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Joy’s reception area gave her a good view across the open-plan office of Panacea Publishing, and that was often useful. On this occasion she was waving frantically toward Anna’s desk as she spoke into the phone, and gave a big ‘O’ for ‘okay’ sign with her thumb and forefinger. 

Anna smiled. The phone call would be from Aaron Havili, the former All Black who was writing his autobiography for the small publishing company. He was Anna’s special project at the moment, and all the women in the office had a ‘thing’ for the tall, speedy winger. It helped that he was the only rugby player from the Northland team to make it into the All Blacks in recent years. Rugby was an obsession everywhere in New Zealand.

“What’s up, Arnie?” she said, as the call came through to her desk. “Not taking you away from important work, am I?” said the winger, in his usual cheery voice. “You are my important work, you idiot!” she said, and he chuckled.

Anna had the ability to talk to the rich and famous as if they were ordinary people, and they loved her for that. She couldn’t remember where she’d picked up the skill but it was a huge asset in her publishing work.

“How much of the book should I devote to my sports life before the Northland team?” Aaron asked, and she went smoothly into professional helper role. “One or two chapters,” she said, “and just stick to facts and figures, plus any coaching you managed to get early on. Amusing anecdotes about a girl in your class who pushed you over in the sand pit, and stole your lollipop, don’t read well.”

“Hey, I thought no one knew about that!” he joked, and Anna smiled. Then she carried on. “I’ve read the chapters on your time in the Northland team,” she said, “before you moved up to the All Blacks. It’s good, but don’t mention girlfriends, even in a supportive role after that time you injured your knee. If you want to mention women by name, they were a friend or a physio.

“About a third of your readers are going to be women who fancy you, and they want you pure and untouched so you can sweep them off their feet and take them away to an amazing new life.”

“As if any of that’s possible!” he laughed, and Anna smiled. She knew Aaron well after working with him for several months, and she had also done her homework. He was a decent guy, still hurting because his home town sweetheart had broken things off when he became a national celebrity. Anna was just about ready to walk into the woman’s Kaitaia home and tell her not to be so stupid. A few more years and all the fuss would be behind him. Why couldn’t she hang on for that long?

“Stick to five hundred words a day,” she said encouragingly, “I know how hard writing can be. The deadline is still three weeks away, and after that we take your draft and clean it up. Then it goes back to you to okay it.”

Aaron acknowledged the deadline date, and said he was keen to get the rest of his memories down onto his laptop. Anna was closing off the call when Bryony came rushing over. The short, curvy redhead was a few years younger than Anna and working her way up to be a full publisher’s assistant.

“It was Aaron, wasn’t it!” she squealed. “What did he say? Did he sound happy? Did he sound sad? Oh that lovely, lovely man, I hope everybody up there in Kaitaia is looking after him!”

“I can call him back if you like, Bryony,” said Anna casually, lifting the phone off its receiver. “I don’t think he’s got a girlfriend at the moment, and I’ve heard he likes redheads.”

“Oh my God, oh my God,” she squealed again, “I couldn’t, I couldn’t, oh my God, I wouldn’t be able to say anything, Oh, please, please, please . . ,” she said, until she ran out of breath.

“Is that a please yes, or a please no?” said Anna, and poked randomly at some numbers on the phone. Bryony gave one last squeal and ran back to her desk, where she buried her head in her work. 

“You shouldn’t tease her,” said Simon, who had come out of his office at the back to see what all the fuss was about. He was trying hard not to laugh. Simon Webber was the grey-headed owner of Panacea Publishing. Apart from Joy at reception the other desks in the room were taken up by Tim Webber, who was Simon’s nephew and in his early forties, and Bryony Rush and Andalucia Molini (Anna) in their thirties, who were his publishing assistants.

Simon’s smile disappeared, and he pointed to his office at the back of the large, open space. Anna followed him in that direction, unsure what he wanted to discuss. A visit to his office usually meant some comment on her work, or a new client for her to take over. Since she was right in the middle of guiding Aaron through his autobiography, on top of her usual work of keeping the Panacea book lists fully stocked around the country, it was probably the first option. Though she couldn’t remember doing anything wrong – or exemplary – recently.

“Sit down,” said her boss, and she sat. Simon leaned back in his chair and made himself comfortable, which suggested the discussion was going to take a while. “You’ve heard of Luke Morrison,” he said, and that was hardly a question. Who hadn’t?

“Grandson of THE Morrisons,” she said, a family that had been in the bestseller lists in New Zealand for books and plays for close on a hundred years. “He won the Ngaio Marsh Awards four months ago for ‘The Last Horse-Drawn Carriage’, a detective story set in the early days of the Otago gold rush. He won the award as Lucas Mertz, apparently a snub to his family ties. That was something I can understand, actually. He wanted to prove he could make it on his own.”

Simon nodded. “He was furious when some journalist found out who he really was,” said Anna’s boss, “but I guess he had made his point by then.”

Anna wasn’t so sure. Luke Morrison had spent eight years on the book, getting help from ghostwriters who were paid to stay silent about what he was up to, and she didn’t find his writing that great once she got past the historical setting. She had thought there were other books on the short list that were more compelling, but she wasn’t an award judge, was she. Then Simon headed off on what seemed to be a complete tangent.

“I’m 58, Anna,” he said, “and I’ve got one last chance to publish a blockbuster before I retire. Do you understand?” Well, no, she had no idea what he was talking about. Panacea Publishing took on the occasional thriller or police drama, but the books rarely did more than break even. Cookbooks, gardening books, coffee table books and sporting biographies paid the bills.

“I’ve given Luke Morrison an advance to write a novel he pitched to me at the Ngaio awards in Christchurch,” said her boss, and Anna gave a small mental shrug. Christchurch in New Zealand was the place where Ngaio Marsh had been born, and was buried, even though the ‘queen of crime’ had set most of her novels in England and lived there for much of her life. Simon would have been present at the Ngaio awards to keep Panacea Publishing in the public eye.

“I had to beat off HarperCollins and Penguin Random House,” he said at last, and she began to understand the situation. He would have paid dearly to take on Luke Morrison’s next book, and the advance would have been a hefty one. “If it’s not an international bestseller,” he said flatly, “we may all be out of a job.”

Anna felt her stomach drop at that dread pronouncement. She had just bought a villa in Kauri Bay, and she needed her assistant publisher position to pay the mortgage.

“That’s why,” said her boss, “I need someone with him day and night to keep him on track. I need somewhere for him to write that has no distractions, and an uplifting environment that will boost his creativity. He can’t take eight years to write this book, and that’s where you come in.”

Surely he didn’t mean . . , but Simon sat back and waited while Anna filled in the pieces of the puzzle for herself. Kauri Bay was an uplifting environment, with minimal distractions, and she was a publisher’s assistant noted for keeping her clients on track so they would meet deadlines. Her boss wanted her to take Luke Morrison into her home and babysit him, while he wrote a book that had to be a bestseller or they were all doomed.

“You can’t be serious,” she said, at last, but he just nodded his head. “Tim will take over stocking your book lists,” he said, “but you’ll stay in touch with Aaron for the next three weeks to help him meet his deadline. That’s what cell phones are for. Apart from that you’ll have no other duties except to keep Luke on track, and of course you’ll continue to receive full pay. Do you think you can do it?”

Anna didn’t answer for a long time. She didn’t think very highly of Luke’s writing, and she doubted he had a bestseller in him. On top of that he was around 30, as best as she could remember, and she and her one and only boyfriend had been 30 when her life fell apart.

One day they were talking about how great it would be when they got married, and the next day he had taken a job overseas. Jamie had left without any sort of explanation, and the wound in her heart was still raw and painful. She knew it was unfair, but she loathed all young men at the moment. Childish, unreliable, sneaky pieces of work. . , she began, and then tried to rein her thoughts in. Getting negative about her past wasn’t going to do her any good.

Still, she felt vastly superior to Luke now she was in her mid-thirties. Well, coming up to 34, and it would be like minding a spoilt child she thought crossly, clenching her hands tightly on the armrests of her chair in irritation.

Did she have a choice? What would Polly and Mary at the cafe say she should do? Mirabelle the real estate agent had a good business head on her shoulders, and so did Joshua at the timber yard. That was when Anna realised she would do anything to stay in her new community. Kauri Bay was where she belonged now, where she was making friends, and where she had a fulfilling life. She wasn’t selling her house and giving up on all those possibilities!

“I’ll do it,” she said, and Simon reached across the desk to shake her hand. His dreams, and hers, would be riding on the back of the next few months.    
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It was close to lunchtime on a sunny day in late January when Luke Morrison was dropped off at Anna’s villa by two of his friends. She had said she would pick him up from the airport at Whangarei, but he wanted to ‘get the feel of the area where he would be writing’. Anna presumed it would help his creativity, like method acting helped actors. They had to feel what their character were feeling in each situation, and maybe Luke had to experience the countryside around his writer’s retreat for the words to flow.

She wasn’t introduced to the older couple in the front seats, and moments later there was a young man in board shorts and a wrinkled shirt standing next to two suitcases on the footpath, while the large sedan disappeared down the street. “I’m Anna,” she said, which was greeted with a nod. He knew who would be meeting him, and they had spoken on the phone.

“Let me help you with those,” she said briskly, but he took one suitcase in each hand and headed for the front door. She raced ahead of him to open it, and then they were in the hallway. “Very nice,” he said, looking at the tall ceiling and wooden veneer that was all around him, and she was struck once again by his voice. It was a voice that called out to be on a stage. She had noticed it first when they spoke on the phone, but it was much more dramatic in person. At least he seemed happy with his new living quarters so far.

“This way,” she said, leading him to his room at the back of the house. It had the best views of the sea and got the morning sun. There had only been time to furnish one of the bedrooms in the villa in the four months she had been in Kauri Bay, and she’d put out an SOS to her new neighbours to furnish another. Mirabelle and Joshua had been able to help, and Joshua even provided a trailer. Somehow they had furnished the second room in a way that looked like the pieces were meant to go together. Most of them came from furniture Joshua had in storage for his four rental houses. 

There was also a sun porch off the bedroom, and she thought that might be a lovely place for Luke to write. He nodded when she showed him the desk and chair set up in there. There was also a long window seat with a squab on it that he could nap on, or maybe read there when he’d done enough writing for the day.

Anna had moved from her old room beside what would now be Luke’s room to the one facing the road. That put their bedrooms as far apart as possible, and the kitchen and bathroom would be between them. There wasn’t anything else Anna could do to respect his space, but she had yet to come to some arrangement with him about checking his work each day, something he would have to accept if the arrangement was going to work. But she would bring that up later.

“It’s a beautiful day,” she said cheerfully, “and I thought a swim would be nice before lunch. That way you could see something of our little town, and you would know your way to the beach if you felt like a swim in the days ahead.”

He had one of his suitcases open on the bed, and nodded slightly, which she took as a yes. He wasn’t much of a communicator, but then men in their twenties rarely were. If he was going to reply to everything she said in grunts and single words, it would make her job as his publishing assistant much harder. But he was only 30, she reminded herself – she had looked up his age to be sure – and he still had to settle into his new environment. Maybe then he would start to open him up. She had to get him happy and writing as soon as possible though, her lovely new home depended on it.

“There are changing sheds down at the beach,” she said, trying to be helpful, “or the bathroom is two doors to your left down the hallway.” He grunted again, and seemed to have found his swimming trunks in his suitcase. His shirt came off, and she presumed he was getting something with long sleeves to protect his arms against the sun, and then his board shorts and whatever was underneath them came down. 

She jerked her head away, and examined the wall beside her intently. At least he had turned away from her to change, though what he had done was unsettling enough. Was this what being a Morrison was all about? Living a Bohemian life and not caring what people thought?

He seemed to be taking far too long to put his swimming trunks on, and she couldn’t help sneaking glances at him. He was of average height and build, but lean and muscular with it. She thought at first that he could be a ballet dancer, especially with his pale skin and hint of freckles, but his hair was a ginger that turned darker on top, which didn’t seem right for ballet. Then she noticed that his ears were hidden under the wild tangle of his hair, and decided they must be pointed. That’s what he was, an elf, come out of the deep woods to see what those busy creatures the humans were up to. She wondered briefly if elves ever fell in love with humans, and then pushed the thought out of her mind.

But she had been daydreaming too long. He had pulled up his swimming trunks while she was thinking of elves, and now he turned to see her staring. She jerked her head away, and was mortified when her cheeks burned with embarrassment. Why should she be embarrassed, he was the one who had been doing something improper! Her blush made him smile, but at least he didn’t say anything about it. He was probably used to female admirers. Probably bored with them too, she thought, which would make her job easier. Not that she was an admirer, of course, but she didn’t want him talking to young women when he should be writing!

She offered to stuff his towel and sunblock into her large carry bag along with her things, but he insisted on putting on sunblock there and then. “Too messy on the beach,” was his only comment. Then, of course, she had to spread some on his back. Minutes later she wondered what Mary and Polly would think, as she stood in a man’s bedroom and spread sunblock on a warm back. They would probably egg her on. Well, Mary would. The old girls at the Beach Front Cafe were terrible that way.

His skin did feel delicious though, smooth and supple under her fingers. “Harder,” he said, and she realised she was trying not to touch him at the same time she was trying to spread sun block, which wasn’t working very well. “Better,” he said, as she pretended he was one of her girlfriends and she was just helping out. With that behind them, and when she had locked the front door, they started on their way down to the beach. Luke looked at everything they met along the way with an unguarded curiosity, and Anna assumed this was what writers did. Anything and everything could be used as material to make a book come alive.

Anna changed into a sensible one-piece swimsuit in the bathing sheds, and then she chose a spot on the edge of the sand dunes where they could leave their towels and her carry bag. She rather self-consciously took him down to her favourite swimming place, which was not far from the boat ramp off Beach Front Avenue. 

Luke seemed to enjoy the water, and even body surfed a couple of times. She had to admit he looked good when he was moving, some type of dolphin man that cut through the water with a natural grace. He seemed to ignore her though. There was a moderate breeze and only a handful of bathers were out, so they didn’t stay long, but it was nice relaxing on towels while they dried off and warmed up.

“So you’re a writer then,” said a familiar voice on Luke’s side of their little camp, and Anna opened her eyes to see that Ester had dropped down on her knees next to him. For an old girl she was surprisingly mobile, though she put that down to the ‘yoga over fifty’ class in the Memorial Hall once a week. Anna didn’t go to the yoga classes, and decided she should think about them more seriously when she had time. Ester still looked like a schoolmarm though, sitting very upright and blinking through her glasses. 

“Guilty as charged,” said Luke, though he seemed disinterested in the conversation. Anna was surprised that Ester had come over to speak to Luke. She had told Polly and Mary that she might be bringing a client into the Beach Front Cafe regularly for a while – though it was up to Luke what he did – but people in Kauri Bay wouldn’t know who he was. Ester must have learned about his arrival in Kauri Bay from Mary.

“I’m a librarian,” she said curtly, and Luke, though he was too well-bred to say ‘so what?’ did raise an eyebrow before he let his eyes close again. Anna thought that the tiny room in the council building, open from nine to three on two days of the week, was hardly a library, but Ester may have been a hotshot librarian before she retired to Kauri Bay. Anna had never asked.

“So we have higher literary standards than others,” said Ester, which was a kind of challenge. ‘Impress me,’ was what she was saying. “I read ‘The Last Horse-Drawn Carriage’,” she added, when Luke didn’t reply, and Anna was surprised at that. Winning the Ngaios didn’t mean the book was automatically published, and it hadn’t been, though an email version would be available somewhere. Ester had gone to some trouble to get a copy. 

“It needs a
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