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Ellie tapped her pen against the mahogany desk, eyeing the clock like it owed her money. The office was buzzing, but none of it registered. Her mind was stuck on the call she’d received that morning.

“Your grandfather’s passed,” the Banksia Bay solicitor had said, all formal and distant, like delivering bad news was just another bloody task on his to-do list.

She felt nothing. Well, maybe a flicker of irritation. Not at him, or the news, but at the way it messed with her schedule. The will reading was tomorrow, he’d said. “Just a formality, but your presence is required. We can arrange a video call.”

Ellie snorted. “Right. Like I have time for that.”

She glanced at her calendar, wincing at the red blocks of meetings crowding each day. The Davenport merger, with its delicate international compliance checks and the aggressive counter-tactics from their side, was a ticking clock that allowed zero margin for error. Christmas was barely three weeks away, and half her team had already mentally checked out, leaving her to pick up the slack as usual.

Her phone buzzed again, the third time in five minutes. She swiped to answer without checking the caller ID.

“Ellie Martin.”

“Ellie, it’s Mark.” Her boss’s voice carried the tone he used when he was about to say something she wouldn’t like. “Got a minute?”

“Technically, no,” she replied, glancing at the tower of briefs threatening to topple off her desk. “But for you, I’ll manufacture one.”

“That’s why you’re my star,” Mark chuckled, but it sounded forced. “Listen, I heard about your grandfather. My condolences.”

Ellie’s fingers stilled on her keyboard. “Thank you. It wasn’t unexpected.”

“Still. Family is family.” A pause. “I understand there’s a will reading tomorrow?”

“Yes. A video call with a local solicitor. I’ll keep it brief.”

“Take whatever time you need. The partners all send their condolences, especially Diane Marshall. She mentioned knowing your grandfather from some pro bono work years back.”

Ellie frowned. She’d never heard her grandfather mention any connection to the formidable senior partner. “That’s... surprising.”

“She seemed genuinely saddened by the news. Let us know if there’s anything we can do.”

“I appreciate that, but I’ve got the Davenport situation under control.”

“I know you do. That’s never been in question.” Mark’s tone softened. “Just don’t forget to breathe, Ellie. The firm will still be standing when you get back.”

After hanging up, Ellie stared at her computer screen, the words blurring slightly. Get back? She had no intention of going anywhere. The will reading would be a quick video call, and that would be that.

She pushed the thought away and dove back into work. If she was being forced to take time for this will reading, she’d at least make sure everything here was in order first. Even if it took all night.

—-
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THE NEXT MORNING, ELLIE sat at her desk, her office door firmly closed with a “Do Not Disturb” sign hanging from the handle. On her computer screen, a silver-haired man with half-moon glasses adjusted his camera. The nameplate visible in the corner of his desk read “James Henderson, Solicitor at Law.”

“Ms Martin, thank you for making time in your schedule,” Mr Henderson said, his voice slightly tinny through the speakers. “I understand this is a busy time of year.”

“Of course,” Ellie replied, checking her watch. “Though I’d appreciate if we could proceed efficiently. I have arrangements to make.”

Mr Henderson’s eyes crinkled slightly at the corners. “Yes, I imagine you do.” He cleared his throat and opened a leather portfolio. “This won’t take long. Harold Martin’s estate is, on the surface, relatively straightforward, though he certainly had some... particular stipulations regarding its final disposition.”

“I wasn’t aware he had much of an estate,” Ellie said, thinking of the modest weatherboard shack that had been her childhood summer home.

“Harold was a simple man with simple tastes,” Mr Henderson agreed. “But he was also prudent. The property in Banksia Bay is fully paid off, and he maintained a modest investment portfolio that performed quite well over the years.”

Ellie blinked. She’d always assumed her grandfather lived solely on his pension. “I see.”

“The bulk of his estate, including the property known colloquially as ‘The Shack’ at 17 Gumtree Lane, Banksia Bay, and his financial assets totalling approximately $387,000, he leaves to you, Eleanor Jane Martin, his only grandchild.”

Something caught in Ellie’s throat. She swallowed it down. “That’s... unexpected.”

Mr Henderson peered at her through the screen. “Is it? You were his only family.”

“We hadn’t spoken properly in years,” she admitted, a flicker of guilt surfacing before she pushed it away.

“Nevertheless.” Mr Henderson turned a page. “There is, however, a condition.”

Ellie’s lawyer brain snapped to attention. “A condition?”

“Yes. Your grandfather was quite specific about this.” Mr Henderson adjusted his glasses. “The financial assets are yours, but in order to inherit the property, you must reside at The Shack for a minimum of twelve consecutive days, beginning no later than the day of his funeral.”

Ellie stared at the screen. “You’re joking.”

“I assure you, I am not.” Mr Henderson’s expression remained neutral, but something like amusement flickered in his eyes. “Furthermore, during this period, you must abstain from all electronic communications related to your work. No emails, no phone calls, no remote access to your office systems.”

“That’s absurd,” Ellie said flatly. “And probably not legally enforceable.”

“Actually, it is. We’ve checked thoroughly. Your grandfather consulted with several legal experts to ensure the clause would stand up to scrutiny.” Mr Henderson held up a document to the camera. “It’s commonly known as a ‘personal presence’ clause. Unusual, but not unprecedented.”

Ellie rubbed her temples. “What’s the purpose of this clause?”

“Your grandfather called it The Sandy Clause,” Mr Henderson said, a smile finally breaking through. “He had a sense of humour.”

“I remember,” Ellie murmured, then caught herself. “But what’s the point? If he wanted to leave me the property, why the conditions?”

Mr Henderson removed his glasses, polishing them slowly. “Harold was concerned that you had become... disconnected. From your roots, from yourself. His words, not mine.” He replaced his glasses. “He believed that time at The Shack, real time, not just a flying visit, would be beneficial to you.”

“Beneficial,” Ellie repeated. “And if I refuse?”

“Then the property will go to the Banksia Bay Conservation Trust.” Mr Henderson closed the portfolio. “Your grandfather was quite passionate about preserving the local ecosystem.”

“Is there any flexibility on the dates?” she asked, already calculating how to minimise the damage to her work schedule.

“I’m afraid not. The funeral is scheduled for December 15.” Mr Henderson looked sympathetic. “He had a pre-paid funeral plan and everything has been organised.”

The twelve days would include Christmas. Ellie hadn’t celebrated a proper Christmas in years. The holiday season was usually just a brief pause in her work rhythm, often spent catching up on briefs while her colleagues posted family photos on social media.

“And how exactly will compliance be monitored? Will there be someone checking if I’m sending work emails?”

Mr Henderson’s expression remained neutral. “As the executor, I will verify your residence at the property. As for the no-work stipulation, your grandfather trusted that you would honour his wishes. He said, and I quote, ‘Ellie’s many things, but she’s never been a cheat.’”

The words hit her like a physical blow. It was exactly the sort of thing he would say, with that mix of challenge and faith that had always made it impossible to disappoint him.

“I’ll need time to consider this,” Ellie said finally, her mind already racing with calculations.

“Of course. The funeral is in five days. You have until then to decide.” Mr Henderson’s expression softened slightly. “For what it’s worth, Ms Martin, your grandfather spoke of you often, and with great pride.”

After the call ended, Ellie sat motionless at her desk. Three hundred and eighty-seven thousand dollars, plus a beachfront property. Even in a small town like Banksia Bay, the shack would be worth a considerable sum. She pulled up a real estate website and quickly searched for comparable properties in the area. Similar beachfront cottages were listed between $650,000 and $800,000.

That kind of money would cover the deposit on the city investment property she’d been eyeing for months. Combined with the cash assets, it would put her financial plans years ahead of schedule.

But twelve days away from work, right before Christmas, in the middle of the Davenport merger? The timing couldn’t be worse.

A soft knock interrupted her thoughts. When she looked up, Diane Marshall, the firm’s most formidable senior partner, stood in her doorway. In her tailored navy suit and with her silver-streaked hair pulled back in an elegant chignon, Diane exuded the kind of confidence Ellie aspired to.

“Ellie. Do you have a moment?”

“Of course, Ms Marshall.” Ellie quickly closed the real estate website. “Please, come in.”

Diane settled into the chair across from Ellie’s desk, her posture perfect as always. “I wanted to offer my personal condolences about your grandfather. Harold was a remarkable man.”

Ellie couldn’t hide her surprise. “You knew him well?”

“Your grandfather was one of our first clients when I made partner. We worked together on coastal protection lawsuits against mining companies back in the nineties. Pro bono work that ended up changing state legislation.” A hint of warmth softened Diane’s usually stern features. “He was brilliant at mobilizing community support. Had a way of cutting through the nonsense and getting to the heart of what mattered.”

“That sounds like him,” Ellie said, a memory surfacing of her grandfather patiently explaining to twelve-year-old Ellie why they couldn’t build sandcastles in the protected dune areas.

“When is the funeral? I’d like to send flowers, at the very least.”

“December 15th. In Banksia Bay.”

Diane nodded. “You’ll be attending, of course.”

It wasn’t quite a question, but Ellie answered anyway. “I’m still figuring out the logistics. With the Davenport merger—”

“The merger will wait.” Diane’s tone was gentle but firm. “Family comes first, Ellie. The firm understands that.”

Ellie hesitated, then explained the Sandy Clause. As she outlined the twelve-day requirement and the no-work stipulation, she was surprised to see Diane’s expression shift from sympathy to something like amusement.

“The Sandy Clause,” Diane repeated, a smile playing at her lips. “That’s very Harold.”

“It’s very inconvenient,” Ellie countered. “Especially with the Davenport merger in its critical phase.”

“The Davenport merger won’t finalise until the new year. Trent can handle the preliminary work with your guidance notes.” Diane leant forward slightly. “Ellie, I’ve been watching your career with interest. You’re extraordinarily talented. But even the most brilliant lawyers need perspective.”

“I have perspective,” Ellie protested.

“Do you?” Diane’s gaze was piercing. “When was the last time you took more than a weekend off?”

Ellie opened her mouth, then closed it again.

“That’s what I thought.” Diane stood. “Take the twelve days, Ellie. Honour your grandfather’s wishes. Secure your inheritance. And maybe, just maybe, remember what it feels like to breathe air that isn’t recycled through office ventilation.”

“I’m not sure I have a choice,” Ellie admitted.

“We always have choices. Some are just better than others.” Diane moved towards the door, then paused. “The partnership committee meets in February. Demonstrating that you can step away and trust your team shows exactly the kind of leadership we value.”

After Diane left, Ellie sat back in her chair, mind racing. The senior partner’s words had been carefully chosen, not quite a threat, but certainly a message. The inheritance alone made the twelve days worthwhile from a financial perspective. If it also improved her partnership prospects, well, that was just efficient.

It wasn’t about sentimentality. It was about strategy.

—-
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ELLIE’S APARTMENT IN Darlinghurst was exactly like her. Sleek, organised, and devoid of unnecessary clutter. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered views of the city skyline, currently twinkling with early evening lights. She stood in her bedroom, staring at the open suitcase on her bed as if it were a complex legal problem.

What did one pack for a forced retreat to a coastal town she hadn’t properly visited in over a decade?

She’d already folded in the essentials. Workout clothes, swimwear (though she doubted she’d use it), casual tops and shorts, and one nice outfit for the funeral. But something felt missing.

With a sigh, Ellie walked to her closet and pulled out a small box from the top shelf. Inside was a collection of items she rarely looked at but couldn’t bring herself to discard. Her mother’s silver bracelet, a few old photographs, and a faded blue journal with “Banksia Bay Memories” written on the cover in her twelve-year-old handwriting.

She flipped it open, smiling despite herself at the enthusiastic scrawl documenting beach treasures, local wildlife sightings, and “adventures with Pop.” The last entry was dated fifteen years ago, the summer before she’d started university and decided she was too grown-up for childish beach holidays.

“You were a dramatic kid,” she murmured, reading her younger self’s declaration that the sunset over Banksia Bay was “the most beautiful thing in the entire universe, probably.”

Ellie tucked the journal into her suitcase, then hesitated before adding the silver bracelet as well. Her gaze drifted to the chunky, button-laden mobile phone sitting on the bedside table. A relic from another era that she’d purchased on the way home from a bewildered shop assistant who’d asked three times if she was “absolutely certain” she wanted it.

“It’s just for twelve days,” she’d explained, not mentioning the Sandy Clause or her grandfather’s technological prohibition. The shop assistant had looked at her as if she’d announced plans to live in a cave.

Transferring her SIM card from her sleek flagship smartphone to this plastic monstrosity had felt like technological sacrilege, but Ellie wasn’t taking any chances. Her actual smartphone now lay buried in her jewellery drawer, safely out of reach of temptation.

The chunky phone buzzed loudly against the wooden bedside table, vibrating with an incoming call. Trent Michaels, probably panicking already about the Davenport brief she’d handed over.

“Yes?” she answered, wedging the brick-like device between ear and shoulder as she continued packing. The buttons dug uncomfortably into her skin, another reminder of how far she’d fallen in just one day.

“Ellie, thank god,” Trent’s voice came through, breathless with anxiety. “I can’t find the precedent cases you mentioned for section three of the Davenport argument.”

“They’re in the shared folder, sub folder ‘Key Precedents,’ clearly labelled by date and relevance.” Ellie rolled her eyes. “I sent you an email with the exact file path.”

“Oh. Right.” A pause. “It’s just... with the crucial shareholder vote for the Davenport merger needing to be locked down by Friday, and that new regulatory hurdle they threw at us...”

“Also in the shared folder, under ‘Client Communications.’ Trent, I’ve left everything organised with detailed instructions. Just follow them step by step.”

“Yeah, but what if something unexpected comes up? Can I call you if—”

“No,” Ellie said firmly, remembering the Sandy Clause. “You cannot call me. I’ll be completely offline for the next twelve days.”

“Twelve days?” Trent’s voice rose an octave. “But the brief is due in ten!”

“Which gives you plenty of time to finish it, considering I’ve done ninety percent of the work already.” Ellie zipped her suitcase with more force than necessary. “Look, this isn’t optional for me. I have to be completely unplugged or I lose my inheritance.”

“That sounds... medieval.”

“It’s my grandfather’s idea of a joke.” Ellie sighed. “Just follow my notes. You’ll be fine.”

After hanging up, she surveyed her apartment. Everything was in order. Plants watered, mail redirected, security system set. Yet she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was forgetting something crucial.

On impulse, she grabbed a legal pad and pen, tucking them into her carry-on. The Sandy Clause said no work communications, but it didn’t prohibit thinking about work. She could at least jot down ideas for the Davenport merger while she was exiled.

As she did a final check of her apartment, Ellie paused by the window. Sydney sprawled before her, vibrant and familiar. For twelve days, she’d be trading this view for one of sand and water, the city’s rhythm for the sound of waves.

Her phone buzzed with a text from Mark. Ellie, make the most of this enforced break. Diane mentioned your grandfather’s clever clause. A chance to genuinely disconnect and recharge is rare and valuable. We’ll hold the fort.

Ellie snorted. “No pressure or anything,” she muttered, dropping the phone into her bag.

At her desk, she hesitated, then grabbed the small seashell and tucked it into her pocket. She wasn’t sentimental. She didn’t have time for sentimentality, but something about returning to Banksia Bay with a piece of it felt right.

As she locked her apartment door, a memory surfaced. Sitting on the shack’s veranda with her grandfather, watching a summer storm roll in over the ocean. “The thing about storms, Ellie-girl,” he’d said, his voice gentle as the rain fell, “is that they clear the air. Sometimes you need to let yourself get a little wet to see things clearer after.”

Ellie shook the memory away. She wasn’t going to Banksia Bay for clarity or healing or whatever new-age nonsense her grandfather might have believed in. She was going because it was a condition of inheritance and a step towards partnership.

Twelve days. She could survive anything for twelve days.

Even Banksia Bay.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2

[image: ]


Ellie’s sleek silver Audi, a carefully chosen status symbol that screamed “city lawyer”, hummed along the smooth bitumen road leading into Banksia Bay. The GPS had given up twenty minutes ago, leaving her to navigate by memory and the faded tourist signs pointing towards the sleepy coastal town.

The main street appeared like a mirage through the heat haze. A row of weathered shops with striped awnings, a small IGA supermarket, the Banksia Bay Hotel with its wide veranda, and the community noticeboard plastered with sun-bleached flyers. Time seemed to have stopped here sometime in the early 2000s.

“Well, this is promising,” Ellie muttered, slowing to the posted 50km/h speed limit. A couple of locals looked up from their coffees outside the bakery, giving her the universal small-town once-over that said, “You’re not from around here.”

She cracked the window and was immediately assaulted by unfamiliar scents. Salt air, eucalyptus, and something vaguely musty that seemed to emanate from the weathered buildings themselves. The silence was disconcerting after Sydney’s constant hum of activity. No traffic noise, no construction, just the distant cry of seagulls and the occasional slam of a screen door.

The Davenport merger documents are probably sitting on my desk right now, she thought, glancing at her silent phone. Richards is probably already trying to poach my clients. And I’m stuck in this time capsule for twelve days.

She drove through the town centre, all three blocks of it, and turned right at the ancient Norfolk pine that marked the coastal road. The familiar route to her grandfather’s shack emerged from her memory with surprising clarity. Past the boat ramp, second left after the playground, then follow the road until it turned to gravel.

When she finally pulled into the driveway of 17 Gumtree Lane, Ellie sat for a moment, engine idling, and stared at the weatherboard shack. It looked smaller than she remembered, its dusty-pink paint more dusty than pink, the guttering sagging in places. The veranda listed noticeably at one corner, and the garden had grown wild, native shrubs and coastal grasses reclaiming what had once been a neat path to the door.

“Home sweet home,” she said to no one, killing the engine. “Or at least, home for the next twelve days.” The words came out more bitterly than intended.

The heat hit her like a wall when she stepped out of the air-conditioned car, immediately plastering her silk blouse to her back. December in Banksia Bay meant temperatures in the high twenties, with humidity that instantly transformed her carefully straightened hair into a riot of curls. Ellie blew a wayward strand from her face and opened the boot.

Her city-appropriate luggage, a sleek black suitcase on wheels and a matching carry-on, looked absurdly out of place against the backdrop of the rustic shack. She hoisted her designer handbag over her shoulder, grabbed the handle of her suitcase, and started up the overgrown path in her impractical heels.

Three steps in, her right stiletto sank into the soft sand. Ellie wobbled, tried to correct her balance, and promptly toppled sideways into a scraggly banksia bush.

“Perfect. Just perfect,” she muttered, extracting herself from the prickly embrace of native flora. Her pristine white skirt now sported a smudge of red dust, and her blouse had caught on something, pulling a thread loose at the seam.

Abandoning dignity, she kicked off her heels and carried them the rest of the way, her stockinged feet collecting burrs and sand with each step. As she approached the veranda steps, something caught her eye. A small wooden box sitting on the railing, its lid open to the sea breeze.

Ellie froze, recognition washing over her. The box had a carved whale on the lid. It was the treasure box Pop had made for her thirteenth birthday. She’d filled it with special shells and beach finds, things she’d thought precious at the time. Why was it out here?

She set down her luggage and reached for the box with suddenly unsteady hands. Inside lay a collection of small treasures. A perfect spiral shell, a piece of sea glass worn to a smooth oval, and a tiny dried starfish. Childhood treasures she’d left behind when visits to Banksia Bay had stopped.

The unexpected memory caught her off guard, a sharp pang that she quickly buried beneath annoyance as the screen door of the shack screeched open.

“Hello?” she called out, suddenly alert. “Is someone here?”

The door opened wider, and a man appeared on the veranda. He was tall and lean but muscular, with sun-streaked brown hair that curled damply around his face. He wore board shorts and nothing else, his chest tan and toned in a way that suggested outdoor work rather than gym sessions. He looked about her age, maybe a few years older, with the relaxed confidence of someone completely at home.

Which was exactly the problem.

“G’day,” he said, seeming more curious than alarmed at finding a stranger in the yard. “You must be Ellie.” There was something in his tone beyond simple recognition, a resignation, as though he’d known this day would come.

Ellie blinked, momentarily thrown. “Yes, I’m Ellie Martin. And you’re in my grandfather’s house because...?”

The man smiled, an amiable smile that probably worked wonders on tourists and bartenders. “Finn O’Connor.” He extended a hand, which Ellie pointedly ignored. “I was a mate of Harold’s. He left me the shack.”

“Excuse me?” Ellie dropped her shoes, legal instincts kicking in immediately. “My grandfather left this property to me. The will reading was just yesterday.”

Finn raised his eyebrows. “Interesting. Because Harold promised it to me about six months ago.” He leant against the doorframe, crossing his arms. “Said he wanted it to go to someone who’d appreciate it properly.” There was a quiet pride in his voice, a genuine belief in what he was saying.

The implied criticism wasn’t lost on Ellie. She straightened her shoulders, ignoring the prickle of sweat between her shoulder blades. “Well, the legal documents say otherwise. This property is part of my inheritance, subject to the conditions of the Sandy Clause.”

“The what now?”

“The Sandy Clause. I have to stay here, unplugged from work, for twelve days to claim my inheritance.” Ellie’s tone was clipped, professional. “It’s all legally binding.”

Finn scratched his jaw, looking genuinely perplexed. “That’s not what Harold told me. He said I could use the place as a base for my ecotourism business. I’ve been living here for the past month, getting it set up.”

He ran a hand through his hair, a flash of vulnerability crossing his face. “Harold said Henderson was sorting out some papers for him, something about making sure the shack was looked after if anything happened to him. I’ve been trying to reach Henderson for days.”

Ellie glanced around, noticing more signs of occupation now. A surfboard leant against the wall, a pair of men’s flip-flops by the door, and a towel hung over the railing to dry.

“Well, there’s clearly been a misunderstanding,” she said firmly. “I suggest you contact the executor of the estate, Mr Henderson. Though I should warn you, verbal promises aren’t legally enforceable when there’s a written will.”

Finn’s calm demeanour slipped slightly. “I’ve been trying to reach him for three days. He’s on holiday until after Christmas. Convenient timing.”

“Let me try,” Ellie said, pulling out her phone and scrolling through her contacts. She found Henderson’s number and dialed, putting it on speaker so Finn could hear.

After four rings, a recorded message played. “You’ve reached the office of Henderson Legal. Our office is closed for the holiday period and will reopen on January 3rd. If this is an emergency...”

Ellie ended the call, frustration clear on her face. “That doesn’t change the fact that this is my property now,” she said, stepping onto the veranda and wheeling her suitcase behind her like a shield. “I appreciate you were friends with my grandfather, but I’ll need you to pack up your things.”

Finn didn’t move. “I’ve got nowhere else to go. I gave up my rental to move in here, based on Harold’s promise.” His voice was quiet but intense, the words weighted with more than just practical concerns.

“That’s hardly my problem,” Ellie said, though she felt a twinge of discomfort at her own harshness, a flicker of something that felt uncomfortably like empathy that she quickly suppressed.

“Look,” Finn said, running a hand through his hair. “I’ve invested everything in starting this business. Harold was helping me out. He knew what this place meant to me.”

“And he knew what it meant to me,” Ellie countered. “I spent every summer here until I was fifteen.”

“And how many times have you visited in the past decade?” Finn asked, his voice hardening. “Because I’ve been here. I’ve been fixing the leaky roof and keeping the possums out and listening to Harold talk about the granddaughter who was too busy for Christmas calls.”

The words hit like a slap. Ellie flinched, then rallied, guilt flaring briefly before she smothered it with indignation. “You don’t know anything about my relationship with my grandfather.”

“I know he kept your room exactly the same, just in case you ever visited,” Finn said. “I know he saved newspaper clippings whenever your law firm made the business section. And I know he was lonely.”

Ellie swallowed hard, guilt and grief tangling in her throat. “That’s not fair.”

“Neither is kicking me out when I’ve got nowhere to go,” Finn replied. “Especially when I’ve got a legitimate claim to this place.”

They stared at each other, an impasse of competing claims and hurt feelings.

Ellie broke first, sighing as she set down her handbag. “Look, we’re not going to solve this now. Mr Henderson won’t be back until after the New Year, which means nothing can be legally settled until then.”

“So what do you suggest?” Finn asked warily.

Ellie glanced around the small shack. It wasn’t large. Two bedrooms, a combined living/dining area, a tiny kitchen, and a sunroom that had been an afterthought addition in the 1970s. Cosy for one person. Cramped for two strangers with competing claims.

“I suppose we could... coexist until Mr Henderson returns,” she said reluctantly. “I need to stay here for the full twelve days to fulfill the Sandy Clause, anyway.”

Finn considered this, his expression guarded. “Coexist how, exactly?”

“We each take a bedroom. Share the common spaces. Minimal interaction.” Ellie ticked off the points like contract clauses. “And when Mr Henderson returns, we let him sort out this mess.”

“And if the will turns out to be in your favour?” Finn asked.

Ellie hesitated. “Then we can discuss a reasonable timeframe for you to find alternative arrangements.”

Finn studied her for a long moment, then nodded. “Alright. Temporary truce.” He extended his hand again, and this time Ellie shook it briefly, noting calluses that spoke of physical work.

“I’ll take my old room,” she said, moving towards the smaller bedroom.

“Ah,” Finn said, looking suddenly uncomfortable. “That’s actually where I’ve been sleeping.”

Ellie stared at him. “You’ve been sleeping in my childhood bedroom?” The thought of this stranger in her space, among her memories, felt like a violation.

“It’s the smaller room. Made more sense to leave the main bedroom for guests.” He shrugged. “I can move my stuff.”

“No, it’s fine,” Ellie said stiffly. “I’ll take the main bedroom.” She wheeled her suitcase down the short hallway, trying to ignore the feeling of displacement. This was her grandfather’s house, her house now, yet she felt like an intruder.

She paused, turning back to him. “When exactly did you move in here?”

Finn leant against the wall, his expression softening. “About six weeks ago, when Harold went into the hospital. The plan was to have the place ready for when he came home.” His voice quieted. “I was gonna help him with the stairs, cooking, that sort of thing.”

“Hospital?” Ellie felt like she’d been slapped. “What hospital?”

Finn’s eyebrows shot up. “You didn’t know? He was in Banksia Bay Regional for almost three weeks before...” He trailed off, studying her face. “He didn’t tell you he was sick?”

Ellie’s throat tightened. “No. I had no idea.” The revelation hit her like a physical blow. Her grandfather had been hospitalised for weeks, and she hadn’t known. Hadn’t called. Hadn’t visited. “What was wrong with him?”

“Heart. They thought they could manage it with medication at first.” Finn’s eyes held no accusation, just a quiet sadness. “He didn’t want to worry anyone, kept saying he’d be back home in no time.”

Ellie turned away, blinking hard against the sudden burn of tears. All those ignored calls from an unknown number. Had that been the hospital? Had Pop tried to reach her? Or had he simply decided not to bother, knowing she was always too busy?

“I should have known,” she whispered, more to herself than to Finn. “I should have been here.”

The main bedroom was largely as she remembered it. A queen bed with a faded blue quilt, a sturdy wooden dresser and a built-in wardrobe. But there were new touches too. A stack of surfing magazines on the bedside table and a wetsuit hanging from a hook on the back of the door.

“Sorry about the mess,” Finn said from the doorway. “Wasn’t expecting company.”

“Clearly,” Ellie muttered, moving the wetsuit to the closet. “I’ll need some space in here for my things.”

“Help yourself,” Finn said. “I’ll clear out my stuff from the bathroom.”

Left alone, Ellie sat heavily on the edge of the bed, the events of the day catching up with her. This was not how she’d envisioned her forced holiday. The shack was supposed to be her quiet retreat, a place to decompress from the pressures of work and process her complicated feelings about her grandfather’s death. Instead, she was stuck sharing it with a stranger who seemed to think he had as much right to be here as she did.

And the worst part was, she couldn’t entirely dismiss his claim. Her grandfather had been impulsive and generous in equal measure. It was entirely possible he’d made promises to Finn without considering the legal implications.

Ellie unpacked methodically, hanging her clothes in the half of the closet Finn had cleared. The simple task helped restore her sense of control. She was a lawyer, after all. She dealt with complicated situations every day. This was just another problem to solve, another negotiation to navigate.

By the time she emerged from the bedroom, Finn had put on a T-shirt and was in the kitchen, chopping vegetables.

“I’m making dinner,” he said without looking up. “Nothing fancy, just stir-fry. There’s enough for two if you’re hungry.”

Ellie’s first instinct was to refuse, to maintain the boundaries she’d mentally established. But her stomach growled traitorously at the smell of garlic and ginger.

“Fine,” she said, trying to sound indifferent. “Thank you.”

Finn nodded, continuing to chop. “Beer in the fridge if you want one. Or there’s wine in the cupboard above the microwave. Harold’s special stash.”

The mention of her grandfather made Ellie pause as she reached for a glass. “He kept wine here? He always said the only drink worth having was beer.”

Finn smiled slightly. “That was his public position. Privately, he had a thing for Shiraz. Said it reminded him of your grandmother.”

Another piece of information about her grandfather that Ellie hadn’t known. How many more were there? How well had she really known him in these last years?

She poured herself a glass of wine, leaning against the counter as Finn worked. “So, this ecotourism business. What exactly is it?”

“Guided kayak tours of the bay and the mangrove system,” Finn said, tipping the vegetables into a wok. His voice took on a new energy, a passion clear in the way he gestured with the wooden spoon. “Educational stuff about the local ecosystem, traditional Indigenous uses of the plants, that sort of thing. Small groups, minimal environmental impact.”

“And you need this shack as a base because...?”

“Location, mainly. It’s right between the two launch sites. Plus, the shed’s perfect for storing the kayaks.” Finn stirred the vegetables, adding strips of chicken. “The plan was to convert part of the veranda into a check-in area, maybe add a small deck for briefings.”

Ellie frowned. “You were planning renovations?”

“Nothing major. Harold was on board with it all.” Finn glanced at her. “He liked the idea of the place being used for something meaningful, not just sitting empty most of the year.”

The implied criticism stung again. “I have a demanding career. It’s not like I could just pop down to Banksia Bay whenever I felt like it.”

“No one’s saying you had to,” Finn said mildly. “But there’s a difference between being busy and being absent.”

“You know nothing about my life,” Ellie snapped, feeling as though he’d touched a raw nerve.

Finn raised his hands in a placating gesture. “You’re right. I don’t. And you don’t know anything about mine. Which makes this living arrangement extra special.”

Despite herself, Ellie felt her lips twitch at his dry tone. “It’s temporary,” she reminded him, and herself.

“Twelve days,” Finn agreed. “Pass me those plates?”

They ate on the veranda, the tension between them easing slightly as the sun set over the
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