dignity which made other people look at her.

      He’d never seen her before and wondered where she’d come from. Outer space wouldn’t have surprised him. But, he had to admit, she was more likely a stranger in search of good coffee.

      A young couple greeted her and she lifted her hand in a regal wave and smiled. Then she exchanged a few words with the dairy owner and an older lady. Ah, so only a stranger to him then.

      First one person, then another greeted the woman. Not with warm hugs but respectful comments and waves. She seemed to emanate stillness and dignity and he was drawn to her immediately, wanting to absorb her calmness like a healing balm.

      ‘Augi,’ Lucy waved at the woman, who’d now entered the café and was looking around. He noticed two things — her face, and how, beneath that poise was a look of distance and slight discomfort, as if she needed to keep the world at bay. And in that moment he also knew two things. She was the most compellingly beautiful woman he’d ever seen and the most aloof.

      He also knew her name. Augi. And her identity. He’d heard Lucy talk about the smart part-time librarian, part-time researcher, full-time recluse who Lucy had entrusted with researching the personal side to the evil Oliver Perry-Warnes. Lucy’s trust wasn’t given easily. Augi was clearly a woman of integrity.

      When Augi walked over to them, Dan noticed how Lucy was about to hug her, then thought better of it and patted her on the arm instead. Interesting. Augi didn’t like public hugging. He understood that for sure.

      ‘Have you met my brother?’ asked Lucy, turning to Dan who hadn’t moved from the moment he’d seen Augi. He hadn’t taken his eyes off her either. ‘This is Daniel,’ she said. He could feel Lucy’s eyes on him, but there was no way he was removing his gaze from Augi. Her eyes were dark brown, so dark he felt they were like a black hole drawing him in. Not in a menacing way, but in a way that felt like untouched bliss. And that Greek complexion, already warm, had taken on a flushed look which made him draw in breath a little faster. Dan was aware of the silence but couldn’t think of a thing to say to fill it. For the first time in a very long time his brain was full of sensations rather than words.

      Lucy turned back to Augi. ‘You usually can’t shut him up. If he wasn’t away with the fairies, he’d smile and say, “good to meet you, Augi,” so let’s just take that as read.’

      Augi smiled then and it was like the sun had broken through clouds. Her whole face lit up, and her eyes were alive with humour.

      ‘Daniel,’ she said in her heavily accented English. She extended her hand to him. ‘Lovely to meet you.’

      Dan knew he was expected to say something. He didn’t normally have any problems making conversation. He made his living by it after all. But here, now, he couldn’t think of a thing to say to this beautiful goddess other than ‘you’re beautiful’. Instead a strangled grunt sound came out of his mouth, as he wrestled the impulse to say the words into submission.

      Get a grip, man! He cleared his throat. ‘You too.’

      He extended his hand to Augi and they shook. Her hand was warm, her grip very firm, as if in warning. But he didn’t need one. He could see that this goddess before him didn’t suffer fools gladly. And that she was a force to be reckoned with. Albeit an amazingly dignified, calm and competent force. It was Augi who withdrew from the handshake and he realised he must have held on a few moments too long. He twitched a small smile of apology at her. The blush on her cheeks increased slightly before she turned to Lucy.

      ‘Right,’ said Lucy, clearly deciding she’d wasted enough time on the two of them. ‘Have you had lunch, Augi?’

      ‘Yes, thanks.’

      ‘I haven’t,’ said Dan quickly. He had intended to return to Wellington and have lunch on the waterfront while mulling over his problems. It was easier to reflect on his past in the anonymity of Wellington than here, in his home village. But the game had now changed. That was BA — Before Augi. And he wanted nothing more than to stay.

      ‘I thought you had somewhere to be,’ said Lucy, amused suspicion written clearly all over her face.

      He raised his eyebrows and assumed an innocent air, which was not his usual look. He wasn’t so sure he could pass as innocent. His whole life in Washington had been predicated on the opposite, although he hadn’t realised that until the last few months there.

      ‘How can I leave without lunch at my favourite café? Besides, I can work here.’ He tapped his laptop, which had no work on it. Not that he was about to tell Lucy that.

      She grinned. ‘How convenient.’

      ‘Isn’t it?’ he said, refusing to return the grin. The fiction would be maintained. He didn’t want Augi running for the hills, frightened off by an over-attentive stranger.

      ‘Would you like something to drink, Augi?’ asked Lucy.

      ‘Just a black coffee, thanks.’

      Of course, thought Dan. No rich hot chocolate with a whirl of extra cream and toppings for this woman. She was disciplined. You knew where you were with a woman like that. You could see the edges of her personality.

      Lucy took charge and pointed to a table next to the one she and Augi were going to sit at. For a moment he’d wondered whether she’d invite him to join them. But, it was clearly something private they were going to discuss. Still, she had chosen a seat where he could admire Augi without her noticing unless she looked around. And it seemed Augi’s focus was on the task at hand. Whatever that was. Focus. Control. So different to the flighty woman he’d once loved, for whom men were as interchangeable as her dresses.

      ‘Salad, Dan?’ Lucy asked over her shoulder.

      ‘Nope. You know me,’ he said with a grin. ‘Pie and chips man.’

      She shook her head and shot him a pitying look. ‘At least they’re both home made.’ She gave the order to a passing waiter, telling him to add a big salad too.

      Dan opened his laptop, tapped in his code and stared unseeing at the Wordle page before him, as if it were telling him something of vital importance about the world’s economy. He frowned, propped his elbows on the table, and pressed his steepled fingers against his mouth in an attitude of concentration. It usually fooled people into believing he was thinking Important Thoughts.

      Augi glanced his way and her eyes contracted a little at the corners. If he hadn’t been studying her so hard, he wouldn’t have noticed. But he was, and he did. It seemed Augi wasn’t fooled. He wasn’t sure why. Maybe the fact he couldn’t stop looking at her had given him away.

      But most of the time Augi talked to Lucy, focusing on what she had to say. As he watched her out of the corner of his eye, he tried to figure out what it was that differentiated her from everyone else. Because it wasn’t only her attitude and beauty. Then he got it. She had no device on her. No phone, no tablet to refer to, no laptop. She was disconnected from any form of electronic device. He liked that too. He snapped his laptop closed. If she was aware he was looking at her, there didn’t seem much point in trying to cover it up.

      He smiled his thanks to the waitress who served him his pie and chips. And he pushed the salad to one side. The sun filtered onto him through the lush hanging baskets outside. As he strained to catch what Augi was talking about, he glanced out to the old hotel and beyond that to the florist shop above which Lucy’s apartment was. So contained. He was beginning to appreciate that about Lucy’s world. It was a world she defended tooth and nail. If something came into it she didn’t like, she declared war on it. Which he considered to be fair enough.

      He couldn’t hear what Augi was saying, but he was mesmerised by the sound of her voice which filtered through his body like a soothing ASMR vibration. And while she was absorbed in talking to Lucy it gave him the opportunity to watch Augi more directly.

      The sun glanced off her thick, lustrous hair. He’d never seen hair so shiny, nor so straight. It would have been too uncompromising on some people but it suited her. From the nose, not some plastic surgeon’s idea of perfection, but straight and characterful, to her high cheekbones and smooth brow, there was no padding, no spare flesh to soften her features. But she didn’t need any. Why blur perfection?

      He’d only got through half his pie when, from their movements, Dan got the impression the meeting was winding up. He didn’t want this vision to leave before he’d had a chance to redeem himself by actually saying something adult and sane. He leapt up, and walked over to them.

      They were deep in conversation and oblivious to his presence, so he took the opportunity to enjoy the sound of Augi’s voice. It rippled across his senses, teasing and calming them at the same time.

      She suddenly looked at him, her olive complexion reddening slightly. He liked that. Lucy followed her gaze.

      ‘Dan! I thought you’d gone. You’ve been so quiet.’ She looked from Augi, back to Dan again and jumped up. ‘But while you’re here, why don’t you talk to Augi about what you’ve found out about a certain someone?’

      Perfect. He didn’t have to rely on small talk — which he suspected the woman before him would have no time for. They had something in common, even if it was a vile man who was trying to use Lucy and turn MacLeod’s Cove from a real village into a rich man’s playground.

      ‘Of course,’ said Dan, taking Lucy’s seat as she vacated it and returned to the kitchen.

      For a moment he wondered if Augi would leave. He was reminded of a delicate deer, poising, sensing danger, about to disappear.

      ‘If that’s all right with you,’ he added gently, needing her to know that he wouldn’t keep her there if she wished to leave. He glanced at Lucy who was standing in the kitchen, checking on something in the oven. He also wanted Augi to know that he was capable of looking at something other than her for a few minutes. When he looked back he was relieved to see the nervousness had been replaced by her previous self-containment. ‘Although I think Lucy will appreciate it if we can combine our knowledge and provide her with some kind of defence against his man. Because, from what I’ve discovered, he’s not a nice man. And I’m not happy that Lucy has chosen to do battle with him.’

      He’d hoped that by making it clear he was on the side of the good guys, he’d convince her that he was someone who could be trusted. But, like Lucy, and like himself, he sensed trusting wasn’t something that came easily to Augi.

      She inclined her head. ‘Of course.’ She glanced over at Lucy and he saw Augi’s face soften. When she looked back again the softening had gone. ‘I would do anything to help Lucy and Kate. They’ve both been very good to me.’

      She blinked and looked down suddenly, as if she’d said more than she’d intended.

      ‘They’ve both been very good to me, too,’ said Dan, trying to reassure her that he wasn’t about to give her an inquisition, but had taken her comment lightly. Even if he had made a mental note to ask his mother about her.

      He was rewarded with a relieved smile. Lines bracketed her mouth as the smile widened. It was as if she didn’t smile very often. Now he was sitting close to her, he noticed for the first time the lines around her eyes, lines which told of experience, like decorative scorings which emphasised her eyes.

      He looked away quickly, before she could guess his thoughts.

      ‘So, did you find out similar things to me about this rat, Oliver Perry-Warnes?’ he asked.

      ‘I think I found out why he is a rat. From what I’ve gleaned, I would say that he would have been taught at a young age what kind of behaviour would be rewarded.’

      ‘And that was?’

      ‘Anything which resulted in success. Only success. His father left quite a trail of wreckage behind him. But his grandparents were extremely wealthy, pillars of the community. The two influences would have moulded Oliver’s character uniquely. On one hand he might want to aspire to the legacy of his grandparents, and yet, on the other, the way he chooses to get there sounds purely influenced by his father.’

      ‘That would certainly fit with what I discovered. Oliver Perry-Warnes wins. That’s it. He’s ruthless and he’s determined to succeed at any cost. Which all adds up to me not liking my sister doing battle with him.’

      ‘Indeed. But it seems she’s very determined. I doubt she very often loses either. And she doesn’t seem to be dissuaded.’

      ‘No. Once our Lucy gets the bit between her teeth, there’s no stopping her. I think all we can do is to smooth her path as much as possible and hang on to our hats as she takes us all on a journey.’

      His smile faded. He’d wanted her to be amused — even faintly — by his allusion. But Augi’s smile froze a little before dropping.

      ‘I think…’ she began, before looking around, ‘that I should get going. I need to open the library soon.’ She jumped up.

      ‘Oh, of course. Sorry, I didn’t mean to keep you.’ He rose too. If he’d worn a hat he suspected he’d have taken it off, or doffed it or something. He felt absurdly old-fashioned.

      ‘You haven’t. I mean…’

      He suspected she wasn’t sure what she meant.

      ‘Anyway, I need to get on.’ He pointed to the laptop, its Wordle screen now safely closed. He suddenly felt a flash of panic that he wouldn’t see her again. ‘Augi!’ She twisted around to face him. And she wasn’t the only one. Nerves — not something he usually suffered from — had made his voice ring out loudly in the café. People stopped talking to look over at them.

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘I, er, wondered, if you’d like to meet for a, er, drink sometime.’

      She actually frowned. It wasn’t the expression he was after. ‘Why?’ And nor was her response.

      ‘Because…’ He thought quickly. ‘I, er, thought it might be nice to discover if we might find we have more in common than Oliver Perry-Warnes.’ He smiled, willing her to smile back.

      But the fixed polite smile didn’t widen. Her face was more guarded now than at any other time they’d been speaking.

      ‘I don’t think so, Daniel.’ He noted her use of his full name. ‘I’ll let Lucy know everything I find out, as will you. I can’t think of any other reason to meet up.’

      And, without waiting for a response — because Dan guessed there wasn’t anything to wait for — she’d turned and walked with that dignified glide out the café. He watched her walk along the footpath, wondering when he’d last been turned down. He thought it might have been when he’d asked out a work colleague of his mother’s. He’d been fifteen. There had been a lot of laughter, none of it his.

      Lucy joined him. ‘She’s something else, isn’t she?’ said Lucy.

      ‘Hm,’ he agreed. Trouble was he wasn’t sure what exactly that something was, nor how to charm it. The only thing he did know was she’d done something no one else had been able to do in a very long time — captured his attention and made him forget his past.

      He’d have to try a bit harder, woo her more carefully and more gently, next time he saw her. Because that was the only other thing he knew.

      There would be a next time.
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      The house stood tall and gracious, with a verandah along two sides, the front door on the corner, with olive trees in terracotta pots on either side of the doorway. Augi wasn’t sure what it was that so captured her imagination about it. But from the first day she’d come to MacLeod’s Cove, it had. It stood on the hill opposite the library: one side looking out to a sea which was hidden from the library by the hill upon which the house stood, and the other side of the house, looking across to the hills behind the library.

      The house had stood sentinel to her, these past ten years. Watching over her, the windows catching the winter light while the library was in shadow. And in summer the place shone with a vibrance and confidence which she envied, as if it were a person. If she’d ever allowed herself any dreams, they’d been centred on that house. It looked nothing like her past, and everything like a future she’d never have: lofty, visible to all and beautiful.

      Still, she thought as she checked the clock, wasn’t that the point of dreams? Soothing visions of an unattainable life. But she was a realist, she reminded herself. And that meant living in the here and now. Where it was ten past five and she should have closed the library ten minutes earlier.

      But she rarely closed on time. She loved this space. At this time in summer the sun was still high above the house opposite, and shone in through the front double doors she always hooked back so they stood open wide. There was a curious sense of quiet hanging over the place now that the last of the school children had gone home. The small library felt settled.

      Which was more than could be said for her, she thought, checking her work emails one last time before closing down the laptop with a snap.

      For the past few weeks, since she’d encountered Lucy’s brother Dan, she’d felt distinctly unsettled. The way he’d looked at her, as if she were something rare and breakable, had stopped her in her tracks. She remembered that look. A long time ago her husband had looked at her like that. But he was dead and she felt, absurdly, as if she were betraying his memory simply by reacting at all. As if the act of being seen again, properly seen, was a kind of infidelity.

      That Dan should have actually asked her out, had shaken her to the core. Because her reaction told her that she hadn’t died inside after all. And that was the biggest shock of all.

      But she refused to think about that. Instead, she rose and quickly and efficiently closed down the library, turning it back into the tennis club rooms which was its alter ego. The desk and computer were wheeled into a locked cupboard, where the photocopier and router were kept. One by one the wooden mobile units — now battered from constant use over the past sixty years — had their covers attached, were locked, and wheeled back against the wall. The larger, wall units were folded onto themselves until all that was left were the displays which she moved to the back room.

      One last check that everything was turned off in the kitchen, then Augi collected her bag, glanced around, wanting the familiar sense of peace to wash over her again.

      But it didn’t come. He’d done that. Dan. Daniel MacLeod. Tall, handsome, charming and at least ten years younger than she was. The man had been raised in this glorious place she now called home, among a loving family in a peaceful country. He was the polar opposite to her. She just couldn’t figure out why he didn’t realise it.

      She locked the door and walked briskly down the path, closing the creaking gate — making a mental note to bring something with her to fix it next time — and walked home, only permitting herself one glance at the house on the hill opposite the library. The house to which her thoughts often strayed when the library was quiet. It represented a world she didn’t have, and would never have.
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