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

      

        

      
        Filled with romance, resilience, and the power of love to heal, these novels weave together family, friendship, and second chances. If you enjoy women’s fiction with clean romance, unforgettable characters, and a rich sense of place, the Mackenzies series is the perfect escape.
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        Controlled astronomer Rebecca has her life mapped out, including her future husband's qualities. Drifting cowboy Morgan breaks every rule on her list. As buried secrets surface, they must choose between safe, planned lives or the unexpected love that could heal their wounded hearts. Set in stunning New Zealand.
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        Susie built her independence after James Mackenzie broke her heart. Now he's back, buying her workplace and seeking forgiveness. When forced to work together, old flames reignite. Can some mistakes be forgiven? A moving story about redemption and whether love deserves a second chance.
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        Single mother Lizzi fights to save her lakeside café when her abusive ex threatens everything. Grieving winemaker Pete offers help, but trusting again terrifies her. With her daughter's security at stake, Lizzi must choose: guard her heart or believe that not all love ends in heartbreak. Set in New Zealand.
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      Lucia scanned the museum’s function room—from the elaborate contemporary Maori carvings to the impressive stained-glass wall in all shades and hues of the sky—but she couldn’t find who she was looking for. Then she looked at the stage where a TV crew was preparing for the cookery demonstration, and she saw him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Just not the man for you.”

      “Apparently not.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “It’s not that cold, is it?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “And that stray thought didn’t help.”

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

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

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

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

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

      “I have come here in winter.”

      “You have?”

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

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

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

      “Perfect antidote.”

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

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

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

      “Oh.”

      She noted the disappointed tone. “You?”

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

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

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

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

      “Wild pig or deer.”

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

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

      “Do women hunt?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I don’t know your name.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I’ll meet you by the exit.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “No. Nor your modesty either.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “But we haven’t ordered.”

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

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

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

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

      “See! What did I tell you?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      She nodded. “Small one, please.”

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

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

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

      “Lucia!”

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

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

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

      “You know why, Dallas.”

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

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

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

      “Of course.” She smiled.

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

      “But—”

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

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

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

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

      “What?” He looked genuinely puzzled.

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

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

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

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

      Lucia’s heart fell.

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

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

      “What’s the point?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Dallas frowned and looked from one to the other.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Lucia!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You don’t live here permanently?”

      “No. Used to, but not anymore.”

      “Really? Why not?”

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

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

      “Have you had the property long?”

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

      Lucia stopped walking. “A Goldie?”

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

      “Sounds intriguing.”

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

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

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

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

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

      “Here’s your coffee.”

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

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

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

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

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

      “And that suited you?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Absolutely!”

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

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

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

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

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

      “Be my guest.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I think it is.”

      He frowned. “You think?”

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

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

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

      “Although what?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “So I wouldn’t know the difference?”

      “I doubt it.”

      “Would you?” he asked softly.

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

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

      “Never.” She grinned.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “It’s too valuable.”

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

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

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

      “But it wouldn’t be right!”

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

      Lucia nearly choked. “Just a…”

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

      “No, not yet. Too busy.”

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

      “No.”

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

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

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

      “So… you said you loved rugby.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

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

      “This is it?”

      “You sound disappointed.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “We can turn back if you like?”

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

      “No. I’d like to go on.”

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

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

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

      “But why?”

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

      

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

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

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

      “What—”

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

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

      And then it happened.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “As good as art?”

      “Definitely.”

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

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

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

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

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

      Her eyes widened. “No! Really?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      

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

      “Is it as you imagined?” asked Guy.

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

      “Italy? England? I thought you
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