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      The University of Melbourne, March 1981

      

      Margaret ‘Maggie’ Ashford adjusted her reading glasses and spread the latest chapter of her thesis across the scarred wooden desk in the postgraduate research room. Women's Voices in Post-War Australian Literature: The Silenced Stories. Three years of meticulous research, interviews with authors whose work had been dismissed by male critics, archival discoveries that would reshape how people understood the literary landscape of the 1950s and 60s.

      She traced her finger along a particularly elegant argument about domesticity as resistance in the work of Elizabeth Harrower. This chapter alone could change academic discourse around women's writing. The thought sent a familiar thrill through her—the same feeling she'd had as an undergraduate when Professor Harrison first told her she had ‘a genuinely original mind.’

      "Still here, Margaret?"

      She looked up to find Professor William ‘Harry’ Harrison himself in the doorway, a stack of papers under his arm and that familiar smile that made her feel seen in a way few people ever had. Even at twenty-four, she was used to being the serious one, the girl who preferred books to parties, whose mind worked faster than most people could follow. But Professor Harrison had always made her feel like her mind was a gift rather than something to apologise for.

      Even if her social life might disagree.

      "Just reviewing the Harrower analysis," she said, pushing a strand of dark hair behind her ear. "I think I've found something that could really matter, Harry."

      He crossed to her desk, close enough that she caught the scent of his aftershave mixed with pipe tobacco. At thirty-five, he was young for a full professor, and brilliant and charismatic in a way that made other academics either worship or resent him. Margaret fell firmly into the worship camp, though she told herself it was purely professional admiration.

      "Show me," he said, settling into the chair beside hers.

      For the next hour, they worked through her arguments, Harry’s questions sharpening her thinking, his enthusiasm matching her own. This was what she loved most about academia—the pure joy of ideas, of discovery, of minds meeting over something that mattered.

      "Margaret," he said finally, leaning back in his chair. "This isn't just PhD-level work. This is career-making research."

      The words settled around her like a warm coat. "Do you really think so?"

      "I know so." His expression grew serious. "In fact, I'd like to discuss your plans for after submission. There's a fellowship coming up—the Whitmore Research Fellowship. Full funding for two years of postdoctoral research. With work like this, you'd be a serious contender."

      Margaret's heart jumped. The Whitmore Fellowship was the most prestigious early-career award in Australian literary studies. Winners went on to chairs at major universities, to international recognition, to the kind of academic careers she'd dreamed about since she was sixteen and first fell in love with Virginia Woolf.

      "I'd need strong references," she said carefully.

      "You'd have my strongest recommendation," Harry assured her. "In fact, I'd consider it a privilege to support an application of this calibre."

      Walking home to her share house in Carlton that evening, Margaret felt as though she were floating. The autumn air was crisp, the leaves golden under the streetlights, and her future stretched ahead of her like a gold-flecked fairy tale. She would finish the PhD by December, apply for the Whitmore, and if she was very lucky—if her work was as good as Harry believed—she might have the academic career she'd always dreamed of.

      She had no way of knowing that three months later, everything would fall spectacularly apart.
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      Warinyah Bay, December 2024

      

      Maggie O’Hara finished reshelving returned books in the Warinyah Bay Library and glanced at the clock above the library's front desk. Nearly five o'clock on a Thursday, which meant the library would be quiet from here until closing time. Perfect for getting ahead on next week's book club preparations.

      At sixty-five, Maggie moved with the efficient grace of someone who'd spent decades organising other people's literary needs. Her dark hair, now more silver than black, was pulled back into its usual neat bun, and her reading glasses hung from a chain that had been a gift from the book club three Christmases ago. She wore the same sort of sensible cardigan and comfortable shoes she'd favoured for twenty years, clothes that signalled both competence, and the confidence of being comfortable in her own skin.

      The library was her sanctuary. Always had been, ever since she found her feet in her first job, and with every move since. And even though she was technically retired now, she found she couldn’t keep away from libraries. If she was walking past, she’d pop in and see if they needed any help. On Thursdays she volunteered running a social group for retired locals. Today she’d done a reading from A Room of One’s Own and led a robust discussion on it. Next week, she was planning a ballroom dancing class with a local teacher. That one, of course, would be next door in the community centre.

      She packed up her belongings, but couldn’t bring herself to leave quite yet. Between the familiar smell of books and the gentle hum of the air conditioning, she felt calm. In her happy place.

      Useful, needed, content.

      The afternoon light slanted through the tall windows, casting golden rectangles across the reading tables where Mrs Henderson sat with her usual stack of romance novels. At eighty-three, she was one of the library’s most reliable patrons, arriving every Thursday to exchange three books for three new ones.

      "Any recommendations today, dear?" Mrs Henderson asked, peering over her bifocals at Maggie's approach.

      Maggie considered the woman's preferences—historical romance with strong heroines, nothing too steamy (though apparently at Trent’s bookstore she found high steam levels just fine, as Maggie well knew), definitely happy endings. "There's a new Georgette Heyer reprint that just came in. And I noticed you enjoyed that Kate Morton novel last month. She has one about⁠—"

      "Oh, Kate Morton!" Mrs Henderson's face lit up. "Now there's a woman who understands that a good story needs proper research behind it. Not like some of these modern authors who think they can just make things up willy-nilly."

      Maggie smiled, pulling the book from the weekly highlights shelf.

      She'd learned long ago that Mrs Henderson's literary opinions were both passionate and non-negotiable. The woman had been a teacher before her retirement, and it showed in her precise way of evaluating everything from plot structure to historical accuracy.

      "This one's set in Cornwall during the 1930s," Maggie said, handing over the Morton novel. "Three timelines, a missing manuscript, and a family secret that spans generations."

      "Perfect." Mrs Henderson tucked the book into her canvas shopping bag with satisfaction. “Maybe my granddaughter might be tempted, too. Though I do worry about young people these days. She only reads on that electronic gadget of hers. Says proper books are 'too heavy.' Too heavy! As if literature should be convenient."

      "Books find their readers," Maggie said diplomatically. "Whether on paper or screen. Or via audio, for that matter.”

      Mrs Henderson made a dismissive sound, but her expression softened. "You’re always so tactful, Margaret. Such a gift for knowing exactly what to say." She paused at the library loans desk. "Well, I'll see you next Thursday, dear. Don't work too late."

      After Mrs Henderson borrowed her titles and left, Maggie returned to the book club preparations, spreading the copies of next month's selection across one of the large tables. The Seven Husbands of Evelyn Hugo by Taylor Jenkins Reid—Ana's choice, and probably selected with the hope of getting her daughter, Emma, to really dig in. At sixteen, Emma had the kind of sharp intelligence that Maggie recognised. The girl reminded her of herself at that age, hungry for stories that mattered, impatient with anything shallow.

      She borrowed enough copies for everyone, then bid goodnight to the librarian and headed home through the familiar streets of Warinyah Bay. The evening air carried the salt tang of the ocean and the divine scent of jasmine from local gardens. Maggie breathed it all in happily. Daylight Savings and warm, balmy summer evenings were her favourite. This year she’d really nailed her kitchen garden, too, and she was looking forward to her cherry tomatoes ripening later in the season.

      Her dinner was simple—pasta with pesto (using basil that she'd grown herself!). She'd just settled at her small dining table with a glass of wine when a sharp rap at her front door made her jump.

      "Maggie? Are you there, love? Yoo-hoo!”

      Mini's voice carried clearly through the front windows. Maggie opened the door to find her friend standing on the doorstep, clutching a notebook and looking as excitable as usual. At seventy-eight, Mini Fitzgerald was a force of nature—pink hair perfectly coiffed, lipstick bright even at the end of the day, and an energy that could power half the town.

      But as much as she loved her, tonight Maggie stared at her with well-concealed dismay. She had been looking forward to a quiet evening.

      "Oh, thank goodness you're home." Mini stepped past her into the hallway. "I'm in crisis mode, darling. Complete and utter panic."

      Maggie followed her into the kitchen, where Mini had already made herself comfortable at the table.

      “Ooh, wine! May I, darling?”

      “Of course.” Maggie smiled, despite herself, and fetched an extra glass. “What’s wrong?”

      “Tomorrow night’s book club discussion. I'm supposed to lead it, remember? But I got completely sidetracked and haven’t even read the book.” Mini waved her notebook dramatically. “You must tell me everything.”

      "The Unlikely Pilgrimage of Harold Fry. About an older man who decides to walk across England to save his friend's life. It's a lovely story.”

      Mini's face brightened and she opened her notebook, pen poised.

      “You know you could just google some book club questions, right?” Maggie ventured, her tone mild.

      “But I don’t want to sound trite, Maggie, or the same as everyone else! I want something magical!”

      “Well…it's all about second chances, isn't it? Harold's in his sixties, feeling like his life is over, and then suddenly he finds this purpose, this...this courage he didn't know he had.”

      “That does sound lovely. But…how realistic is it? I mean, we know sixty-year-old men, don’t we? Is it believable? A man that age, set in his ways, married for decades, suddenly becoming this completely different person?"

      “That’s the point, isn’t it? That’s why we love these books. They show us that anything is possible, that we can learn and grow and experience wonder at any stage of our lives. And maybe even sometimes, you need the wisdom of age to really lean in to that, to understand it. To appreciate…change.”

      Mini leaned forward, eyes suddenly alight. “Oooh, I have it! I know what I want to lead with in the discussion. Octogenarian romance! Or at least, later in life romance. Take us! Widows, with rich, fulfilling lives. No romance anywhere in sight! We’ve built nice lives, everything's peaceful and settled. Then one day, out of nowhere, someone from your past appears. Someone who knew you when you were young and full of dreams. Someone who..." She paused, consulting her notes. "Someone who represents the road not taken, you know?"

      Maggie choked a little on her wine. But Mini was warming to her theme, not noticing her friend’s discomfort. She rabbited on, happy and excited, but Maggie was having trouble concentrating. For a moment, she was back in the library, staring into familiar eyes.

      The shock of recognition.

      The careful politeness that barely covered years of buried hurt.

      Anger, even.

      He hadn’t recognised her, at least. But every visit to the library ever since had filled her with panic.

      What if he came back?

      "Maggie? Are you alright, love?"

      She blinked, finding Mini watching her with concern. "Sorry, I was just...thinking about the book."

      "That's exactly what I mean!" Mini exclaimed. "It brings up all these questions about destiny and choice and whether it's ever too late to...well, to be brave. That’s what I’ll lead with! And we can talk about our perspectives as older women. I mean, what would you do?”

      The kitchen seemed to tilt slightly. Maggie gripped the edge of the table, fighting the urge to excuse herself, to escape to her garden where she could breathe properly.

      "I think," she said carefully, "that some doors are better left closed."

      Mini's face fell. "Oh. Well, I suppose that's one perspective." She brightened again almost immediately. "But that would make for a rather depressing book club discussion, wouldn’t it? Pessimism about second chances?"

      She didn’t wait for an answer, though, and bustled out as fast as she’d bustled in, thanking Maggie profusely, apparently inspired despite Maggie’s reservations on the topic.

      “I’ll read a summary on the internet!” Mini shouted as she shut the front door behind her, leaving Maggie staring at her wine glass in resigned dismay.

      She had done so well keeping him out of her mind ever since the last book club meeting.

      She’d also avoided going out as much as she possibly could, which was not ideal. Warinyah Bay was a small town: she couldn't hide forever. Eventually, their paths would cross again.

      And suddenly, from nowhere, she was overwhelmed with rage.

      How dare he?

      How dare he show up here, after all these years?

      Hadn’t he done enough damage already?

      And Maggie was so dysregulated, so furious, so outraged by the unfairness of it all, that she picked up her glass of wine and hurled it against the lounge room wall.
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      Professor William Harrison—Harry to his friends, though there were fewer of those than there used to be—spread the morning's research across the small dining table at Seachange Cottage and tried to concentrate on the task at hand.

      At seventy-five, Harry retained the methodical habits of a lifetime. Every morning, coffee first, then papers arranged in precise order: papers he was reviewing on the left, his own research notes the right, and these days, his laptop in the centre for working on.

      Today, though, a manila folder sat on the right, as it had done for the past two weeks. A folder he couldn't quite bring himself to open, or attend to.

      The cottage suited his needs perfectly—quiet, on the outskirts of town, with enough space to spread out his work whilst maintaining the fiction that this was simply research for his next book. Which wasn't entirely untrue. He did plan to write something. Eventually.

      Buying the cottage might have been a bit over the top though.

      The local historical society seemed like it would be the place to start, but the ‘contact us’ page had given him pause.

      Two weeks in Warinyah Bay, and he was no closer to finding the courage for what he'd come here to do.

      His laptop chimed with an incoming email from his research assistant back at Melbourne University:

      Professor Harrison—hope you're settling in well. The department is asking about your book proposal deadline. Should I tell them you'll need an extension? Also, three students have enquired about supervision for next year. Let me know your availability. Best, Caroline.

      Harry stared at the screen. How could he explain that he might not have a career to return to once this was finished? That everything he'd built might crumble the moment he found the strength to open that manila folder and face what was inside?

      Truly face it. Complete with action, not just thoughts.

      He closed the email without responding and returned to the documents he was reviewing. A letter dated 1967 caught his attention—a woman writing to her sister about starting a literary discussion group because ‘there's nowhere in this town for women to talk seriously about books without men telling us what we should think.’

      The irony wasn't lost on him.

      A knock at the front door interrupted his brooding, however.

      Harry opened it to find a man roughly his own age, wearing paint-splattered shorts and a friendly smile.

      "Morning! I'm Johnno, I live at number twenty-six.” He indicated a few houses down the road. “Thought I'd introduce myself."

      "Harry Harrison." They shook hands.

      "Academic type, eh?” Then, at Harry’s surprised look: “Small town charm, mate. There’s no keeping secrets here.”

      At that Harry’s heart lurched, but Johnno continued without noticing: “You’re a retired professor?”

      “Oh. Right. Yes, I’m used to living in Melbourne, where no-one knows who’s moved in beside them.” He scratched his head, suddenly frowning. “Well, not quite retired. I don’t teach anymore.”

      “Well, here’s the spot to retire. Lovely beach, lovely people. Do you fish?”

      Harry was still frowning. “Ah, no.”

      “Shame. Well, let me know if you want to learn. You’ve moved all this way. Got to be some reason for a sea change, right? It’s usually the beach lifestyle.” Here Johnno turned to wander away, waving and calling over his shoulder from the gate: “Yell out if you need anything!”

      Harry nearly called out after him, but what could he say without sounding creepy?

      I’m looking for a woman, do you know her?

      She probably doesn’t want to see me.

      Probably hates my bloody guts.

      But care to pass on her address?

      No. He was in a small town. He couldn’t lie about why he was looking for Margaret, and he wasn’t ready to tell the truth yet, either.

      Besides, he knew where to find her.

      The contact page for the historical society said ‘Maggie O’Hara’. He’d always called her Margaret, but he knew her married name was O’Hara, and how many Margaret O’Hara’s interested in history could there be in one small town?

      The accompanying photo was disarming. Partly because she looked so scholarly yet so warm, an unlikely combination; partly because he realised, with a jolt, he had spoken to her in the library that first week he was in town.

      How had he not recognised her?

      Had she recognised him?

      His phone buzzed with a text from his daughter in Sydney: Dad, how's the seaside retreat going? Are you eating properly? Maybe it's time to come home and stop beating yourself up over whatever's bothering you.

      Then: I still can’t believe you BOUGHT A HOUSE THERE!!!

      Sonia was perceptive—too perceptive sometimes. She'd noticed his increasing restlessness over the past year, the way he'd started questioning everything about his career, his legacy, his choices, even if the questioning had been entirely internal. She thought it was still lingering grief about her mother's death five years prior, combined with the melancholy that often came with (near) retirement, and facing it alone.

      She had no idea what it really was.

      What her father had done.

      Once she knew, what then?

      Could she ever forgive him?

      Could Margaret?

      Harry walked to the lounge room window that overlooked the bay.

      It had been a rash decision, yes. But the cottage had been on the market for a while, and the price was unbelievably good. He could always Airbnb it out once he’d done what he’d come here to do.

      However long that took.

      How long did it take to make amends to someone whose prospects you had ruined?

      The guilt that had gnawed at him for months—years, if he was honest, maybe even decades—intensified. What if she was content now? What if his confession would only reopen old wounds for the sake of his own conscience?

      But the folder on his table represented more than personal guilt.

      She deserved to know the truth, deserved the apology that should have come decades ago.

      Even if she hated him for it.

      Which she would.

      She must.

      But he would face that. He would face what he deserved, and face the fallout.

      It was the least he could do.

      And it was long overdue.
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      Maggie arrived at Ana and Trent’s place precisely at seven, carrying her well-worn copy of The Unlikely Pilgrimage of Harold Fry and a bottle of Ana's favourite wine.

      "Maggie!" Ana opened the door with her usual warm smile, taking the wine with genuine appreciation. "How are you, love? You look a bit tired."

      “I didn’t sleep well last night,” Maggie said. The truth—that she'd been sleeping poorly for weeks, ever since the visitor in the library—was too complicated to explain.

      The familiar chaos of the Mitchell-Perfect household enveloped her as she stepped inside. Jake's basketball gear was scattered near the front door, Emma's art supplies covered half the dining table, and Trent's latest woodworking project was filling the far corner of the lounge. It was the sort of lived-in warmth that Maggie missed from her own married days—so different from her neat, quiet cottage now.

      "Evening, Maggie." Trent appeared from the kitchen. “What can I get you to drink?”

      “Just a small glass of white would be lovely, thank you,” Maggie said. “Can I do anything?”

      “Nope,” Trent said, ushering her through to the sunroom. She could hear muffled laughter as they approached, from where the others had already gathered.

      Emma looked up from her spot on the window seat as Maggie entered, her notebook balanced on her thighs. She smiled, but didn’t speak, and Maggie made her way over to sit near her. She enjoyed chatting to Emma, hearing what she was reading and thinking. She had the endearing certainty of youth, somehow coupled with a good dose of shyness or self-doubt, which was an unlikely and charming combination.

      The room was full of the comfortable chatter that Maggie had come to treasure—Jordan grumbling about cheap plot twists, Ivy describing her latest meeting with Marcus, her agent, and Mini telling anyone who would listen about Bernard and Nancy's Mediterranean adventure.

      But before she could ask Emma anything, Mini’s voice changed and cut through the general chatter.

      "Right! Are we ready to dissect poor Harold? Because I have Thoughts with a capital T about this book!”

      Once everyone had settled into their chairs, Mini went on: "Let's talk about transformation, shall we? Harold Fry is sixty-five, set in his ways, convinced his life is essentially over. Then suddenly—adventure! Renewal! Self-discovery! The question is: how realistic is this?"

      "Completely realistic," Ana said firmly. "People change at any age. Look at all of us—we're not the same people we were five years ago."

      "But sixty-five?" Jordan looked sceptical. "That's pretty late in life to suddenly become a completely different person."

      "He's not becoming different," Emma interjected, looking up from her notes. "He's becoming who he always was underneath. The walk just strips away all the layers of compromise and fear."

      Maggie smiled at Emma encouragingly; she could be so insightful.

      “Well, that’s all very interesting, but let’s hear from people who have actually passed that age. What do you think, Maggie?”

      Maggie startled. She really just wanted to be allowed to quietly enjoy her life without any troubles or adventures.

      “Well,” she said, "Harold isn't transforming—he's remembering. Remembering who he was before life taught him to be smaller."

      Mini leaned forward, eyes bright with interest. "So you think it's never too late? That someone could be living a perfectly pleasant life and then suddenly⁠—"

      "Suddenly what?" Trent asked, refilling wine glasses. "Meet the love of their life at the local library?”

      "Don't mock," Mini said haughtily. "Romance can happen at any age. In fact, I'd argue that later-in-life romance is more powerful because you know exactly what you're choosing. No illusions about changing the other person. Look at Bernard and Nancy.”

      Trent went to laugh, but caught himself hurriedly and nodded seriously instead. Maggie suppressed a small smile, too.

      "But it’s not really about romance, is it?" Ivy asked. "It’s about love, but it’s complicated. What if accepting love means facing things you've spent years avoiding?"

      The room fell silent at that. Ivy and Jordan exchanged one of their wordless looks, and Maggie wondered what complications they were thinking about. Everyone had their secrets, their roads not taken. Not just about romance, either.

      "The book suggests it's worth the risk," Ana said. "Harold could have stayed home, kept his quiet life with Maureen, never rocked the boat. But he would have died having never really grown."

      "Easy to say when you're not the one taking the risk," Jordan muttered.

      "Is it risk, though?" Emma asked. "Or is staying safe the real risk? The risk of looking back with regret?"

      Looking back with regret. Maggie felt strange and tense. She thought of herself at twenty-four, so certain of her path, so confident in her abilities. If that young woman could see her now—volunteer librarian, widow, living quietly in a coastal town, unknown, uncelebrated—would she be proud or disappointed?

      "Maggie?" Mini's voice seemed to come from far away. "You've gone very quiet. What do you think about second chances?"

      Everyone was looking at her expectantly. These people who'd become her family, who valued her opinions, who saw her as wise and settled.

      Who didn’t really know her history at all.

      "I think," she said carefully, "that second chances are a luxury not everyone can afford. Sometimes the safe choice is the only responsible choice."

      "But Harold wasn't being responsible by staying,” Emma argued. "He was being cowardly. There's a difference."

      "Not everyone has the privilege of taking risks," she said, more sharply than intended. "Some of us have to think about consequences, about other people who depend on us."

      An uncomfortable silence fell over the room. Ana shot her a concerned look, and Maggie realised her tone had been harsher than the gentle literary discussion warranted.

      "I'm sorry," she said quickly. "I didn't mean to be so...I think I'm tired."

      "No, you're right," Jordan said unexpectedly. "It's easy to romanticise dramatic gestures when you're reading about them. Harder when you're living with the consequences."

      "But Harold's walk wasn't a dramatic gesture," Emma persisted. "It was a quiet act of courage. He just...decided to keep going."

      Maggie stared at Emma.

      What if she had decided to keep going, back then?

      What would her life have looked like?

      She shifted uneasily in her seat. She had never had any regrets, not really. She had been bitter for a while, but she’d bounced back. She’d found Ernie. She had her children, and now her grandchildren, and a beautiful life. So why was this discussion rubbing her up the wrong way? Making her snappish, even?

      Maggie couldn’t actually remember the last time she had snapped at anyone.

      She blamed That Man for this development, too.

      The discussion moved on to other themes—friendship, forgiveness, the power of purpose—but Maggie found herself only half-listening. Emma's words kept echoing in her mind: He's becoming who he always was underneath.

      Had she been someone else underneath, before life taught her to be smaller?

      Again, she felt that surge of anger. That stupid professors did stupid things, and weren’t smart enough to stay away from her. Because whether she saw him or not, his presence alone was wreaking havoc in her life.

      Again.

      "Maggie?" Ana's voice drew her back to the present. "Would you like a cup of tea?"

      She looked around to find the evening winding down, people gathering their books and bidding their farewells. She'd lost track of the last half hour entirely.

      "No, thank you. I should head home."

      Ana walked her to the door, concern evident in her expression. "Are you alright, love? You seemed a bit...unsettled tonight."

      Maggie forced a smile. "Just one of those weeks. Nothing that a good night's sleep won't fix."

      But as she walked home through the quiet streets of Warinyah Bay, Emma's words followed her like a persistent shadow.

      The thing was, Maggie had never regretted the path her life had taken. She'd built something good with Ernie, raised wonderful children, found purpose in her work and community. She'd been genuinely content—happy, even—with the woman she'd become, the life she’d lived.

      So why had Harry’s appearance shaken her so much?

      Because it seemed so far-fetched, that he’d end up retiring to the same small town she had?

      Because it had torn open something she'd thought was long healed? Not regret exactly, but a painful curiosity about ‘what if’?

      Who might she have been if that door hadn't slammed shut?

      And why, after all these years of peace, did it suddenly matter?
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      Harry was halfway through his second cup of coffee when the knock came—not the polite tap of yesterday's neighbour, but a confident rap that suggested whoever was on the other side had a purpose that wouldn’t be easily deterred.

      He opened the door to find an older woman with intense (somewhat off-putting, if he was honest) pink hair, lipstick that matched, and an energy that he found entirely too much.

      She beamed at him with the sort of enthusiasm usually reserved for winning lottery tickets.

      "Professor Harrison! I'm Mini Fitzgerald, and I simply had to come and welcome you properly to Warinyah Bay."

      Harry blinked, caught off guard by both her energy and the fact that she knew his name. "I...thank you. Err…would you like to come in?"

      "Oh, how lovely!" Mini swept past him into the cottage, taking in the scattered papers on his dining table with keen interest. "Working already, I see. Marvellous! We need more intellectual types around here. Well, we have plenty actually, but one can never have too many brilliant minds, don't you think?"

      "How did you⁠—"

      "Know who you are?" Mini settled herself at his table without invitation, moving aside a stack of historical documents with careful reverence. "Darling, this is a small town. Word travels faster than bushfire. Retired literature professor from Melbourne! And Johnno mentioned you at the bakery this morning, so naturally I had to investigate."

      Harry felt his carefully constructed cover story beginning to fray. "I'm not sure I'd call myself retired exactly⁠—"

      "Nonsense! If you're living in Warinyah Bay researching fascinating historical projects, you're retired enough for our purposes." Mini's eyes sparkled with mischief. "Which brings me to why I'm here. Have you heard about our book club?"

      Harry felt slightly giddy, and suspected this woman might have that effect on everyone she came into contact with. He rather wished she would leave.

      Of course there would be a book club, he thought.

      Margaret would almost certainly be involved.

      He chose his words carefully, to no avail.

      “No, I haven't. And I don’t⁠—"

      "Oh, you simply must join us! We meet every second Thursday evening, and we're always desperate for more perspectives. Especially from someone with your background." Mini leaned forward conspiratorially. "Between you and me, we could use more male voices. Jordan tries his best, bless him, but he's terribly pretentious about literary fiction. We need someone with proper academic credentials to keep him in line."

      "That's very kind," Harry said carefully, "but I'm not sure I'd fit in. I tend to be rather...analytical about literature. Occupational hazard. Plus, I’m focused on historical works. I don’t really read much modern stuff at all.”

      “But that’s perfect! We love a good analysis. Our Maggie always brings such wonderful insights to historical works—she has the most remarkable mind. Volunteers at the historical society,” Mini continued, clearly not to be dissuaded.

      Our Maggie.

      Well, that confirmed what he had already deduced. His Maggie did indeed work at the historical society, and it was her who was listed as the main contact.

      And she belonged here, was valued here, had built a life where people appreciated her intellect and sought her opinions. The realisation should have pleased him—she'd found recognition after all—but instead it intensified his guilt. She'd built this life without any help from him. Despite what he'd done.

      "I'm sure she does," he managed.

      Mini's eyes sharpened slightly, and Harry wondered if he'd given something away in his tone. "You'd like her, I think. She volunteers at the library, knows absolutely everything about books. Bit quiet at first, but once you get her talking about literature..." Mini waved her hand expressively. "Absolutely brilliant."

      The manila folder on his table seemed to pulse with reproach. Inside were photocopies of the letter he wrote but never sent, as well as the one he did.

      The recommendation that could have changed everything.

      The evidence of his own cowardice.

      And here was this stranger, unknowingly describing the woman whose dreams he'd crushed, praising the mind he'd failed to champion when it mattered most.

      "I'm sure,” was all he said, though.

      "So you'll come? Thursday week? We're discussing The Seven Husbands of Evelyn Hugo. Too modern for your tastes, but the themes are as old as time. I’m sure you’ll have something valuable to contribute, and we simply must hear it!”

      Harry stared at her. The irony was so perfect it felt like punishment. Because he had, in fact, read the book—Sonia had insisted, and he always succumbed to her book recommendations.

      A book about a woman being undervalued in a male-dominated profession, in a room where he'd have to face the woman he'd undervalued in a male-dominated profession, surrounded by people who'd chosen to build their lives around literature—the very field he'd estranged her from.

      "I'm not sure I'm ready for group discussions just yet," he said. "I'm still settling in, and my research requires quite a bit of focus."

      Mini's face fell slightly, but her determination didn't waver. "Well, the invitation stands. We meet at Ana and Trent's—lovely couple, you'll adore them. Ana inherited Clara's house, and Clara started the book club." She stood, smoothing down her skirt. "I'll leave you my number, just in case you change your mind. I’m Mini, by the way. Did I already actually introduce myself? I was so excited to meet you I might have clean forgot! How terribly embarrassing.”

      She scribbled her details on a piece of paper, not looking embarrassed at all, and placed it pointedly next to the manila folder. Harry didn’t have the energy to correct her that she had, in fact, introduced herself. He thought the less he said, the quicker she might leave. But she carried on: "What's your research about, exactly? Local women's literature is such a fascinating topic."

      Harry felt trapped between truth and fiction. "I'm...exploring how women's voices in regional areas contributed to Australian literary culture post-war. Looking at unpublished works, letters, community literary groups."

      "Oh, how wonderful! You know, Clara Mayhew—that's Ana's aunt who passed last year—she probably had boxes of local writers' materials. Letters, manuscripts, all sorts of treasures. I'm sure Ana would be delighted to help with your research."

      "That's very generous."

      "We look after our own here, Professor Harrison. And writers—even academic ones—are definitely our own. Our little group has four published authors. Four!" Mini headed toward the door, then paused. "You know, I have a good feeling about you being here. Sometimes the universe has a way of bringing the right people together at exactly the right moment." She flashed him a massive grin, and theatrically flung open the door.

      After she left, Harry sat at his table, feeling a bit like a small tornado had visited.

      If only she knew.

      He didn’t bring good feelings. He brought painful history, words unspoken, and the memory of shattered dreams. And whether it was the right moment or a terrible one to appear, remained to be seen.

      He opened the folder with trembling fingers, pulling out the first photocopied recommendation letter—the one he'd actually submitted for Margaret forty-ish years ago. Lukewarm, careful, professionally destructive. Next to it lay the letter he had written first, the one that sang with praise for her intelligence, her originality, her potential to revolutionise literary scholarship.

      The one he’d never sent.

      It was too little, and far too late.

      But perhaps Mini was right about timing. He was here now because it was finally time to face what he'd done, to offer the apology that should have come decades ago.

      Even if Margaret hated him for it.

      Even if he deserved that hate.

      The book club invitation lay beside the folder like a challenge. The Seven Husbands of Evelyn Hugo.

      Public personas versus private truths.

      Oh, to be able to step back in time, to know then what he knew now!

      Harry reached for his phone to call Mini back, then stopped.

      Not yet.

      He needed more time to prepare, to find the right words, to steel himself for the moment when Margaret looked at him and remembered exactly who he was and what he'd done.

      But the invitation would wait. And when he was ready—when he'd found the courage Evelyn Hugo had—he would take that first step toward redemption.

      Whether Margaret could forgive him or not.
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      On Saturday morning, Maggie woke with a peculiarly hollow feeling.

      The discussion about Harold Fry still lingered, and had stirred something in her—uncomfortable questions about transformation and changing course late in life—especially on the back of her encounter with Professor Harrison.

      She made her coffee and settled at her kitchen table with The Seven Husbands of Evelyn Hugo, determined to get ahead on next fortnight's reading. She was leading the discussion, and wanted to have something meaningful to say.

      But after reading the same paragraph three times without absorbing a word, Maggie closed the book.

      How dare he show up here, after all these years?

      The rage that had consumed her earlier in the week hadn't dissipated. It simmered beneath her careful composure, threatening to bubble over at unexpected moments. She'd thrown a wine glass at her wall, for heaven's sake. She hadn't done anything that impulsive since...well, since she was twenty-four and blocked at every turn in her fledgling academic career.

      By ten o'clock, she was dressed and heading into town. She'd promised Emma she'd help research sources for her English assignment on feminist voices in Australian literature—a topic that had made Maggie's heart squeeze and bellow when Emma had mentioned it after book club, apparently not holding her snappishness against her, thank goodness.

      "I want to write about women whose work was overlooked or dismissed," Emma had said. "The ones who should have been famous but weren't, you know?"

      How could she refuse? Especially when she had exactly the resources Emma needed, carefully collected over decades of her own quiet scholarship, in rare moments when she had the time or when something stood out to her in her reading.

      The morning was gloriously warm, that early summer feeling of holidays and socialising and being carefree. Her tomatoes were thriving, the jasmine was in full bloom, and everything about her life should feel perfect.

      Instead, it felt massively unsatisfactory and intolerable.

      "Morning, Margaret!" called Johnno from across the street. He was chatting with a tall, distinguished-looking man she didn't recognise—probably another retiree drawn to the Bay's peaceful charms. "Lovely day for it!"

      She waved and hurried on, not trusting herself to make small talk, terrified about being out. Being visible.

      Who she might see.

      At the library, she scuttled to the farthest computer and waited for Emma.

      As though speaking directly to her fears of being noticed, Mrs Henderson appeared at her side within seconds, launching into book talk without so much as a ‘hello’.

      “Marvellous recommendation, Maggie! Though I do think Morton could have resolved the mystery a bit sooner. All that back and forth between timelines—it's enough to give a person whiplash." Mrs Henderson settled her handbag more securely on her arm. "Now, what have you got for me this week?"

      Despite herself, Maggie felt herself relaxing into the familiar dance of matching readers to books. This was what she was good at—understanding what people needed from stories, helping them
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