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      Niamh O’Connor tried not to sigh as her friend Amber and Amber’s boyfriend, Tom, made mushy eyes at each other over the pot of risotto they were taking turns at stirring.

      She really didn’t know why she’d agreed to come to dinner. Amber was a darling, but playing gooseberry to a completely loved-up couple was no fun for anyone. The newly reunited pair looked as though all they wanted to do was drag each other off to bed, and Niamh felt … Jealous. Lonely. Annoyed.

      Mostly jealous. But not in a mean way. It was impossible to think mean thoughts about Amber. The primary-school teacher was too nice.

      Amber caught her gaze, read something there and addressed Tom. ‘We should have invited Olly.’

      Tom glanced at Niamh and back at Amber, a slight furrow between his brows as if chewing the idea over. He shrugged. ‘Next time.’

      ‘Olly’s a sweetheart,’ said Amber. ‘You’ll like him.’

      No, Niamh was pretty sure she wouldn’t like Olly. From what she’d heard, Tom’s housemate was a hippie organic poultry farmer. He probably only bathed once a week, composted his own hair and ate too many lentils.

      No doubt he’d get her name wrong too, calling her ‘Neem’ or ‘Nee-arm’ instead of the correct pronunciation ‘Neve’. Even thinking about it made her teeth buzz.

      ‘He’s on Cupid Country,’ said Amber, clearly warming to this matchmaking idea. ‘You could check him out.’

      ‘I could.’

      Tom laughed at Niamh’s less-than-enthusiastic tone and pointed the spoon at her. ‘But you won’t. Your loss.’

      Niamh doubted that very much.

      Dinner was lovely. Amber and Tom managed to stop making calf’s eyes and indulged in some adult conversation. They sipped good wine, ate tasty food, argued good-naturedly, laughed with gusto. Enjoyed each other the way people in love should.

      Again, Niamh felt the sting of jealousy. Her romantic life had been non-existent for over a year, and it was starting to smart. Most of the time she didn’t mind. Niamh certainly did not need a man to be happy. She had her teaching job at the local high school, her music, her family—though they were four hundred kilometres away—her books, her online chess games, and caring and fun friends. A good life. An interesting life. And she was thrilled that Amber had found Tom. The utter romanticism of their love-at-first-sight relationship was not only gorgeous, it gave Niamh hope that one day she would find a good man, too.

      She didn’t necessarily want forever—although she wouldn’t say no to finding her soulmate—but someone intelligent and kind to share things with? Dinner, conversation … Sex. Oh yes, she could quite do with some sex.

      Her belly full and her heart strangely hollow, Niamh kissed Amber and Tom goodnight and headed home. Tomorrow was Monday and she had a big week ahead teaching recalcitrant teenagers physics, maths and a couple of fill-in classes on economics. A decent night’s sleep was essential, but restlessness had her wandering her townhouse, looking for a distraction.

      She sat at her electric piano and tinkled for a while, then stood in front of one of her many bookcases with her hands on her hips scanning the titles. Mostly non-fiction—arranged alphabetically, by author—and her small collection of high-fantasy novels on the bottom shelf. She shook her head and tried the kitchen. Except there was nothing that needed tidying. It was as pristine as it always was. Amber had once joked that Niamh must never cook. No one who did could have a kitchen that sparkling.

      She wiped the bench anyway, using a paper towel to polish the stone surface until not a wipe mark or fingerprint remained. Still unsatisfied, Niamh stomped to the lounge where her phone lay on its wireless charger.

      Hands on hips, she stared at it.

      ‘No,’ she said.

      She stared some more. Walked away, turned on the television, turned it off. Walked back to the phone.

      One look. How could that hurt?

      She snatched up the phone and stabbed her finger at the Cupid Country icon, as though it was the root of her restlessness, and began to search.

      It didn’t take long to find Olly. Cupid Country was an app designed by a local computer entrepreneur specifically for rural people on the hunt for companionship and romance. It had been popular and successful, yet Niamh hadn’t touched it in months. Not after the idiot who considered sending a photo of his mushroom-shaped penis as courtship. How Amber had found Tom among the dross was a miracle. But she had found him.

      Maybe there was a chance for Niamh too?

      She regarded Olly’s profile pic and grimaced. Just as she’d expected. Shoulder-length light brown hair in need of a comb, a jaw that hadn’t seen a razor for days, checked flannelette shirt with what appeared to be a knitted Afghan vest over the top, complete with hideous toggle buttons. Worse, he was holding a snowy white duck to his chest. A duck with vivid red warty things over its beak and around its eyes.

      Seriously? So-called sweetheart Olly had thought it clever to pose with a diseased duck on a dating app? Was he insane?

      Niamh threw the phone on the couch and slumped down next to it, her hands over her eyes. She dragged them down her face and steepled them under her chin and contemplated the blank screen of the television. What was she doing? It was after ten. She should be asleep, not playing romantic roulette.

      As if magnetised, her gaze slid sideways. Olly was still on the screen, still holding his duck. Niamh felt her hand want to creep towards the phone. She ordered it to stay put, but Olly kept beaming out, daring her.

      She sighed and picked up the phone and zoomed in on his face. She conceded it was a nice face. Brown eyes the colour of aged brandy, lips not too full or too thin, straight nose, smooth skin, and teeth nearly as white as his duck. A shaft of light crossed his features, as though he’d found a sunbeam and stood in its path, bringing out a sexy sparkle in his gaze.

      He looked healthy. Happy. Maybe a little too fond of his duck.

      She zoomed in further, this time checking the background. Though blurred, it was clearly some sort of shed. Full of more diseased ducks.

      Surely …

      She opened her browser. Twenty-five minutes later Niamh emerged from her Google rabbit hole knowing far more than was necessary about white Muscovy ducks. What she had learned, to her relief, was that Olly’s weren’t diseased. The red caruncles around their faces were normal. Ugly, but normal.

      She studied his face again. No matter how good-looking, there was no question they were incompatible. Niamh liked order, numbers, systems. Cleanliness. Olly farmed ducks. Ducks pooed everywhere. He probably smelt like them.

      Except …

      Olly’s eyes glimmered through the screen.

      She checked the rest of his profile. Most of the fields had been left empty. Niamh couldn’t blame him. She’d done the same when she’d set up her own profile, unwilling to reveal too much and leave herself open to scammers and catfishers. Olly was the same age as her—twenty-seven—and lived Levenham and districts, which she already knew. His Likes ducks, loves geese comment actually had her chuckling. At least he was honest.

      He also liked music, but didn’t specify what sort. Cheese toasties. Sunny days.

      Under personal qualities he’d written Chill. That was it. Just Chill.

      A shudder ran through her. She knew very well what chill meant, as a verb and a noun. Her students had told her often enough to chill and it set her teeth on edge.

      Niamh did not do chill. Chill people were always late and considered it funny when you got mad. Or, more irritatingly, simply grinned and told you to relax. Chill people left dishes in the sink. Overnight. Didn’t make beds. Did what they wanted, without a care for how it might make them appear.

      Niamh breathed in deeply. Then breathed in again. This would never work.

      But Olly kept smiling that sparkly smile, and she was really warming to that duck. The quiet room reminded her how alone she was and how she might remain that way if she didn’t sort herself out.

      Besides, Amber and Tom had vouched for him. They wouldn’t let her down.

      Squaring her shoulders, Niamh started tapping.
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      Olly Braithwaite was sprawled on his couch, ankles over one armrest, head on a cushion on the other, an open stubbie of beer on the floor near his dangling arm. On the television, Harry Potter, Hermione Granger and Ron Weasley were doing their utmost to save the hippogriff, Buckbeak, from destruction.

      His phone was in his free hand, its screen lit with an article from Australasian Poultry Magazine about a couple who bred Light Sussex chickens and had created their own specialist, non-medicated, high-protein feed. It was designed for layers, not so much for meat producers like himself, but Olly thought it interesting all the same. Always something to learn in the poultry game.

      He glanced up at the television to find Harry being attacked by Dementors. Olly always liked this bit, with Harry certain his father was going to save him, only to be forced to save himself. He snuggled down to watch and was just getting to the tense bit when his phoned pinged.

      A little heart icon appeared at the top of his home screen.

      ‘Bugger me,’ he said.

      Something from Cupid Country. That was a first. He’d been on the app for five months and scored exactly four messages, three of them from bots. The other was from a normal-sounding woman who, when they met at the Australian Arms Hotel, managed to prove she was anything but before she’d even finished her first drink.

      Tom blamed the duck Olly was holding in his profile pic for Olly’s lack of responses. That and the “likes ducks, loves geese” comment, but Olly figured he may as well be up-front about his passion. If any human bird he attracted didn’t like his bird birds, then what was the point?

      He opened the app. A message from someone called Niamh. Her profile picture showed a serious-faced, dark-haired girl with a severe bob and fringe. Not unattractive, but a bit scary with that blunt, perfectly aligned, sci-fi character hair. Who kept a fringe that straight?

      Full disclosure: the message began, Your housemate Tom and my friend Amber suggested I contact you. So, I have done so.

      Olly rolled until he sat upright with his bare feet on the floor. Tom and Amber, huh?

      He picked up his beer and slugged a mouthful, eyes not leaving Niamh’s photo. Though they shared a farmhouse on the property Olly owned with his mum, he and Tom had barely seen each other lately. Since Tom had found Amber, he’d been spending every spare minute in town with her. Not that Olly could blame him. Amber was a great girl and good fun, and she liked Olly’s birds. She especially liked his small flock of Toulouse geese and that, in Olly’s world, made her an excellent person.

      And this Niamh was Amber’s friend? That had possibilities. Maybe.

      He expanded her image and wasn’t reassured. The woman in front of him was too serious, too pristine, too strict looking. She may as well have high maintenance stamped across her picture in block letters. Not Olly’s type at all. He switched to her profile, his mood sinking further as he read. Under “likes” she’d written numbers, piano, chess, squash. Punctuality. Hygiene.

      A nerd then. And an anal one at that.

      Not that Olly had anything against nerds. Smart people were his favourite kind, especially those with a curious bent, who were interested in discovering new things about the world. He didn’t have time for hyper-focused types who didn’t know how to relax and live life in the moment. Who liked things perfect. Nothing in life was perfect. Olly knew that better than anyone.

      The thought had him glancing at the mantel and the photo of his dad he kept there. A brown-haired man in his forties, with deep crinkles around his eyes, grinned back. Olly’s return smile was automatic. His dad always did that to him, as though even through a photo Mark Braithwaite could neutralise Olly’s hurt with his easygoing goodness.

      Olly returned to Niamh’s message. Full disclosure: Your housemate Tom and my friend Amber suggested I contact you. So, I have done so. That was it.

      He scratched the underside of his jaw, wondering how to respond. Wondering if he should even bother. What was the point when she of the android haircut and thing for numbers and punctuality was as far from his type as you could get? He slugged down some more beer and instead shot Tom a text.

      What gives with this Niamh bird, and her name?

      He set the phone down and watched the final scenes of Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban as he waited. Five minutes later, Tom still hadn’t returned his message. Probably in bed with Amber, lucky bastard.

      He couldn’t leave Niamh hanging, though. That would be rude and for all Olly knew, Tom and Amber could have talked him up. The poor girl was probably at the other end all anxious, waiting for a response.

      Olly considered for a moment, and began to type, only to be interrupted by a return message from Tom.

      She’s hot. Also mega smart. Her name’s Irish. Said Neve, as in Steve.

      Hot? Olly examined Niamh’s photo again. Maybe she was, if you were into BDSM robots. Then again … Her eyes were a pretty shade of blue, her mouth sweet, and Olly did like to keep an open mind.

      Another message pinged in.

      She’s more than she looks.

      What? he messaged back. More than a robot princess?

      She’s not a princess. Anyway, a princess might be just what a scruffhead like you needs.

      Olly raked his fingers through said scruffhead. He raised premium quality, organic waterfowl on a farm. Most days he was knee-deep in shit, his funny, loyal geese dogging his movements. His fat ducks waddling and grubbing in their paddock. And if he wasn’t
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