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      “The truth is: Belonging starts with self-acceptance. Your level of belonging, in fact, can never be greater than your level of self-acceptance, because believing that you're enough is what gives you the courage to be authentic, vulnerable and imperfect.”

      
        
        - Brene Brown
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      “Well, we’re delighted to have you on board, Miss Mearns.” Alistair grasped Brogan’s hand firmly and looked her straight in the eye. “Being able to have spent the afternoon with you and welcome you in person is one perk of being the chairperson. The board of governors will see why I am right in appointing you. Of that, I have no doubt. I look forward to some exciting times ahead.” 

      The hint of mischief in his eyes was clear, and Brogan was sure she saw the slightest smile. “I’ll leave you in Birdie’s very capable hands, but please don’t be a stranger. My door is always open.” And with that, they exchanged nods and thanks before he swept out of the room.

      As Brogan slumped down into the wing-backed chair, she eyed the vice-chair with amusement. “So Birdie, just how controversial was my appointment to school head?”

      “Well, darling, you know how it is. These old school establishments like their male figureheads. Your appointment makes you the 15th head, and you are the first woman and under forty. Within these walls, time doesn’t so much march, as drag itself along like a wounded soldier on the battlefield. Alistair, bless him, wants to shake it up, and he’s started by appointing you.”  Birdie drained the last of her gin from her glass. “I mean some things have barely changed since your mother and I were here.” She paused for just a moment, pressing her lips together as she considered Brogan “You know your mother would have been so proud of you. Do you remember when you announced you were going to Durham?”

      “God, yes.” Brogan imitated her mother’s voice. “You are turning down Cambridge for Durham? Are you mad?”

      The air filled with light laughter. Brogan enjoyed talking about her mother. It was something she didn’t often do, but sitting here with Birdie, who had known her so well, reminiscing brought her comfort. She looked out through the lead-paned windows onto the long tree-lined drive and tried to imagine her mother and Birdie as young girls running through the grounds in their gingham dresses and navy felt hats.  Her mother would have been the one leading the charge, seeking ‌adventures. She let out a sigh, her smile fading. 

      “I miss her.”

      “I know, darling. It’s hard. I miss her too. I miss her energy, never knowing where she would call from next. Cairo, Shanghai, Budapest.” 

      Brogan dropped her gaze, recalling that dreadful phone call she’d had to make. Birdie had been the first person she’d contacted the morning her world was blown apart. She’d tried to get the words out between the sobs and the wails. Jakarta. Mum. Marriott. Bomb. The memory was sketchy, foggy but with sharp edges playing like an old spliced reel in her mind. A lump rose in her throat, and her nose tingled as her eyes dampened. In one large breath, she swallowed down all the emotion, letting it settle for a moment.

      “I listen to the latest human rights issue and I wonder if she’d have been working on that project. I had a card from Adam at her old chambers a few months back, telling me that even now, much of the groundwork she had done on blasphemy and gender issues were still being used. She just never stopped. ‘There’s still too much to do, Brogan!’ She was right. She is right.” 

      “The world isn’t fair, Brogan, and you know that better than most. Your mother was a force to be reckoned with, but for you, all she ever wanted was happiness. For you to do something you love and be with someone you love. Although she knew it wouldn’t be easy. You have always been as headstrong and independent as her. She wanted for you what she could never find herself.”

      Brogan shook her head. “Enough now. We both know I’m not one to settle down. As my mother would say, there is work to be done! She’d think this appointment hilarious. It took me three weeks of silence, and a pretend hunger strike before she gave in and agreed I didn’t need to come here, allowing me to go to St. Mary’s with Gwen instead.” 

      “Ah, the missing bread and jam the fairies took. I remember her telling me. Didn’t you fall out with Gwen halfway through that first term?”

      Brogan threw her head back in laughter. “Yes, yes, I did. She went off with all the girls from the hockey team, leaving me new and friendless. Now that just proves my point; you should never let your heart rule your head!” As Brogan pushed herself up from the chair, she pointed to Birdie’s glass. “Another?”

      “Oh goodness no, I’ve left Cecille out in the garden with a recent timber delivery. She’s building a chicken coop. The last time she set about a building project, which was the rather elaborate summer house, we ended up in A&E for the evening. I wouldn’t have minded too much, but I missed the Great British Bake Off. So best get off. Get yourself settled in and then pop round for supper and drinks.”

      The embrace was warm. Brogan smiled at Birdie as she left and found herself staring at the now-closed heavy oak door. She took in the smell of the wood and leather that filled the room. We have accomplished enough for one day, she thought. Tomorrow she would be here early, fresh and ready to meet the full teaching faculty.  
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      Walking along the quiet village street, all Brogan could hear was the gentle lapping of the water on the stones in the nearby stream. The sun was still warm on her skin, and it was contentment that filled her, as she took in the deep scent of the vibrant purple lavender blooms.  This was a far cry from the hustle and grime of London. 

      Within minutes she had reached her rented cottage on the edge of the village. It was close enough to walk to the school but secluded enough to offer her the privacy she craved.  Dropping her keys on the small hall table, Brogan quickly stripped off her suit, swapping it for sweatpants and a loose tank. The cold of the flagstone tiles awakened her tired feet as she padded through to her favourite space: the large kitchen diner that backed onto the garden. She pushed the wide bi-folding doors open and the rush of summer filled the room. Grabbing a glass from the counter, Brogan opened the fridge taking out a bottle of Sancerre. 

      “Now to find the bloody corkscrew.” She shook her head, amused at herself and the fact she’d been so adamant that she’d know what each box contained when it came to unpacking at the other end. The first box contained books, as did many of the boxes filling the far end of the dining area. The second books again and in the third Brogan pulled out some old photo frames.  The antique gold frame had a photo of her sixth birthday, her lips almost pouting as she exhaled to blow out all the candles with her mother at her side, smiling. 

      A pile of photos sat underneath. Images of smiling faces, girls' nights out, days at the races at Ascot and Cheltenham, and of Miranda. God, she missed Miranda. Her smile could light up a room and no matter how shitty a day Brogan was having, Miranda could “turn her frown upside down” as she would say with delight.  

      As Brogan stared, smiling at the picture, her finger traced the outline of Miranda’s face. Her beautiful skin, the gentle sprinkle of freckles across her nose, the silkiness of her auburn waves as it ran through Brogan’s fingers. Desire shot through her body as she thought about the many times she’d slid her hands through Miranda’s hair, gently reaching up cupping the back of her head, before pulling her closer until she could taste her full soft lips. 

      Brogan laughed gently as she remembered the conversation after their first night together. “I can’t scream ‘Oh god, Miranda, don’t stop’ every time I orgasm,” she’d laughed, quoting her exact words from minutes before. “It feels like I’m bedding someone’s great aunt!”

      “Never let my mother hear you say that!”

      “I’m fairly sure that’s a conversation your mother and I will never have.” 

      Miranda had let out a spontaneous giggle as she’d snuggled her back deeper into the warmth of Brogan’s body. “Well, my family calls me Miranda. My mum loved the name and hates ‌it being shortened. She even tried to correct my niece, who’s only two. Miranda was too much for her, so I’m Auntie Randa and I like that.” She’d pulled Brogan's arm tighter around her as she’d said, “but after last night you can call me anything you like!”

      “Auntie Randa does have a nice ring to it. ‘Harder, Auntie Randa!’”

      “Oh, my god, NO! Stop it! That is beyond weird!” The slap she had given Brogan’s arm and their laughing had filled the room. She remembered Miranda’s smile as she’d pulled back, allowing her to turn to face her. 

      Even now Brogan’s breathing quickened as she remembered lifting her body, playfully slipping her leg between Miranda’s thighs, gently easing on top of her. “Well, I don’t know about Randa, but Randi definitely sounds about right.” 

      Brogan stood quietly, her chest lifting a little more rapidly as she breathed life into the memory. She bit down on her lip, swallowing slowly. Her hand slid under her vest, feeling the warmth of her skin. She could see her mouth drawing closer to Miranda and she ran her tongue over her lips, feeling the soft wetness. Pushing her hand down lower under the band of her sweats, the lace of her underwear felt damp, her body impulsively wanting more. Her fingers stroking the material, pressing just a little harder with each pass…

      “Hello!” The voice came simultaneously with the creak of the old metal letterbox being forced open. “Hello. It’s just me.”

      “Fuck!” Brogan got such a fright she wasn’t sure if she’d sworn out loud or just in her head. Her hand shot out of her pants and she pulled her vest down; she felt a blush rise from her neck up to her cheeks.  There was a shuffling noise and two voices.  Standing in the direct line of the long hall, she looked to the door. There were shadows, bobbing. Theatrical whispers were coming from the other side of the door. Had they seen her? They must have seen her shadow, at least.  

      With every fibre in her cringing, Brogan started down the hall, trying desperately to calm her breathing. The whispers grew louder. 

      “For god’s sake, she won’t know who ‘me’ is.  She’ll be busy. We’ll pop back tonight.’

      “We won’t have time. You still haven’t packed. I can see her; we’ll only be a minute.”

      Brogan turned the key and opened the heavy front door to see Jack Brown, her landlord, try to usher a heavyset woman in her sixties away from the doorstep. 

      “Oh, hello! We’re sorry to bother you, Brogan.” And before Jack could utter another word, the woman introduced herself.

      “Brogan, I’m Claire, Jack’s wife. It’s lovely to meet you.”

      Brogan nodded and returned the greeting. “Would you like to come in?”

      “Oh no, we’ve got packing to do, so it’s just a quick call, in fact, that’s why we are here. Jack’s taking me away for our 30th wedding anniversary. We fly down to Southampton tomorrow and then it’s across to Bermuda and then Florida, well, we’re going around the world and⁠—”

      “Claire, she doesn’t need to know all that. We’re very excited as you can tell. Especially Claire. We just wanted to let you know when we are away, our daughter Olivia will look after things, so if you need anything to do with the cottage, then just call her.” Jack held out a piece of card with the name Olivia and a mobile number scrawled on it in blue ink.  

      Claire looked quizzically at Brogan, dipping her head slightly to one side as she studied her. “Are you feeling alright? You look a little flushed?”

      “Oh, em, yes, I’m fine, sorry. I was just…” Brogan could feel her cheeks redden even further. “I was just exercising,” she said with a small, almost apologetic smile.

      “Oh, we shouldn’t stop you then. We’ll let you get straight back to it. We are always telling Olivia she should exercise more, aren’t we, Jack?”

      “Yes, dear, you are. Well, Brogan, we’ll leave you in peace.  If you need anything at all, then you phone Olivia and she’ll look after you. Bye now.” And with that, he ushered his wife around, steering her down the path to a chorus of “bye” from Claire and Brogan.

      Brogan returned inside the hall, leaning against the closed door. Shaking her head, a light chuckle escaped. She had never been so thankful for old wooden doors and small letterboxes. Amused, frustrated and with the moment gone completely, she knew there was only one thing to do. Run.
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      The muscles in Brogan’s legs were burning with the satisfaction of a hard run. The last section of the track dipped gently as it approached the main path to Castle Campbell. Her feet lightly danced on the loosened stones of the dry path. 

      “Woof, woof, woof!” 

      Out of the corner of Brogan’s eye, a wide-eyed brown and white spaniel was bounding gleefully towards her.  With furry ears flapping in the gentle evening breeze and a lolling tongue, Brogan swore the dog was smiling as it approached. 

      “Hello, what's your name?” She bent down, holding out her hand, allowing it to be sniffed. The wet nose felt cold. The dog pushed his head under her hand, requesting Brogan to rub.

      “Oh, you are a happy boy, aren’t you?” she inquired, immediately answering her own question with, “oh, you are.”

      Brogan crouched down on her haunches, bringing herself closer to those happy eyes.  It was all the invite needed for the spaniel to eagerly push forward, licking Brogan’s face.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t do that! No, I wouldn’t. I’m covered in sweat!”  Stroking the soft fur on his back, Brogan turned her head looking for an owner. 

      “Have you been in the water? Look how wet you are.” The spaniel wagged his tail enthusiastically, dipping his head under her hand once again, awaiting more attention. Brogan stood up, stretching her legs. Another ten minutes down the steep single track and she would be home.  Looking around, but not seeing anyone, Brogan ruffled the floppy ears.

      “You wait here and your lucky owner will catch up with you. Yes, they will.”

      Tucking a strand of red hair that had fallen out from her ponytail behind her ear, she inhaled deeply and started down the track. A small bridge made of old railway ties crossed the stream and as Brogan pushed on, the lofty meadowsweet with its creamy white petals glanced against her tanned legs. They still held the golden colour achieved by hours of snorkelling and lying reading in the sun in Zanzibar. 

      An excited “woof!” accompanied by the gentle thumping of chasing paws, and Brogan knew she had a new running mate.  She slowed and turned, only to be almost toppled over as the spaniel jumped up in greeting. Steadying herself, Brogan looked around but saw no one.

      “Where is your owner? Surely you haven’t come all the way up here on your own?” Bending down, she stroked the dog's head, then turned his collar so she could read the engraving on the tag. The name “MAX” in clear bold letters was on the first line with the much smaller numbers of a mobile underneath.

      “Well, it is lovely to meet you, Max. Aren’t you a friendly boy.” Max’s tail went into overdrive, lapping up the attention he was being given. Brogan ripped the velcro strap which was holding the neoprene phone case in place on her upper arm. Droplets of sweat were visible on its black surface and wiping it on her running shorts, she slipped out her phone. 

      “I think we better call somebody. They are bound to be missing you. You sit nicely.” And right on cue, Max sat. Holding his tag in place with one hand, Brogan used the other and started tapping the numbers into her phone. After several rings, a slightly frantic woman’s voice answered. 

      “Hello!”

      “Hi, I’m sorry to bother you, but I wondered if you might be looking for a dog called Max?”

      “Yes, yes, I am. Have you seen him? Do you have him? Is he with you?”

      “Yes, he is here, and he’s fine. I’m about halfway down the track to Castle Campbell. Are you close by?”

      “Really? How did he get up there? I’m so sorry. Sorry. Would you mind holding him if I drive up just now? I’m at the far side of the village. I won’t be long.”

      Brogan looked down at the happy, damp Max and smiled. “What if we meet you at the car park at the bottom by the river? He joined me on my run, so we can finish it together and  meet you there, if that works for you?”

      There was clattering and banging in the call's background and Brogan raised her eyebrows at her new friend Max.

      “Yes, I’ll be there in a few minutes. I’m jumping in the car now.  I’ll see you in the car park. Thank you!” And before Brogan could reply the call disconnected.

      “Well, I think you’ve given your mum a fright. You might be in a bit of trouble.” Brogan tilted her head, nodding as she smiled at Max.  

      “Woof!” And with a bound of energy, he did a slight jump. The last section of the track was made for vehicles and used more often, so it was easier to gather speed. Max kept pace with her. There were small old-fashioned bungalows on the left with pristine gardens and freshly painted fences. As they turned the corner to the car park, the dirt track gave way to tarmac, which offered a little bounce after the day's warm sun.  

      “Max! Where have you been?”

      Brogan followed the voice which seemed to come from the far side of an old style blue Land Rover, the type you’d expect to see on a farm. Max took off across the tarmac towards a striking woman bending over to greet him. She didn’t seem annoyed, rather, just happy to see Max with his tail wagging madly, almost saying “look who I’ve met!”

      Brogan let out an involuntary “mmmm,” her eyebrows raising as she took in the perfectly rounded curves held within a faded t-shirt and slightly ripped jeans. A pair of red Hunter Wellingtons finished ‌the ensemble. Brogan made her way across to the reunited pair. The woman, who appeared to be in her late twenties, raised her head in greeting and through the thick chestnut waves, Brogan got her first glimpse of piercing blue eyes filled with happiness and perhaps a touch of relief.  

      “Thank you so much! I was looking everywhere for him, but I didn’t think he’d run all the way up into the hills. He saw a rabbit earlier when we were walking and I think he’s been obsessed about it since.” 

      Her smile, with the gentle dimples they created on her flawless skin, left Brogan dazed. 

      “I’m Libby,” announced the woman with cheer.

      As Brogan automatically took the hand being offered, she returned the smile in equal measure. The gentle lilt of her Scottish accent made Brogan’s heart skip a slight beat. 

      “Hi, I’m Brogan,” she said, slightly mesmerised. “I’m so glad to get this happy chappy back to his mum.”

      “Oh, I’m not his mum, I’m his well...” Libby paused as she considered her answer. “I suppose I’m his big sister. I’m just looking after him for a while. Thank you so much for bringing him back. I’m ‌grateful.”

      “It wasn’t a bother, and I enjoyed his company. He seemed to enjoy the run.”

      “Oh, he’d have been in his element. Max can run for hours, but it's finding the time to take him.” As Libby straightened, standing about two inches taller than Brogan, she looked straight at her when she asked, “do you run here often?”

      Brogan let out a laugh. Libby’s cheeks ignited.

      “Oh, I’m sorry.” Brogan raised her hand towards her mouth. “I wasn’t laughing at you. It just reminded me of a chat up line. Not that I meant you were chatting me up. Not at all. Oh god, no, I’m sorry, I will stop now before I dig myself any further into a hole. I just thought…”

      “It’s okay.” Libby’s words cut across Brogan’s fumbling. They stood looking at each other with burning cheeks and burst out into laughter. 

      “Shall we start again?” said Libby as she leant forward, touching Brogan’s forearm in reassurance.  

      “Yes, please.” Brogan’s relief was audible.

      “Well, not wanting it to sound like a chat up line but I haven’t seen you around here before. Are you here on holiday?”

      “No, I’ve just moved here. I’ll be working at the school, so I thought I’d grab the opportunity to go exploring and find some running trails. It’s a beautiful village. It’s ‌quiet.”

      “Yes, very quiet, perhaps a bit too quiet‌. It’s a very, eh, well, small community.” 

      Brogan gave her a quizzical look and tilted her head in question.

      “Everyone is lovely, and it is very close knit. I grew up here, went to the school and everyone knows everyone.” There was a nod of understanding. “Where have you moved from?”

      “I’ve moved up from London. The quiet takes a little to get used to, but in an enjoyable way. I love it. So far, at least.” 

      “Just yourself?”

      “Yes, just me. It was time for a change. My mum was Scottish. She grew up around this area, so when the opportunity came up, it seemed ‌serendipitous.  It has an odd coming home feeling to it, although I’ve never lived here. It’s hard to describe. It has a sense of calmness. Almost a settled feeling.” She paused, not ‌sure where this had come from or even why she was sharing. “I’m waffling, forgive me.”

      Libby smiled, and Brogan felt an odd light flutter. Those dimples. 

      “Well Brogan, if you are interested I’d be happy to show you around if you’d like? Take you out and show you all the sights.” Libby’s arms raised wide as if she was holding the world. Then catching Brogan’s eye she went on, “of course that will take all of five minutes, so we could head for a coffee afterwards. I’d like to treat you to say thank you for bringing Max back to me, safe and sound. What do you think?”

      “I think I’d enjoy that. Thank you.”

      “Good, it's sorted then. My friend Kat has the  Café Des Fleurs on the main street. We can head there and it’ll let you meet a few more people too.”

      “Thank you, that really sounds great and I’d appreciate that. It can be harder getting to meet people when you are new to a place and you don’t have children, or a dog.” Brogan let out a light chuckle as she nodded in Max’s direction.

      Libby took a step back, opening the rear door of the defender wide. “In you jump Max, good boy!” Max jumped in, immediately lying down on an old red tartan rug, ready to take a sleep after his adventures.

      “I hadn’t thought about that, but yes you’re right. It must be hard.” Max had closed his eyes, content to settle down as Libby closed the heavy door. “Well, if he goes to sleep that quickly after being with you, you’re welcome to borrow him anytime.”

      They both laughed and then held each other's gaze for just a second. Brogan wasn’t ‌sure what to make of it all. She was intrigued and more than just a little thrown by this beautiful young woman. Catching herself standing smiling like a fool, she stammered, “I’d love a running buddy.”

      Libby just laughed. “Good. Well, we’ve already got each other's numbers, so that is that awkward bit out of the way. So call me.” And with a cheeky wink she opened the driver's door, jumped in and within seconds she was driving out the car park leaving Brogan rooted to the spot, slightly shell-shocked.  

      Was it her imagination or was that wink, not just a wink but a ‘wink’ wink? No, surely not, but the flutter of anticipation in
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distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
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using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
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