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      Oliver Perry-Warnes stirred sugar into his coffee, hoping it might improve it, and glanced across the road at the reason he was drinking inferior coffee in a down-at-heel hotel in a village far from his usual city haunts.

      Tall, slender, platinum-blonde hair cut into a choppy bob, she was nothing like he’d imagined.

      From the tone of her emails, he’d conjured up a battle-axe of a woman. Loud, ferocious and unrelenting. Someone with uncompromisingly short hair, hacked into shape around a face that could kill at ten paces.

      He checked her again. Make that three.

      Apart from the battle-axe face, he’d got the details right. But he’d been wildly wrong about how they came together. Because the owner of the Perching Parrot Café, Miss Lucy MacLeod, was exceptionally sexy and had the face of an angel. And he considered he had sufficient expertise in this area to back up his judgement.

      It also appeared she ran a very popular café — another detail he hadn’t imagined. But then, he didn’t think anyone could have imagined the mural painted over the façade of the antiquated premises, least of all him. He’d always prided himself on his excellent taste. He grimaced at the crude painting of enormous, brightly coloured parrots. It looked like something a school kid had done — a school kid who wasn’t very good at art.

      Why on earth would someone with clear business sense run a successful café from such premises? Because the packed tables beneath the awning, the queue at the door and the fast-moving waiting staff all told him that this business was doing very well indeed.

      Meanwhile, the Old Colonial Hotel served coffee that ought to be illegal.

      Lucy MacLeod remained a puzzle — but one he was determined to solve. Not least because he’d invested too much in the purchase of the decrepit hotel in which he now sat. And it wasn’t only money. His reputation — and the future of the next project, the one he’d been working towards his entire life — depended on it. Oliver Perry-Warnes did not fail.

      And yet, with the Old Colonial, he hadn’t even cleared the first hurdle. Public consultation.

      The notice he’d arranged to be pinned on the community board had vanished. Local Facebook groups had refused to share the information. Even the local paper had barely mentioned it. Only one person had turned up for the official consultation meeting — the hall’s caretaker.

      Which meant he had to deal with the person whose frequent emails and social-media comments suggested she was the ringleader. That that person should have the face of an angel amused him.

      He tapped his fingers on the stained Formica as he watched Lucy MacLeod move through her café. She wove between tables, stopping to chat as she served meals. The place was bathed in sunshine, the patrons sheltered beneath the garish awning. The café’s only competition was this hotel and its disgusting coffee, which probably explained everything.

      Even commuters paused for takeaways. The staff barely stopped moving. Plates of muffins here, eggs Benedict there. His stomach betrayed him at the smell of bacon even as he automatically calculated her profits. They’d be good.

      He’d go over soon enough. But first, he wanted to see what she’d do with the second consultation notice.

      He didn’t have to wait long. A few moments later, the dairy owner emerged into the sunshine and beckoned to her. Lucy shaded her eyes and read the noticeboard. Immediately she reached into the bag slung across her body, withdrew a set of keys and unlocked the glass case.

      Then — in a performance worthy of a consummate entertainer — she turned to her diners and said something that made them all look up. Whatever it was, brought smiles and a few cheers from her audience. The cheers rose to a crescendo as she took his notice, tore it from top to bottom with so much flair that even he felt like cheering, turned the pieces in her hand and then tore them again. Even the dour couple a few tables away from him smiled and nodded their approval.

      Oliver’s jaw clenched. She had them all in the palm of her hand.

      He scraped back his chair, pulled out his phone and sent a single message to his assistant.

      
        
          
            
              
        Initiate Plan C.

      

      

      

      

      

      By the time he’d finished, Lucy MacLeod had disappeared inside, leaving the dairy owner to pick up the pieces — literally. He recognised her style and, despite everything, respected it.

      He pocketed his phone, paid for his untouched coffee and stepped into the sunlight.

      While his assistant worked on Plan C, he’d move to Plan B. No one else could help with Plan B because that was all down to him. Charm her. He’d never failed yet.

      

      He’d moved.

      The stranger with the dark hair, dark suit and impenetrable sunglasses was paying his bill. From the look on Brenda’s face, he hadn’t impressed her. That alone intrigued Lucy.

      She turned back to the teenagers, who were telling her about a band they’d seen in Wellington the night before. She liked listening to them. She wasn’t much older, in years at least. In experience she felt a lifetime away.

      She glanced back across the road. He stood in the sunlight now, checking the street before crossing. Interesting.

      Her curiosity had been hooked the moment she’d emerged from the kitchen that morning, flour still on her hands after hours of baking, and spotted him at the hotel window opposite — nursing the same cup of coffee he clearly wasn’t enjoying. 

      Then why not come over here? Why sit in that gloomy old place, which only a few stalwarts and unsuspecting tourists ever visited? 

      At first, she’d thought he was studying the building and its murals. Perhaps he had a thing for parrots? But he didn’t look the type. Then he’d lifted his sunglasses and his gaze stopped ranging over the building and focused on one thing — her.

      It was almost funny how he seemed to think he was incognito — as though someone that striking could blend into the background. Drop-dead gorgeous, with an unsmiling mouth and those dark, assessing eyes that suggested control and intent. Neither of which helped him fade into anonymity.

      Salesman? No. He would be some kind of executive — the straight, conventional kind, obviously. Marketing maybe. No. Finance. His clothes and the confidence he exuded suggested he was someone who was accustomed to being the boss, someone used to getting his own way. It also suggested someone who had a laser-like focus on whatever he was doing. And at the moment, he was staring at her. She quite liked that.

      And now he was crossing the road.

      If he thought she’d scuttle behind the counter and pretend she hadn’t noticed him, he had another think coming.

      She handed the plates she was holding to a waitress and stepped forward, folding her arms as she watched him approach. He didn’t look away either. He stepped onto the pavement just outside the shelter of the awning.

      ‘Good morning,’ she said. ‘Come over for a decent cup of coffee?’

      His mouth tilted slightly. ‘Half-decent would already be an improvement.’

      ‘Brenda’s being awkward. If she liked you, she’d have offered you an espresso. What can I get you?’

      He planted his hands on his hips. Even from here, she could tell the sun was getting to him.

      ‘Do you normally serve your customers before they enter the café?’

      ‘Do you normally stare at someone for half an hour before deciding to speak to them?’

      His lips flattened, and a tiny shiver slid down her spine.

      ‘I don’t like to rush things,’ he said slowly, lifting his sunglasses. With the sun behind him, she still couldn’t read his eyes.

      ‘Then why don’t you take a seat here?’ she said lightly. ‘Take your time over some food and a proper coffee. You can continue doing whatever it was you were doing over the road.’

      ‘Perfect.’

      ‘Outside?’

      ‘No, inside.’

      ‘Sure thing. Follow me.’

      She could feel his gaze on her as she walked ahead of him — the prickle at the nape of her neck, the low fizz of awareness in her belly giving it away.

      She stopped at the table where her laptop sat and swept it up. ‘Best seat in the house.’

      ‘No.’ He indicated a recently vacated table still cluttered with dirty crockery. ‘I’ll take that one.’

      She paused. People usually did what she suggested.

      ‘Any reason?’

      ‘Yes. I can do what I came here to do easier from there.’

      ‘And what’s that?’

      ‘Get to know you better.’

      Her heart stuttered, and she turned away. She was annoyed he’d won the exchange. But if she’d stood her ground, she could have come off a gibbering wreck. That would have been a first.
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      Get to know her better? She’d never set eyes on the man before.

      She walked quickly into the back kitchen, plucking a menu from the wooden rack as she went, fanning herself with it. Her flushed cheeks had nothing to do with the morning sun streaming into the café, or the grills under which bacon sizzled.

      Her sister, Jen, who still helped out at the café even though she no longer needed to, gave a low whistle. ‘Who’s that, Luce?’

      Lucy faced her with a toss of her hair. ‘No idea.’

      ‘Oh, wow, so you fancy him.’

      Lucy shot her a sardonic look. ‘Fancy? What are you, a teenager again?’

      ‘In my heart, yes.’

      Lucy rolled her eyes. Her older sister certainly seemed to have shed years since she’d come back to New Zealand. It felt like a duty, as the younger sister, to be irritated — even while she was quietly thrilled.

      ‘And my teenage heart is now telling me my little sister completely fancies that man who strode over the road like a cowboy looking for his gal.’ Somehow Jen’s accent had morphed into Texan.

      Lucy glared. ‘Stop it. You are terrible at accents.’

      Nothing seemed to dent Jen’s good humour.

      ‘I don’t care, darlin’!’ Jen drawled as Lucy cringed. ‘Just sayin’ you seem peculiarly affected by that cowboy.’

      Lucy swore under her breath and batted Jen away. ‘I can sack you, you know.’

      Jen laughed. ‘No you wouldn’t. You like having me around. Admit it.’

      Lucy sighed. ‘I admit I like having you around. But if this is what love does to you, you can count me out.’

      ‘Aw, you’ll fall in love one day.’ Jen flicked a brow up and nodded at the man at the window table, who was studiously ignoring a baby on her mother’s shoulder who was staring at him. ‘Maybe even with Mr Super-Smooth over there.’

      ‘I’m open to it,’ Lucy defended. ‘So long as my man respects my independence and⁠—’

      ‘And does whatever you tell him to.’

      ‘That goes without saying.’

      She didn’t give Jen a chance to torture the accent further. Grabbing a carafe of water and glass, she carefully stepped over a sleeping cocker spaniel and greeted its owner, before holding out the menu to the stranger.

      She opened her mouth to speak — then he turned from the window, and whatever she’d been about to say slipped neatly out of her head.

      Those eyes. Green? Blue? Hazel? All she knew was they were threatening to unravel her.

      His smile broadened and he sat back, looping an arm over the chair as if he were a Hollywood star dropping into a small-town café, entirely sure of his reception, ready for adoration.

      ‘Coffee, black, no sugar, thanks,’ he said. ‘If that was what you were about to ask.’

      ‘It was. Thank you for answering my question before I had a chance to ask it.’

      ‘No problem. I’m good like that. And I’ll have eggs Benedict, too. Smells tempting.’

      ‘They are. Very popular.’ She opened her mouth to say more, but her gaze dipped from his eyes to his mouth and her words vanished. What on earth was wrong with her?

      She turned away without adding anything else and returned to the kitchen. She passed the order to the chef and, out of sight of the café patrons, groaned.

      ‘What’s up?’ asked Jen, the Texan accent forgotten.

      ‘It’s been too long.’

      ‘Since what?’

      ‘Since I’ve seen a man I’m attracted to. I can’t think straight. I usually know what to say⁠—’

      ‘That’s because you say the first thing that comes into your head.’

      ‘Yeah, well, I’d have been locked up if I’d said the first thing I thought just then.’

      ‘Ha! I knew it.’ Jen pushed aside a trailing plant and peeped through the glass of the muffin cabinet. ‘He is extremely handsome. Although he looks like he’d agree with me.’

      Lucy bobbed down beside her and peeked out too, then groaned again. ‘You’re right on both counts. What is it with me and confident men?’

      ‘I think you’re confusing confidence with arrogance. And that guy’ — Jen jabbed a finger in his direction — ‘is definitely in the latter category.’

      Lucy ground the beans for two coffees. She wasn’t going to contradict her sister, but she knew the difference. Trouble was, she liked men who were both. She should have known better after what she’d been through. She didn’t seem to have much control over who attracted her. What she did control was how much she let them in.

      She took two black coffees back to the table. She slid one cup across to him, set the other opposite, and sat down.

      He looked up from his phone, placed it face down onto the table and smiled slowly.

      ‘Hope you don’t mind if I join you?’

      He leaned in, matching her move for move. ‘Not at all. You won’t be missed?’

      She smiled sweetly. ‘I have staff for that. They’re capable. They can handle everything.’

      ‘Everything?’

      ‘Maybe not everything. But I’m intrigued.’ She lifted her cup, the pungent steam touching her lips, and held his gaze as she sipped. ‘You said you wanted to get to know me better. That implies you know me already, and yet we haven’t met, have we? I’m sure’ — the slight, flirtatious smile came easily — ‘I would have remembered.’

      His smile faltered for a fraction of a second before recovering. If she hadn’t been watching so closely, she might have missed it. But she was watching. She wanted to know everything about this man.

      ‘I guess I feel like I know you already,’ he said smoothly.

      Nicely done, she thought. She’d unsettled him, but he’d recovered well.

      ‘Sitting across the road,’ he went on, ‘watching you with your customers, you exhibited a certain… theatre — irresistible, by the way — alongside the utmost professionalism. You make sure your punters get what they came for.’

      She arched a brow. ‘And what is it they come for, do you suppose?’

      ‘To imagine that you care, and to eat and drink well.’

      ‘I do care,’ she said, stung. The idea that her care might be something people only ‘imagined’ hit a raw spot.

      His smile deepened. ‘And that’s why you’re so good at your work, Miss Lucy MacLeod.’

      Damn. Neat sidestep. ‘You know my name.’

      ‘It’s on the front door.’

      ‘Not many people notice.’

      ‘Maybe not many people are interested. But, you see…’ He sat back, narrowed his eyes, and laced his fingers, thumbs circling, as if he were about to interrogate her. ‘I am.’

      If he thought she was going to play the victim, he could think again. She sat back too, taking her time, her gaze never leaving his.

      She tilted her head and gave him a polite smile. ‘May I ask why?’ Her voice sounded sweet, innocent. Two things no one had ever accused her of being.

      ‘Because it’s hard asking someone out to dinner when you don’t know their name. Call me old-fashioned; I prefer to make the invitation personal.’ The way he said ‘personal’ wasn’t subtle. She pretended not to notice.

      ‘I wouldn’t,’ she said, leaning in until her face was close to his. Close enough to decide that his eyes were, indeed, blue. The tan and shirt colour must have made them look green at first.

      ‘You wouldn’t what?’ His voice had dropped, low and intimate.

      ‘Call you old-fashioned.’ She lifted her cup and held his gaze as she sipped. As she intended, his eyes dropped to her mouth and stayed there until she set the cup back down. He definitely wasn’t immune. Good to know she hadn’t lost her touch.

      ‘You’re perceptive,’ he said.

      ‘Not really.’ She wasn’t about to make things easy. ‘But you don’t look like a man with good old-fashioned values.’

      ‘Depends what you’re referring to.’

      ‘Well, my mother is the epitome of old-fashioned values.’

      ‘Your mother… Maybe I should meet her. If she looks like you and shares my values, we might get on.’

      ‘You’re not in my mother’s league. She chews up men like you and spits them out.’

      ‘Sounds formidable.’

      ‘She is. In an extremely polite, gentle, yet forceful kind of way.’

      ‘You’re not like your mother, I take it?’

      ‘I’m not. Although I don’t believe you have much to base that on.’

      ‘You’re forgetting, I’ve seen you in action. I didn’t witness “extremely polite” or “gentle”. Only forceful.’

      ‘That doesn’t sound very attractive.’

      ‘Oh, you’re wrong. It sounds very attractive. To me, anyway. I don’t like a pushover. A bit of resistance is very sexy.’

      She wished that weren’t true.

      ‘So long as it doesn’t get out of hand,’ she said.

      ‘Of course, my grandmother, if nothing else, taught me to respect women.’

      ‘Glad to hear it.’ And she was. It was one thing to be attracted to arrogant, strong men; they also had to know where the line was. It sounded like… She suddenly realised she didn’t know his name. ‘Mr…?’ She lifted a brow.

      ‘So formal.’

      ‘I’d use your given name if I knew it.’

      He held out his hand. ‘Oliver.’

      ‘Oliver,’ she repeated, taking it. ‘Nice to meet you.’

      ‘And you… very nice,’ he said.

      His handshake was firm without being crushing. A man with nothing to prove. He held on a fraction too long and she didn’t pull away, enjoying the little fizz of attraction between them.

      ‘And what brings you to MacLeod’s Cove, Oliver? Presumably not my coffee.’ She glanced down at it. ‘As good as it is, I doubt they’ve heard about it in Australia. And you do have an Aussie twang, if I’m not mistaken.’

      ‘You’re not mistaken. But then, I doubt you’re mistaken about many things.’

      She leaned back, looping an arm over the back of her chair. ‘Well, that’s true on at least two counts here.’

      ‘And they are?’

      ‘You’re a good judge of character.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘You’re trying to flatter me for some reason.’

      There it was again — the tiniest flinch, then recovery.

      ‘And why,’ he said, folding his arms on the table and leaning closer, ‘would you think I want to flatter you?’

      She sighed and let her gaze drift around the café, as if this were all incidental, while she gathered her thoughts. Then she snapped back to him, catching his gaze head-on.

      ‘Because you want something from me. What that is, I’m not yet sure.’

      She almost added, I know you want me in your bed. But while she was honest, she’d also learned the value of keeping certain truths to herself. Yes, she was pretty sure he wanted her. The signs were too obvious. But there was something else going on here. Her gut, usually reliable, was clamouring to be heard.

      It wasn’t as if she’d bumped into him at a party, or a bar, or the theatre. He was sitting in the wrong place — the gloomy hotel — at the wrong time, watching her. That wasn’t coincidence. Until she’d figured out what was going on, she’d keep some cards close to her chest.

      The fact he didn’t answer immediately but turned his attention to the waitress as she brought his cutlery only confirmed her suspicions. This was not a man who gave his attention freely. Unless it suited him.

      ‘Perhaps,’ he said, after one last smile for the waitress, ‘you’d let me have your phone number?’

      ‘And why would I do that?’

      ‘If you have dinner with me, maybe you’ll find out what it is I’m interested in.’

      She shrugged, as if it were nothing. She wasn’t in the habit of handing out her number. But this man tempted her, like no one had in a long time. ‘In that case, you may have my number.’

      ‘Is there any situation in which you wouldn’t have given it to me?’

      ‘Plenty. Like if you’d wanted to sell me something. Or use my influence for something⁠—’

      ‘You have influence?’ he asked, mock-innocent. ‘Good to know.’

      She held out her hand. He swiped through a couple of screens and passed her his phone. Top of the line. Pristine. Not a smear in sight. She wasn’t surprised.

      She entered her work number and handed it back. ‘There you go, Oliver. You can now contact me if you need me to use my extensive influence to get you something you want.’

      He smiled, the kind of innocent smile which was meant to deny he wanted anything. It didn’t look right on him. ‘Like what?’

      ‘No idea. What do people normally want? Money?’

      He blinked once. She’d unsettled him; she was sure of it, even though he recovered with a dazzling smile just as his breakfast arrived. The eggs Benedict gleamed with hollandaise, butter and herbs perfuming the air between them.

      ‘Money?’

      She shrugged. ‘You look like someone to whom money matters.’

      ‘Doesn’t money matter to everyone?’ He sounded genuinely puzzled. It made her smile.

      ‘To some more than others.’ She stood. ‘I’ll leave you to it. Bon appétit.’

      ‘Merci.’

      She exhaled shakily as she walked back to the kitchen. Even her legs felt wobbly. Man, she had it bad.

      ‘Enjoy your coffee?’ Jen asked, amused.

      ‘Yes,’ said Lucy vaguely.

      ‘Looks like it,’ said Jen, tipping Lucy’s untouched coffee down the sink. ‘You like him?’

      ‘I’m not sure.’ She looked up at the security camera and watched him eat his breakfast. She liked the way he ate. Slowly, with attention and appreciation. He didn’t wolf it down. That boded well. ‘What I am sure of is that I’d like to wake up beside him.’

      ‘Lucy!’ said Jen.

      ‘What? Don’t look so shocked. I’m pretty sure the evidence of your son suggests you’ve had sex before.’

      ‘Yes, but that was with someone I liked… at the time anyway.’ Jen’s brow knitted up and Lucy saw the pain which was still raw in her eyes. Even though she’d been separated from her ex months before he’d died, the drama surrounding his death was still raw and painful.

      Lucy winced. ‘Sorry.’ She hadn’t intended to bring up Jen’s ex. She still felt absurdly, superstitiously responsible for his death. She’d wished him dead, after what he’d done to Jen. And then — only weeks later… She cut the thought off. She refused to go there.

      Jen waved a hand airily, but it didn’t fool Lucy. ‘No need.’ She gave her a quick hug. ‘It’s not your fault.’ Lucy grimaced. If Jen only knew. ‘I’ll go and lend Marcus a hand in the kitchen.’

      ‘Thanks for all the help you’re giving me,’ Lucy said.

      ‘Writing is a lonely occupation. This is far more social. And it’s entertaining watching you flirt. You never know, you might end up in one of my books.’

      ‘Only if it’s a thriller,’ said Lucy. ‘I can see myself as a gun-toting, kick-ass heroine.’

      ‘I don’t write those kinds of books.’

      ‘That’s probably why I haven’t read your others.’

      Jen rolled her eyes. ‘You and all the rest of my family.’ She turned, as if remembering something. ‘Talking of family — Dan.’

      ‘What about him?’

      ‘He still hasn’t gone back to the US. I wonder if something happened. Something preventing him from going. Has he talked to you?’

      Lucy shook her head. ‘No. I was going to ask you the same thing. I thought he’d stayed after Mum’s birthday because of everything going on with you, and then it was my birthday. But that was weeks ago, and he’s still here. And he looks kind of…’ She wrinkled her nose, searching for the word.

      ‘Lost,’ supplied Jen. ‘He looks lost. You need to talk to him. Find out what’s going on.’

      Lucy snorted. ‘Like he’d talk to me. He never has.’

      ‘You’re closest to him. I used to be, but I’ve been away so long, of course there’s a distance now. I wish there weren’t, but it’s inevitable, I guess.’

      Lucy smiled sympathetically. She knew how much it hurt Jen, and how she punished herself for staying away so long, desperately trying to save a marriage until she simply couldn’t.

      ‘You’ll grow closer,’ Lucy said. ‘Especially if he keeps hanging around MacLeod’s Cove.’

      ‘So you think he will?’

      ‘Don’t know. But he doesn’t seem in a hurry to leave. Has Mum said anything to him?’

      ‘She asked if I would. But…’ Jen winced. ‘It doesn’t feel right coming from me.’

      ‘So you want me to.’

      Jen grinned. ‘Exactly.’

      ‘OK.’ Lucy fired off a quick text. ‘I’ve asked him to drop in for a drink next time he’s here.’

      ‘And that’s another thing. Why does he insist on staying in Wellington?’

      ‘I don’t know. I’ll put it on my list of things to ask him,’ Lucy said dryly.

      Her phone buzzed again. She pulled it from her apron pocket, saw who it was and smiled.

      
        
          
            
              
        Dinner Friday night? La Scala?

      

      

      

      

      

      La Scala. Only the top restaurant in Wellington.

      It was a yes. A definite yes. But she tapped the phone against her thigh ten times before she allowed herself to reply.

      ‘Is that Dan?’ asked Jen.

      Lucy shook her head.

      Jen’s eyes widened. ‘Not that… dude from earlier?’

      ‘Yep.’ Lucy decided she’d waited long enough and typed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Yes. Thank you. Polite enough?

      

      

      

      

      

      His reply came quickly.

      
        
          
            
              
        It’s fierce I like, remember. Say 8pm?

      

      

      

      

      

      She didn’t bother texting back words. Instead she hovered between a heart and a snorting bull emoji.

      She chose the bull.
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      ‘Dan!’ Lucy opened her apartment door wide.

      ‘You sound surprised!’ Dan said, stepping past her into the apartment. ‘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 peering into the fridge.

      ‘It’s after six on a Friday night. 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 a half-finished bottle of wine and reaching for a glass.

      ‘Clearly. And neither do I. So… how are you?’

      He glanced around, and Lucy watched him closely. Jen was right. Maybe because of everything that had happened to Jen, Lucy was more sensitive to changes now. She’d seen Dan so often over the years she hadn’t really noticed the difference creeping in. But now… he did look lost.

      ‘Yeah, great, thanks, Luce.’ He gave her a quick hug that felt oddly lacklustre.

      ‘What’ve you been up to?’

      He shot her a sideways look, his gaze too perceptive. ‘Nothing much. So, this is why you want to see me?’

      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. She didn’t like seeing herself that way.

      ‘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.’

      ‘I don’t believe you.’

      She watched as he poured himself some wine and angled the bottle towards her glass.

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

      He inspected her. ‘You’re going out.’

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

      He sighed. ‘Sure.’

      She gave him a big hug; he sat down on the sofa as soon as she’d released him. ‘Well done for submitting to it,’ she said wryly, more than a little puzzled by his lack of easy affection.

      ‘Hm.’ He grimaced. ‘Sorry. I’m out of practice.’

      ‘That’s no good.’ She took some cold chicken and salad from the fridge and plated it up, adding fresh bread she’d brought home from the café. ‘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, checking her bag for keys, phone, lipstick — all the essentials.

      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 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.’ She went to the mirror for one last check.

      Dan walked up behind her, munching on salad. ‘You’re looking more than good. Hope he’s worth the trouble.’

      ‘Time will tell,’ she said with a smile, warmed by the compliment. In her heels, she didn’t even need to stretch to kiss his cheek. ‘I’m off. I want to call in on Mum before I go. Stay and finish your dinner.’

      ‘Cool.’ He looked around. ‘I think I will.’ He stepped out onto the small balcony that overlooked the village street, and Lucy joined him.

      From up here, you could see the sea at the end of the street one way and the sharply rising escarpment at the other. Lucy loved it. Her work was two doors down, and her family were around the corner; everything she knew lay in between. She felt safe here.

      ‘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.’

      Lucy raked her fingers through her hair. She knew Dan didn’t talk like this to anyone else, especially their mother. She suspected she was the only one he let see behind the armour — probably because she was the least sympathetic and the most likely to be rude to him or laugh at him. Sometimes it was easier to open up to someone who wouldn’t drown you in sympathy. Even so, despite direct questions, he hadn’t really opened up since coming home.

      She checked the clock. A few minutes late wouldn’t hurt.

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

      He didn’t answer. She wasn’t giving up. She didn’t know when she’d get another opening.

      ‘What happened, Dan?’

      He turned his head. ‘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 and your job.’

      He didn’t face her, just kept staring out to sea. ‘I’m not going back.’

      ‘You’re…?’

      ‘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 rocked back on his heels as he looked around the apartment. ‘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? How come? I thought you loved being a lobbyist.’

      ‘I did. But now…’ He came back inside and closed the balcony doors firmly. ‘I don’t. So I left. Is that sufficient for you to pass on to the others?’

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

      He sighed, mouth tightening. She knew she was pushing it. ‘I couldn’t stand the double-dealing — the subterfuge, the secrets… the lies.’

      ‘Ha! And that’s just your personal life!’ Lucy waited for Dan to laugh with her. He didn’t.

      Instead, he turned to her. ‘And that is definitely all you’re getting.’ He took a long swallow of wine. ‘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. The tiny flinch told her she’d hit the mark.

      ‘Are you depressed or something?’

      His stillness answered more truthfully than words would have.

      She reached out and put a hand on his arm. He spun around.

      ‘What happened, Dan?’

      For a moment she thought she’d got through. Then he patted her hand and stood. ‘Nothing for you to worry about.’

      ‘That’s exactly the kind of thing that has me worried.’ She sighed. From his expression, it was going to take something like a pneumatic drill to get through the wall he’d built. ‘So, what are you going to do here?’

      ‘I’m thinking about it.’

      ‘Right.’ This definitely wasn’t like her go-getting big brother. ‘Well, 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.’

      She hadn’t realised she’d been so transparent.

      ‘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?’

      He looked over.

      ‘Just know that if you ever want to talk about… whatever it is, I’m here.’

      For a second, his carefully neutral expression crumpled. The raw hurt in his eyes made her look away, tears pricking her own eyes. She turned, giving them both space. He recovered first.

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

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

      ‘Perfect. See you soon, Luce.’

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

      And she did. So much so that she knew she wouldn’t leave it. A sad Dan was not someone she could live with and feel at peace.

      Out in the street, about to get into her car, she glanced up at the apartment. She could just see a flash of his blond hair above the greenery on her balcony.

      Good. He was right. It was peaceful up there, away from the world.

      She hoped it would give him at least a little of the respite he was so obviously searching for.

      

      There was nothing better than early summer at MacLeod’s Cottage, Lucy thought as she slammed the car door and looked around.

      It had always calmed her, made her stop like nowhere else. But in the last few years, as her mother had let the place slide, the comfort the cottage had given her had been tinged with sadness. Not anymore. The ownership might still be a mystery, but Jen and Liam’s return seemed to have given her mother, Kate, a new lease of life.

      Visitors no longer had to fight their way along the path, pushing back overgrown jasmine and thorny rose shoots. Jen’s new-old love, Sam, had seen to that. Kate had always kept the back garden in good order with vegetables and flowers, but she’d drawn a strange line at the front, as if she wanted the cottage to hide from the world.

      As Lucy approached the front door, she laughed to see a small face pressed against one of the coloured panes of glass, followed by a shout and a disappearance. She opened the door — now, thankfully, not always kept locked — in time to hear Liam call out, ‘Mum, there’s a white lady at the door!’

      Jen popped her head around the family-room door and grinned. ‘That’s no lady; that’s my sister!’

      Lucy laughed. It was so good to have her big sister back — safe and here to stay. They’d grow old together.

      ‘You can go off people, you know,’ she said, pulling Jen into a hug.

      ‘You can’t go off me,’ said Jen. ‘I’m your emergency dishwasher.’

      ‘True,’ Lucy said, following her into the kitchen. ‘Plus, I’d miss those wonderful impersonations you do. Your Texan accent was to die for.’

      She realised her mistake at once, catching the twinkle in Jen’s eye as she drew breath. Lucy slapped a hand over her sister’s mouth. ‘Don’t you dare. I’m about to go out, and I don’t want my good humour destroyed.’

      ‘Is that you, Lucy?’ her mother called from the kitchen.

      Lucy released Jen, kissed her cheek and walked into the kitchen-family room, where their friend Megan sat on a stool at the bench, cradling a mug of tea.

      ‘It sure is,’ said Lucy, sweeping into the room. ‘Hey, you two.’ She looked from one to the other as Jen followed Liam out into the garden, where hammering sounded. Sam, no doubt.

      Megan whistled as she looked Lucy up and down. Lucy obliged with a twirl. She had to admit she quite fancied herself in the white pantsuit and camisole. Smart but sexy. She wanted to strike the right note.

      ‘Where are you off to?’ asked Kate, miming a cup of tea. Lucy shook her head in mock horror.

      ‘I have been invited to dine at La Scala.’

      ‘Very fancy,’ said Kate. ‘By whom?’

      ‘By a very fancy man, as it happens.’

      ‘Anyone we know?’ asked Megan, exchanging a concerned look with Kate.

      Lucy’s smile faltered. She hated that, unlike her, the people who loved her never quite forgot the fool she’d made of herself with a man who’d lied his way into her heart and her bed and then wrecked her life for a while. An experience never to be repeated.

      ‘Do you know anyone fancy?’

      Kate smiled. ‘Yes, you’re right. Got us there.’ Then her smile faded into the kind of gaze Lucy could practically feel — a gentle palm cupping her face.

      Lucy gave her mother a quick, reassuring kiss on the cheek. ‘You don’t know him. I only met him the other day. Never seen him before, haven’t seen him since.’

      ‘So is it wise to go on a date with him?’ Kate asked. ‘You know…’

      Lucy turned away as Kate trailed off. She’d heard it all before and had no intention of revisiting her mistakes. She picked up her bag and turned back with a smile pinned firmly in place. She hadn’t come to be worried over — only admired.

      ‘After what happened…’ Megan added softly, her brows drawn.

      Lucy’s smile dropped, and she let out an irritated sigh, stalking towards the door.

      ‘With, you know…’

      Lucy turned back, hands on hips. ‘Laurent. You can say his name. Although I usually call him other things.’ Her lips twisted. ‘That was eight years ago. I’m a grown-up now, not a stupid, naïve teenager whose heart can be broken.’

      ‘Darling,’ said her mother quietly, ‘I just don’t want you to be hurt again.’

      ‘And I won’t be, Mum,’ said Lucy. She tapped her chest. ‘I’ve made sure my heart is booby-trapped. I don’t think anyone will ever be able to bring it to life again.’

      Kate and Megan both looked devastated, despite Lucy’s attempt at levity.

      ‘You mustn’t think like that,’ said Kate.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because you’re wrong, darling. You have the biggest heart.’

      Megan nodded in agreement. ‘And it will always be vulnerable. So just go carefully, yes?’

      ‘I will. And I can assure you I will not get sucked in by the man I’m seeing tonight.’

      ‘How can you be so sure?’ Kate persisted.

      Lucy dipped a finger into the bowl of dip, unable to resist, and tasted it. ‘Mm, not bad for a bought one.’

      ‘Lucy! How can you be so sure you won’t be hurt?’

      They weren’t going to be diverted. She sighed and sat on a stool. ‘Because,’ she said, spreading dip onto a cracker, ‘there’s no way my heart will become engaged.’

      Kate frowned, then her expression cleared. ‘He’s not vulnerable?’ She turned to Megan. ‘Lucy is a sucker for a sob story,’ she explained. ‘Anyone who’s vulnerable, an underdog, and she cracks.’

      Lucy nodded, mouth full. She added a slice of cheese. It was good. She knew it would be; she’d bought it. ‘Far from it. Oliver is not an underdog, and I doubt he even knows what the word “vulnerable” means. He’s confident, arrogant, gorgeous, looks like he’s made of money, and he just wants to have fun.’
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