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A visitor was rare enough to summon Niall Quinn to his front porch. “Don’t worry about the squeak,” he called to the huddled figure inspecting the hinge on his lop-sided gate. He was close enough to recognise his landlady’s elegant calves and ankles. “It lets me know I’ve got a visitor.” Noticing she had shapely legs might be excused as artistic interest, but it was a distraction he wasn’t ready for.

She spun toward his voice, her coat floating on the breeze, before settling around her too-thin figure. Niall stepped out of the shadows.

“I’m Lucy McTavish.” She crossed the yard and stretched out her hand.

“I know.” Instead of the formal handshake she offered, Niall gripped her hand to draw her up the two wide wooden steps to his porch. Without makeup, Lucy’s pallor was hauntingly evident and matched the sadness in her almond-shaped hazel eyes. She smelled of roses, with a hint of vanilla, transporting him back to carefree afternoons in his mother’s cottage garden at lilac time.

“How do you know?” She withdrew her hand, pointedly reclaiming her own space.

“I saw you at your granda’s funeral.”

Niall had stood at the back of the church. Not a close friend, his time with Cam had been too short to claim that honour, but he’d miss the old man’s advice and encouragement. Mutual respect and a passion for fine craftsmanship had forged a special bond.

Lucy’s courage at the funeral had earned his respect, while her vulnerability roused protective instincts he’d tucked away for the sake of his sanity after his bust-up with his ex-fiancée, Sinead.

“I’m glad you’ve dropped by.” Niall gentled her as he would a lost child. “Please. Come in.” He gestured for her to precede him through the front door.

He’d been considering how to introduce himself since the funeral. Texting was out because he didn’t have her number. Using social media seemed wrong for the words he had to say. Her arrival on a Sunday, in unrelieved black, less than ten days after the funeral, gave the encounter an ominous urgency.

“I didn’t see you.”

“You were too caught in your grief to see me.”

She’d been too caught in her grief to see anyone. Her eyes had shimmered with tears, her fragility brittle enough to shatter with a blow. She’d held herself ramrod straight. Her self-discipline awed him, and her anguish had compounded his own, re-opening the hole left by his da’s death.

Already partway down the hall, she pivoted, met his gaze, then focused on a spot over his shoulder. “I’m sorry for my rudeness.”

“Whisht, lassie. There’s no need for an apology. I lost my da a few years ago, didn’t care who saw me cry like a baby.”

The colour drained from her cheeks, leaving them chalk-white, and drawing Niall’s attention to her dark auburn hair. The tight bundle at her nape punished, rather than tamed her thick tresses.

“I learned ‘whisht’ from Grandpa.” She sounded bereft, and he’d been raised to tend any animal in pain.

“I picked it up working in Ireland. Cam used it when he was about to impart some piece of wisdom to my eejit self.” Niall smiled encouragement and waved toward the doorway at the end of the short hall. “I was in the kitchen.

“The loss is a constant, learning to live with it is the challenge,” he murmured before cursing his cack-handedness.

For feck’s sake. Cam had said he was Lucy’s only immediate family. She probably knew more about loss than Niall hoped he ever would. He couldn’t recall who’d used the expression, but the words fitted her—“She knew her way around in the dark.” Grief could be endlessly dark.

Neat, black, serviceable pumps continued up the narrow hall and into his neat, serviceable kitchen, their rat-tat-tat shutting a door on his words of condolence. She pressed a—praise the saints—dark-charcoal bag to her side. The woman should wear green, any shade, not this unrelenting black that made her look forbidding, when in truth she was stripped naked by mourning.

“You call him Cam.” She stood stiffly beside the three-by-two-metre, bark-to-bark Huon pine table he’d finished in the early hours this morning, then muscled into the kitchen so he could live with it a few days.

“He asked me to. Said Cameron McTavish made him feel ancient.” Niall stepped around her, his arm brushing against hers in the space made smaller by his table. She shivered. Not fear. Maybe cold? Grief could also make you cold from the inside out.

“I have some questions for you, Mr. Quinn.” She straightened her shoulders, tilting her chin to signal her return to business.

“Please sit down, Ms. McTavish,” he replied with equal formality. Then, without waiting to see what she did, he continued to the kitchen bench. “I was making tea. Share a cup?” He spoke over his shoulder. Tea was his mother’s cure for every ill.

“I won’t be here long.” Politeness jostled with annoyance in her answer.

“Tea doesn’t take long.” Niall kept his back turned.

“Thank you,” she said. He heard a chair being placed on the floor and learned Lucy McTavish didn’t pull chairs across stone tiles. Instead, she lifted them before setting them in the correct position.

After filling the kettle, Niall opened the fridge and eyed ingredients before making his choice. A seeded sourdough loaf, a mature cheddar, tomatoes and lettuce. He added pickles. “Milk?”

“Milk, no sugar, please.”

He assembled sandwiches, poured the boiling water into a large teapot, and let it sit. The overlong silence told Niall she was struggling to find the words she wanted. He slowed his movements to give her time to marshal her arguments. While he brought the kettle back to the boil, he drained the water from the pot into two waiting cups. Covering the full teapot with a cosy, he emptied the now warm cups and carried everything to the table, including two plates and the jar of pickles. “I’ll let you fix your own.”

“I didn’t ask for that.” She made a face at the oversized sandwich he’d set in front of her.

“It’s lunchtime.” Niall took the chair opposite her.

Her guilty glance at her smartwatch told him she’d lost track of time, while her unfashionably baggy clothes told him eating was a faint memory. Loss of appetite was another by-product of heartache.

He’d been there too. “I hate to eat alone.”

“I thought you lived alone.” She cut one half of her sandwich in half and added pickles. Eating his food was another nod to politeness. Referring to his living arrangements was her opening salvo in hostilities.

“What else did your granda tell you?” Niall waited for her to swallow her first mouthful, then took a bite of his own, setting himself the task of keeping her in his kitchen long enough to finish her sandwich. Food was his currency for sympathy, although Lucy McTavish’s unannounced arrival declared she wasn’t here for comfort.

“Months ago, Grandpa talked about meeting a furniture restorer at an antiques auction.”

“I’ve done the odd bit of restoration.” Niall was pretty positive Cam had offered those pieces as a sop to Niall’s dignity. While the profit from their sale had covered the rent, over time, Niall worked out Cam had become his patron rather than his landlord.

And wasn’t that a feckin’ indictment. At thirty-four, he needed an old man’s patronage because his passion for making bespoke furniture had yet to deliver a decent living.

“Three pieces.” She placed her left hand on his table as if drawing strength from the age and beauty of the timber. “Three pieces of furniture were delivered to McTavish’s Antiques five months ago.”

“Cam said they earned a good profit.” Niall wrapped both hands around his Blue Italian Spode cup, watching as she raised the Flora Danica, Royal Copenhagen to her mouth; a distraction while she framed her answer. Like most of his cups, the matching saucers were lost in the mists of time.

“They did.” Her chin jut signalled a full stop on McTavish profits.

“Cam said he told you about our arrangement.” Niall’s doubts were growing. Furniture restorer was a half-arsed description of him.

“He told me he offered you accommodation in return for restoring furniture. Three pieces of furniture over eight months gives you a higher hourly rate than a top-class hooker.” The insult rolled off her tongue, the barb sinking deeper than she could have known. Unaware, she popped the last morsel of the second quarter of sandwich into her luscious, bow-shaped mouth.

“Cam was an astute businessman.” After a tussle, which had included consultation with his lawyer brother, Niall was at peace with his conscience. “He controlled how much restoration he wanted.”

“From his sick bed?” She licked a pickle off her thumb, her tongue sexily practical as it brushed along her knuckle to collect the smear of sauce. The lapse in table manners gave a hint of the warm-hearted woman Cam had talked about. Today’s disciplined façade was a slap at Niall.

“While I delivered the last piece five months ago, Cam spent a lot of happy hours here. Until these last two months.” And when Niall had visited Cam’s hospital-in-the-home, Cam had demanded updates on progress with Niall’s upcoming exhibition.

Cam’s favourite design was for the Huon table his granddaughter was currently stroking. Sorrow pressed on Niall’s chest. A few months ago, Cam would have been in the workshop with him on a Sunday afternoon, sharing his large pot of tea and a sandwich.

“He didn’t invite me to be his tenant just for my restoration.”

“Why did he invite you?” She focused her irritation on sawing the second half-sandwich into two quarters. She was eating, which he counted as a win.

“Are you asking as Cam’s granddaughter or as my new landlord?” Niall got that anger was better than fear or sadness for dealing with her despair. Rage gave her a purpose, a reason to get up every day. Directing it at him was disrespecting her granda’s right to make his own decisions.

“You knew he was dying!” Her voice deepened into loathing, as if Niall had killed Cam.

“Not soon enough.” Niall’s obsession with work had fed his ignorance. Although Cam had deliberately downplayed the cancer stealing his life. “He was a kindred spirit, who talked about wood and design and what made a piece of furniture prized. More tea?” He played host, tilting the enormous teapot in her direction.

“Thank you.” She was either innately polite or trained to it—another interesting discovery. He guessed politeness was the only constraint on the passion boiling below her surface.

“He told me his doctor wanted him to slow down.” Niall topped off his own cup. “Cam said he’d earned the right to indulge himself.”

“By letting you stay in a large inner-Sydney property rent free.”

“You don’t know the history to our agreement,” Niall concluded, a sense of foreboding kneecapping him. Or she knew a bit, and in her distress had extrapolated from it being a mutually beneficial arrangement to something less savoury.

Why hadn’t Cam kept his promise?

“I found a copy this morning.” Her left hand returned to the table, her thumb curving around the edge, brushing the newly shellacked wood. Her unconscious fascination nourished the artist in him and vindicated his decision to make the table the centrepiece of his upcoming exhibition. “Three pieces of furniture restored in exchange for twelve months’ free rent looks like fraud to me.”

Niall’s cup landed on the table with a thump, causing his guest to wince. She opened her mouth, and he expected her to say “Be careful of that cup.” Instead, she took another bite of sandwich, probably to stop herself from taking a bite out of him. “I’ve made repairs. I’ve paid utilities and insurance for the full twelve months. With an enterprise like mine, a lease less than twelve months isn’t viable.”

“This is prime, commercially valuable space.” She looked exhausted, as if survival was taking every ounce of energy she had. “You took advantage of him.”

“My mum would tan my hide if I took advantage of anyone, much less a man old enough to be my granda.” Niall tried to defuse the situation—near impossible when he was operating with minimal facts. Sharing her sense of loss handicapped him further.

“An agreement signed in the last few days of his life.”

“Ms. McTavish—Lucy. I can see finding out about our arrangement is a shock to you. I sympathise with your loss.” Niall wrapped his hands around his cup to prevent himself reaching for her. If he offered a friendly hug in her current mood, she’d charge him with harassment as well as fraud. “Cam was in full possession of his faculties when we signed our updated agreement.”

“It’s theft!” Having made the cruel accusation, she deflated like a lung starved of oxygen.

“It’s a legal contract,” he stated. She was pissed off and munching the last quarter of her sandwich as a gesture of defiance. Her cheeks showed colour for the first time since she’d arrived. Niall was pissed off Cam had left her in ignorance, yet inexplicably grateful to see her come alive. “There were witnesses. Cam’s lawyer can answer any questions, as can his accountant.”

“But we’re not talking about the eight months you’ve been here and the four in your so-called updated agreement. We’re talking about another year.” Her voice deepened, a musical contralto vibrating with disbelief. “We’re talking about him changing his will in the last days of his life. He’s bequeathed you a second twelve-month occupancy of this property, rent free.”

“You’re wrong.” Niall’s instinctive protest propelled him to his feet and toward the window above the sink. Cam’s secure, purpose-built woodwork studio at the end of the brick path loomed like a mirage. Niall had believed Cam’s assurances Lucy was comfortable with his tenancy.

Or maybe he’d wanted to believe?

“You said it yourself. Anything less than twelve months isn’t viable. So you tricked him in the last days of his life.” Her voice wobbled.

“Lucy. I’m sorry Cam didn’t tell you about our arrangement.” Niall swung to face her, disquiet roiling his gut. “I won’t deny I’ve thought of staying here longer. On commercial terms”—he sounded unconvincing to his own ears—“I promise you, we never talked about his will.”

She cocked her head to one side, considering him and pronouncing him untruthful.

Her sceptical gaze dragged a clarification from Niall. “Okay, he told me he wanted to update our agreement to bring it in line with his will. Update the original twelve months to be clear I had four left. Cam said you’d be inheriting everything. Maybe a few bequests here and there.”

“So you did discuss his will?”

“Making a statement is not a discussion.” He pushed his hand through his hair, blindsided by the direction the conversation was taking. Niall feinted, she parried, and questions hung between them like rusted nails in a broken-down fence, dangerous unless handled with care. “Are you sure you haven’t mixed up two things?”

Feck! That had to be the answer. She was muddled by grief.

I hope to hell she’s muddled by grief.

“I rang my lawyer when I found the agreement.” She looked at her left hand now, fingers spread, palm flat on the golden-hued pine. She treated his table with the reverence many women reserved for precious jewels while accusing him of a scam. “Henry told me the will gave you more. So, I need to know. Who are you? And what hold did you have over Grandpa?”

“No hold.” Why the hell had Cam kept secrets? About their relationship. About their contract. He sure as hell should have given Niall a hint of what he planned. “We were friends.”

“You mean you pretended to be friends with a sick old man.” The daft woman kept one hand on his table during their entire conversation, seeming blind to the tactile connection to him.

“He wasn’t sick when I met him,” Niall insisted. “The last time I saw him, he was alert and engaged.” His last conversation with Cam had been about Cam’s fear of leaving his granddaughter alone, not the will. And Cam had apologised.

Praise the saints! Was this what Cam was apologising for? A debt Niall could never repay.

Niall’s mouth dried. “You must have misunderstood.”

* * *
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She’d finished the sandwich. Lucy stared at her empty plate.

He sounded sincerely baffled about the will. Baffled, with an edge of panic.

Touching the tip of her forefinger to her tongue, Lucy used it to pick up sesame seeds scattered on her plate, nibbled the seeds, then repeated the exercise. A private indulgence, not one for sharing with a stranger. Heat rose up her throat when she found Niall Quinn watching her—she a hypnotist to his willing subject.

He was charming. Conmen were supposed to be charming. The crooked grin, the laugh lines fanning out from the corners of his soulful grey eyes, the russet-coloured lock of hair hanging over his forehead, even his movements were charming.

Manly and charming, economical and practical, heroic even, with broad shoulders and the solid strength of someone who worked with his body, while his clean, sandalwood scent with its tart hint of citrus reassured. Lucy refused to be pacified. The constant parade of men through her mother’s life and bedroom during Lucy’s entire first decade had taught her the futility of relying on men. Still, she’d finished the sandwich. The largest meal she’d eaten in ... forever.

“Whisht! You’re hiding something.” She’d read the first clauses of Niall Quinn’s agreement and stalled at the words “rent free.” Henry Dawson, her lawyer, had been at his daughter’s wedding and unable to talk. He’d mentioned the changed will, Quinn as a beneficiary, and asked her to wait until they spoke. Except her rage had been liberating and propelled her straight here.

“I know nothing about a changed will,” he repeated, his voice steady, his body language unthreatening.

“You’re avoiding the question.” Again. Lucy sucked in a breath. “What do you do here?”

“That would fall into the category of my business.”

His business conducted on her property.

Something niggled at the back of Lucy’s mind. Months ago, her grandpa had bought a supply of paintings they’d never be able to shift. When she’d queried the accounts, he said he’d bought them for a friend. Later he’d taken her to an exhibition at Leopold’s Gallery. Modern, abstract art, the antithesis of Grandpa’s taste. She’d followed him around completely bemused, until he’d told her to look at the frames. Cleverly made new frames from antique timbers, each one different, each crafted to showcase the artwork.

“Grandpa bought a lot of old frames earlier this year.” Lucy hadn’t questioned his purchases after the visit to Leopold’s.

“He bought a lot of things.” Quinn’s expression gave nothing away.

“He never bought stock we couldn’t use. Until recently.” Lucy hadn’t connected the furniture restorer to the friend who wanted frames either. Grandpa could easily have made the connection for her.

“And a man’s not allowed to change his habits,” he muttered.

“Breaking the habits of a lifetime is a reason to argue diminished responsibility.” She probed more carefully. If her grandpa had deliberately kept Niall Quinn a secret, she might be making a mistake about the carpenter. She hated making mistakes.

“That’s insulting.” He looked affronted on her grandpa’s behalf.

Spreading her palms on the table, Lucy leaned forward. His gaze dropped to her hands, as if mesmerised. “Did Grandpa buy those frames to provide you with timber?”

He hesitated a fraction of a second too long.

Use that pretty Irish lilt to talk your way out of this, she thought.

“He occasionally bought frames and antique timber on my behalf. If you can’t find the repayments in your accounts, I can provide copies from mine.” The charming woodworker claimed respectable accounting habits.

“I’ll be checking all transactions for the last year. With our accountant.” The re-energizing rage that had driven her here abandoned Lucy. Until she’d found the agreement, she’d assumed the property was hers to do with as she wished. She wished to sell it and make her current financial problems disappear. She couldn’t lose the business her grandpa had spent his life building. Not after losing him.

And Niall Quinn wasn’t telling her everything about his relationship with her grandpa. Guilt, or a close cousin, had flashed across his face when she’d first accused him.

“Did Henry mention anything else?” He looked more concerned for her than guilty. A charming, disarming hunk.

“That would fall into the category of my business.” She plastered a neutral expression on her face while mimicking his earlier answer. Making sure McTavish’s thrived was her first order of business.

The antiques world would be watching Lucy’s moves closely. A whisper of financial difficulties and even old friends would be eyeing her stock and attempting to poach her staff.

Her grip tightened on the Flora Danica cup. A perfect example of its type. With a saucer, it would be a valuable set. Instead, someone had made a mistake—dropped it on a hard floor, thrown it in a moment of frustration, or chipped it when washing it in one of those long-gone, unforgiving porcelain sinks.

For most people, an imperfect cup and saucer were the mistake of a moment, a regrettable accident. Any breakage reminded Lucy some mistakes can never be undone.

“I don’t want to know about your business.” Impatience added a rumble to his very appealing lilt, making her toes curl in her polished court shoes. “Did Henry say anything else about me?”

“What should he have said?” His intense scrutiny troubled Lucy because she hadn’t waited for Henry’s explanation. She’d read the agreement and welcomed the righteous indignation that had flooded her numbed brain. Accusing Quinn of being a conman was better than hiding at home missing Grandpa.

“That I didn’t ask for anything beyond my existing agreement with Cam.” His bewilderment slowed her down.

Simple mistakes had enormous consequences. Lucy’s mum and gran had died because of an instant’s inattention. With Grandpa, she’d drained her personal account, then his, before taking out a personal loan to pay for twenty-four-hour-a-day professional care for the last few months of his life. She’d made sure someone was always in the room when she visited. Not within earshot, but an objective witness to her actions should one be needed. Lucy’s mistake was not foreseeing the threat to McTavish’s. By spending their savings, Lucy risked the business her grandpa had spent a lifetime building.

“That we were friends as well as business partners,” Quinn finished quietly.

“Grandpa never said.” Blaming Niall Quinn for taking advantage of her grandpa when he’d been defenceless had been a welcome distraction from her despair.

He looked poleaxed, and Lucy was terrified she was spinning out of control.
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The neat, single-story terrace in the inner Sydney suburb of Newtown was a good fit for Niall’s brother. Better than the sterile high-rise apartment Liam had been renting when he’d met his now wife. Niall texted his identical twin en route. After ringing the bell, he paced the front path. Testing his thoughts aloud was the only way past this sense of unreality.

“Come in.” Liam’s grin was wide. He looked and sounded like the man he was: content, confident, married to the woman he loved, and excited about their first child. “What’s up?”

“Marriage suits you.” Niall sucked in a breath and released it on a grateful sigh. Eighteen months ago, he and his brother hadn’t been on speaking terms because Liam had been keeping their dead father’s debts a secret. Their estrangement had left Niall half whole.

“You came here to tell me that?” Liam tugged him into the hall.

“You look happy. I like that you look happy.” Even if his brother’s happiness highlighted his own solitary state.

“Aren’t things happy in the man cave?”

“Workshop,” Niall muttered, although he’d spent enough time indoors in the last few months to develop bat-like characteristics. Like finding his way to bed in the early hours relying on echolocation rather than electric light.

“Kate’s out with Anna. They’re shopping for baby clothes, but won’t be long.” Liam pushed him into the kitchen. “Stay for dinner.”

“I haven’t seen Anna in ages.” Old friends, Niall and Anna had indirectly introduced their respective siblings, who’d then married each other. Niall had appeared in a successful billboard campaign with Kate when Liam had needed to be invisible. The resulting snafu had forced a welcome reckoning between the brothers. “I haven’t got time to stay.”

“You’re the one who dropped in.” His brother opened the fridge door. “Sit down for five minutes. You took a raincheck on dinner last week.”

“I’m too unsettled to sit.” Niall paced toward the window, his gaze caught by a tree blown almost horizontal by the wind. The capacity to bend but not break was one of the characteristics that drew him so powerfully to wood. Had drawn him to Cam. “Am I wilfully blind?”

“You’re focused, ambitious, and stubborn.” Liam snagged a jug of orange juice and set it on the table. “That’s mostly about your work. You’re also kind, loyal and relentlessly honourable. Who accused you of being wilfully blind?”

“Me.” Niall continued to stare through the window, as new guilt layered on old. You’d think he’d have learned from not asking Liam the right questions when their da died. “For accepting Cam McTavish’s generosity without digging beneath the surface.”

“For the love of Mary and Joseph, you can’t still be angsting about your agreement with Cam.”

“I can.” Niall swung back to face his brother and held up a hand. “A recap. He offered me the use of his premises for a year in exchange for restoring three pieces of furniture.” Cam had batted away Niall’s objections, calling in daily to sip endless cups of tea and “give Niall the benefit of his wisdom.”

“You offered to pay rent and worked punishing hours to finish intricate and bloody difficult restoration jobs in the timeframe McTavish demanded.” Liam defended him. “I thought he convinced you the profit on them would cover rent for a year.”

“He convinced me.” Relief had been Niall’s first reaction. “When I finished, Cam showed me the original purchase invoices for each piece and the final sales dockets.” Even a short period of financial security was a weight lifted. Niall had pitched his exhibition to one of the most prestigious Sydney galleries on the strength of it. Then been blown away to discover he’d won the slot over a bunch of other creatives.

“I’m guessing he didn’t tell his granddaughter about the agreement,” Liam said.

“Worse than that,” Niall growled. He’d never seen Lucy at the house with Cam. “She’s working,” Cam had said. “She loves the work, but making sure it continues to succeed is her way of honouring her gran and me.”

Lucy’s accusation of him taking advantage of Cam had flicked Niall on the raw. A tip of the whip blow, fast and lethal, landing where all his doubts resided. Paying his way in kind, if not in cash, was one of the few choices a poor man had for keeping his self-respect.

“What’s worse than keeping an agreement that materially affected her a secret?” Liam pointed to the jug of juice.

Niall nodded. “A will.” Until today, he’d hoped, despite the imbalance in their bank accounts, he and Cam had met as equals. “She says he’s left me a second year rent free in his will.”

Liam whistled.

“She wants to hang, draw, and quarter me.” Niall pictured Lucy at his kitchen table, stroking the damned wood, completely oblivious she was stroking a Quinn creation. Her delicate touch had made his artist’s soul yearn and his body ache. “She used the words fraud, taking advantage, theft, manipulating and whisht.”

“‘Whisht.’ That’s quite some insult.” Liam paused, the jug raised above a glass, to slant him a sideways look.

“I got the sense she was swallowing the obscenities she’d like to use. Very polite is our Ms. McTavish. On some levels.” And appealingly fierce.

“Being polite and suspicious isn’t enough to break a will. From what you’ve told me of Cam’s business, the initial rental agreement was neatly calculated not to break any tax laws, not to imply any ongoing obligations, and wouldn’t dent his wealth.” Liam filled both glasses. “McTavish was sound in mind, and I’m guessing he was scrupulous in ensuring his last wishes were water tight.”

“She suggested I took advantage of diminished responsibility at the end,” Niall said the ugly words, presenting this latest sign of his insensitivity to his brother.

“For the love of ...” Liam thrust the tumbler of juice into his hand. “Why didn’t you fight back?”

“How do you know I didn’t?” Niall took a seat and braced for the pep talk.

“Because she rattled you enough for you to break your holy rule of spending Sunday on your work for the exhibition. Tell me more about her?”

“She’s an orphan. Lived with Cam and his wife since childhood, absorbed antiques and preservation through her pores.” Niall met his brother’s astute gaze across the table. “She’s grieving. You know what that’s like. People who are grieving don’t always act in their own best interests. And sometimes they need a reason to get up in the morning.”

“If that’s a dig at me, my only regret for not telling you about Dad’s debts sooner was because it led to us being estranged for a while. Then I look at the design you sent Kate for a cradle, and I can’t regret your time in Ireland. Thank you. It’s beautiful.”

“I love you too.” The words came easily. “Lucy sees McTavish’s as a sacred duty. Focusing on it is keeping her grounded while she mourns.” Niall closed his eyes, but the image of Lucy sitting in his kitchen refused to budge. “Hell, she dresses like every corporate board member in Sydney wrangling balance sheets into obedient subtractions and additions. You can’t distinguish one from the other, but you know they operate in some parallel world.”

“So, you wouldn’t be able to pick her in a police line-up?” Liam made the family joke about separating identical twins.

“She’d be the one staring back with a mixture of defiance and fear.” Niall hadn’t known until now he’d picked up her fear.

“You’re worried about her.”

“I get the sense she’s lost, maybe drowning in expectations she’s placed on herself. Cam wanted her to be happy.” Niall frowned, trying to work out why he was unsettled about a pampered young woman who wouldn’t thank him for asking if she was afraid.

“Apart from this bequest to you, is she the only beneficiary?”

“He told me she was all he had.” Imagining her alone worried Niall as well. Two young women, roughly Lucy’s age, had stayed close during the funeral. One had a man in tow. Lucy had seemed isolated even with their support. Most mourners were business colleagues, a few old friends—based on Lucy’s eulogy. She’d made her short speech count. Had held herself erect and listed all of Cam’s good qualities—like generosity.

So why the feck is she so convinced I’m a trickster?

“Did he tell her anything about you?”

“Not enough for her to give me the benefit of the doubt.”

A problem it would have been easy for Cam to fix.

Niall swallowed a mouthful of the fresh juice, its acid sitting uneasily on his empty stomach. “Keeping the extent of our relationship a secret from Lucy doesn’t make sense.”

Keeping me from meeting Lucy until after he died made even less.

“What makes you so sure he did?”

“She admitted as much today. Plus, a series of coincidences, which, in hindsight, don’t add up,” Niall confessed. He’d almost had a nasty accident with his lathe when he’d worked out Cam had conspired to keep them apart.

“Coincidences do happen.” His brother weighed the possibility with the scepticism of an experienced lawyer. “Maybe he had more important things to discuss with his granddaughter than a carpenter he was kind to.” Liam’s smile was sardonic. “Did you introduce yourself at the funeral?”

“It didn’t seem like the right time to bring myself to her attention.”

“That’s what funerals are for. Perfect strangers tell you they knew your brother or your uncle or your dad, and that they’re sorry for your loss.” Liam folded his arms across his chest.

“And you shake their hands politely and stop yourself from screaming that you’re sorry for your loss.” Niall’s father’s death had hit with the finality of an axe blade levelling a sapling.

“Rituals work for some people. It helped Mum to hear words of admiration from strangers as well as friends.” Liam scooped up the empty glasses and headed for the sink. “Did Lucy show you the will?” Liam wasn’t making a casual inquiry.

“I’m not even sure she’s seen it.”

“If you weren’t so focused on paying me back, you’d be free to tell her to piss off. You could stop making those frames for Leopold’s and concentrate on your own work. Kate and I are more than fine. The partnership’s made a huge difference to me, and Kate’s books are selling. I ... we can wait for the money.” His brother nudged Niall’s shoulder with his fist.

“You’ve carried me for years. You have a wife and babe on the way.” Niall’s sense of justice demanded he pay a share of their da’s debts.

“Tell me again why you make furniture?”

“Because I can’t not.” Niall stared at his hands. “Because I love the feel of the wood, the excitement of seeing a shape emerge, then the smile on the face of the buyer when I finish the piece.” Like Lucy’s smile.

Sinead had never touched his work, or to be honest, him, with such care.

“Then why bother with an exhibition?”

“You should know the answer to that better than most.”

“Because Quinns pay their way?” His brother cocked his head to one side.

Niall nodded.

“Listen up, you eejit. You were and can earn a living. The change is you’re paying someone else’s debts.”

“Da’s debts are our debts.”

“I agree. But I hope you also see this exhibition as showcasing your skill, because I do.” His brother smiled. “In three months everyone will want a Quinn. You won’t have time to make us a cradle.”

“Right,” Niall muttered. “A cradle by Quinn will be the must-have item at baby showers.”

Liam ignored his mini tantrum. “How does Lucy fit into this?”

“I’m not sure yet. We’re from different planets. She’s antiques royalty, and I’m an insistently modern designer.”

“Direct her to Quinn’s website. Unless she’s wilfully blind, she’ll see genius there and understand why Cam sponsored you.”

“Thanks.” His family’s faith in him had always kept Niall centred and determined.

He wasn’t sure why it wasn’t enough now. Maybe because it irritated the hell out of him, and offended his artistic sensibility, to make more in recent months through frames for other people’s artwork than his furniture. Or because Sinead’s last words had fed the ever-present doubt most creatives had.

Admit it, Quinn, some deep, barely acknowledged part of me craves the independent vindication from a successful exhibition.

He pushed to his feet. “You’ll help if I’m summoned to answer the legal equivalent of a ‘please explain’?”

“You don’t need to ask.” Liam rested his hand on Niall’s shoulder.

“Can I refuse a bequest?”

“You can,” Liam admitted. “You’d have no control over where it went.”

“I’m pretty sure it’ll go back to her.”

“Find out exactly what the will says first. And go back to the beginning of this. Cameron McTavish was of sound mind. He enjoyed your company and valued your work. It’s a large estate. Unless there’s some secret hidden in a closet we don’t know about, the bequest to you shouldn’t dent the McTavish wealth Lucy’s inheriting. Lucy’s ignorance of your relationship with Cam shouldn’t stop you from accepting what was freely offered.” Liam followed him to the door. “Did he give you a clue to why he did this?”

“He said Lucy would need a distraction.” Niall gave a half-laugh. Already Lucy’s well-being had started to matter. “I’d forgotten that.”

“You’re a hell of a distraction.”

* * *
[image: image]


Lucy glanced around the office Henry Dawson had inherited from his father. Nineteen fifties wood-framed Albert Namatjira prints hung on the walls, bookcases overflowed with musty legal tomes, and a brand-new, fresh-off-the-assembly-line laptop held pride of place on the leather-tooled desk. A nice blending of experience and currency. She’d been here for an hour, plenty of time for him to walk her through her arguments and questions once.

A knock on the door heralded the arrival of his secretary. The young man handed them each cups of tea. “Ginger helps settle an upset stomach.” He placed the ginger biscuits within easy reach of Lucy. More than Lucy’s stomach was upset.

“Can I fight it?” Lucy had listened closely to Henry’s succinct explanation and come to her own conclusion.

“Why would you?” he asked gently, as if she needed gentle treatment.

“Grandpa was very frail at the end. Forgetful?” Not that forgetful.

In the weeks before his death, he’d told Lucy stories she’d never heard before of her mum as a little girl. Stories about his confusion about what made his daughter tick. How he’d loved her but not understood her; how even when he’d tried to meet her on her terms he’d never got the timing or the words right. Lucy had sensed he was apologising for leaving Lucy completely alone.

“Cameron was never easily led, if that’s what you’re suggesting. He knew exactly what he was doing.” Henry met her gaze levelly, a straight answer from a man her grandpa trusted.

“He didn’t tell me.” She shook her head.

“And he told you everything?”

“Not everything.” Lucy didn’t know about the frequency of his visits to Niall Quinn’s workshop. She looked at Namitjira’s Ghost Gum Glen Haven, a painting she’d studied on multiple visits over the years. The tree had always reminded her of her grandpa—weathered, yet noble. Niall had a similar look. Drat the man. “But he told me about every other sizable bequest.” Bequests she fretted how to honour without selling the workshop.

“You’re the executor. You have certain powers regarding the management of
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