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      To Andrew, Harry and Ben

       

      The three most important men in my life. I love you to bits, even though you all moan when I suggest watching a romcom.
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      Sunday morning and Sally was singing in the shower when she heard her phone ring in the next-door bedroom.

      Leave it. This is you time.

      But what if it’s important? How can you relax not knowing?

      With a silent curse she turned off the water and wrapped herself in a big pink towel. Trailing wet footprints across the wooden floor, she padded over to her bedside table to retrieve her phone. The number wasn’t one she recognised.

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘Hi.’ A deep male voice. ‘Harry Wilson here. I think Trixie mentioned me to you?’

      ‘Oh, yes.’ Trixie was a friend of friend, or more precisely a friend of Kitty’s, who was one of her best friends. ‘You know her boyfriend, Mike?’

      ‘He’s my business partner, yeah. I hear you have a room for rent?’

      ‘I do.’ When Trixie had mentioned she knew someone who might be interested in the room, Sally had been unsure. Yes, she needed the money, but did she need it badly enough to share her space with a guy she didn’t know? But only one other person had been interested, and, unlike Harry, that man hadn’t come with the promise that he was highly unlikely to come into her room in the middle of the night and murder her.

      ‘Any chance I can come and see it this morning?’ He paused. ‘Like in half an hour?’

      Sally glanced down at herself and winced. She knew from Trixie that Harry had been sleeping on Mike’s sofa for the last few days, so she could see why everyone was keen for him to find somewhere to live. And as she was pretty desperate to get the room rented, thirty minutes would have to be long enough to get dressed and tidy up the two-bed flat.

      When she opened the door to him exactly half an hour later though, she wasn’t ready for him, in any sense. Her hair was still wet and the kitchen still bore the debris from breakfast, but they were nothing compared to her reaction to the sight of him.

      ‘Hi.’

      She had to crane her neck up at an awkward angle to look at him – and she wasn’t short by any means. ‘Trixie didn’t warn me you were so … tall.’ Or so … wow-snatch-the-breath-from-her-good-looking, she added silently. Not pretty good looks, but gruff, rugged, sexy-enough-to-make-her-toes-curl good looks, though the light-grey eyes, framed with dark lashes were ridiculously pretty.

      He arched a brow in that cool way some people could pull off. ‘Is my height going to be a problem?’

      ‘Not unless you can’t fit in the bed.’

      The bed had been her sister’s and wasn’t intended for six-foot-four hulking builders.

      She led him down her hallway to the room at the end, opposite the bathroom. Unlike her en suite, the bathroom had a shower over the bath. Not ideal for the man behind her.

      Neither was the decor of the bedroom, she realised belatedly as she pushed open the door.

      Behind her, she heard a sharp intake of breath, and a quietly muttered, ‘Jesus.’

      ‘It used to be my sister’s room.’

      ‘Big fan of pink, I take it.’

      Amy had been, Sally thought sadly. Or maybe she’d never liked it, just put up with it because Sally loved the colour. ‘You can change it, if you want.’

      He nodded and glanced around. ‘And the bed?’ He looked towards the fancy wrought iron bed, currently sporting a floral duvet. ‘Can I bring my own?’

      She tried to imagine him lying there, and had to work hard to suppress a giggle. ‘You don’t like the flowers?’

      A pair of amused grey eyes found hers. ‘Compared to where I’m sleeping at the moment, this is a huge step up.’ But then his shoulders seemed to drop a little. ‘But yeah, I’d rather sleep in something bigger. And less likely to give me hay fever.’

      Funny or sarcastic? She wasn’t quite sure how to take that. ‘I guess I can put that one in storage. Trixie said this is just for a few months?’

      ‘Hopefully.’ He glanced sideways at her. ‘No offence.’

      ‘Short term works for me. My sister might want it back and, besides, I’m not sure how I’ll get on living with someone else.’

      He huffed out a breath. ‘I’m tidy, if that’s what you mean. Plus I work long hours so I’ll not be in your way too much.’

      ‘Do you want to see the rest of the place?’

      She walked back up the hallway and into the kitchen. It was a pretty good size, which was one of the reasons she’d bought the flat. That and the fact the kitchen had double doors out into a lovely big lounge, with two windows that could definitely be described as having a sea view, even if it was from several roads back from the front. Most people who saw it said something complimentary, but Harry’s eyes weren’t looking towards the view at all.

      ‘Is the sofa going to be a problem?’ she asked, mimicking his comment from earlier, trying to arch her brow in the same way he’d done.

      He frowned. ‘Are you winking at me?’

      ‘No. God, no.’ Heat scalded her cheeks.

      ‘A single no would have done,’ he countered dryly.

      Turning so he couldn’t see her embarrassment, she waved at the velvet fuchsia-pink corner sofa. ‘My sister isn’t the only fan of pink. The sofa stays, so if that is going to be a problem…’

      ‘It isn’t.’ He smirked. ‘Pretty sure I’m man enough to sit on a pink sofa.’

      ‘But not sleep in a pink bedroom?’

      His big body shuddered. ‘Something wrong about the thought of waking up to pink walls.’

      When she’d decided to rent out the room, she’d been hoping to share with a like-minded soul. This guy clearly wasn’t it. Still, her spidey senses weren’t on danger alert, Trixie’s boyfriend had vouched for him and, judging from the only other person she’d shown round, she could do a lot worse. At least Harry looked clean. ‘I presume Trixie told you the rent?’

      ‘Sounds reasonable, considering.’

      ‘Considering?’

      He gave her a crooked smile. ‘Considering all the pink.’

      His sense of humour was going to take some getting used to. ‘What do you think, then? Colour of the walls aside, do you want to give it a go? We can agree on a week’s notice for either party, just in case the pink gets too much for you.’

      ‘You mean in case I piss you off.’

      ‘Or in case you piss me off,’ she agreed.

      He gave her a small smile. ‘Sounds fair. I can paint over the pink walls today, move in tomorrow if that works?’

      ‘I’ll need to find a home for the rejected bed,’ she pointed out, feeling a little panicked. He’d be living in her space tomorrow.

      ‘No sweat. I’ll take it to my house and swap it for mine.’

      That made her pause. ‘If you have your own place—’

      ‘Long story.’

      Silence stretched between them. ‘Okay.’ She pushed a wayward curl back behind her ear. ‘Just reassure me your wanting to move in here has nothing to do with dead bodies you’ve buried in your garden. Or beneath your floorboards.’

      He let out a low chuckle. ‘No dead bodies I’m aware of.’

      ‘But then you would say that.’

      ‘Any axe-wielding maniac worth their salt would say that,’ he agreed, eyes glinting. Before she could panic further, he held out his hand. ‘Thanks. I’ll be back in a bit with the paint. And the axe.’

      He was gone before her stunned brain could come up with a reply, leaving her wondering what on earth she’d let herself in for.
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      Two months later

      Harry shoved the box of winter clothes into the rear of his truck and stared back at the house. His bloody house. The one he’d spent the last four years carefully and painstakingly restoring.

      Now the hard work was pretty much done and it was time to enjoy the fruit of his graft. Except he couldn’t, because his ex had refused to move out.

      And this farce had gone on for so long he was now into a new frigging season, hence the box in the back.

      The woman herself stood on the doorstop, hand on hip, looking as if she owned the place.

      ‘Don’t look at me like that.’ Isabelle flicked the poker-straight hair that fell in a glossy dark curtain over her shoulders. ‘It’s your choice not to live here.’

      ‘Are you going to leave?’

      She gave him the stubborn chin and pouty lips. ‘No.’

      ‘Then it’s not really a choice, is it?’

      ‘Of course it is.’ She sighed dramatically, something he’d been getting pretty used to since their epic row two months ago. The one that had led to him dossing on his mate Mike’s sofa for a week before finding a room for rent in a woman’s flat. That was a whole other story, but he couldn’t dwell on it because Isabelle hadn’t finished talking. ‘You’re the one who’s decided to be stupid and leave.’

      ‘You think it’s sensible to continue in a relationship with someone who’s clearly been having an affair behind my back?’

      ‘For God’s sake, how many times do I have to tell you? I didn’t sleep with Charles.’

      Harry let out a long, slow breath. Knackered from a day of knocking down an old conservatory and laying foundations for a swanky orangery, he didn’t have the stomach for yet another round of pointless arguments. ‘Whether you actually slept together isn’t really the issue, is it? You certainly weren’t working when I interrupted your after-hours meeting.’

      He’d been feeling guilty that the drama of his parents’ separation had sapped all his energy over the last few months, so when Isabelle had told him she was going to have to work late, he’d decided to surprise her. Telling his parents to find another referee to their spat, he’d booked a table at Isabelle’s favourite restaurant and driven to her office.

      See, he could be romantic.

      But life wasn’t like the romance films that Sally, the woman he was renting his room from, seemed so obsessed with. Sure, he’d not actually seen Isabelle and her boss in action, and maybe, just maybe, they’d not had sex in his office. Whatever they’d been doing though, she’d looked guilty as hell when she’d come out to find him sitting at her desk, waiting for her. And though he’d never worked in an office, he figured meetings with the boss didn’t usually lead to messed-up hair, smeared lipstick and undone buttons.

      ‘I made a mistake.’

      He laughed incredulously. ‘A mistake is forgetting my birthday. Reversing into my truck. Not shoving your tongue down your boss’s throat.’

      Her face fell and she bit into her bottom lip. ‘Okay, call it a moment of madness I never intend repeating. Please come home.’

      He hated that, just for a second, he considered it. Made him feel an even bigger fool than he did already. ‘I’ll come back to my house when you leave.’ He reminded himself of the guilty look on her face, of the fact that it probably hadn’t been the first time she’d left that office in a dishevelled state, and hardened his heart. ‘I’ve tried to be patient but it’s been two months, Isabelle. Plenty of time for you to find somewhere else.’

      And plenty of time for him to get really frigging fed up with paying a mortgage on his house and rent on a room.

      ‘I don’t want somewhere else.’ Her bottom lip wobbled. ‘I want to stay here, with you.’

      ‘Yeah, well you should have thought of that before you went tangling tongues with your boss.’ The thought of what she’d been up to behind his back, how she’d lied to him… It made it easier to ignore those tear-filled puppy eyes. ‘Start looking for another place to live or I’ll get the lawyers on you.’

      Her eyes widened. ‘You wouldn’t do that.’

      He wished he could. Wished he wasn’t too much of a soft touch when it came to women. But damn it, he’d had enough of living in a room in someone else’s flat – especially when that person talked too much and was ever so slightly bonkers. And cute and blonde. ‘Don’t try me. You won’t like the answer.’ He looked straight into his ex’s doe-brown eyes. ‘Get out of my house, Isabelle. This is starting to really piss me off.’

      Turning his back on her, he climbed into his truck, but just before he could jam the gear into drive, his phone rang. With a sigh heavy enough to fill the cabin, he pressed Answer.

      ‘Hi, Mum.’

      ‘Your father refuses to leave the living room. He says he’s got as much right to be in there as I have, but that wasn’t what we agreed. He gets the office and the snug, I get use of the living room. How am I supposed to hold my book club meetings if he’s parked himself on the sofa? I need you to tell him.’

      What a Friday night this was turning out to be. ‘Where did he used to go when you had your meetings?’

      ‘He was at work. Now he’s home all day and getting in my way.’

      It was the crux of why his parents were separating after thirty-five years together. He wasn’t sure they’d ever been happy, but apparently now they couldn’t stand to be in the same room as each other.

      Much like him with Isabelle. Except they’d managed only twelve months.

      And people wondered why he was such a cynic when it came to love.

      ‘Harry?’

      He exhaled a breath full of exhaustion and deep-seated frustration. ‘I’ll have a word with Dad when I get home.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      He hesitated, then decided what the hell. The day couldn’t get much shittier. ‘Are you sure this is what you want? That you guys can’t just talk things through?’

      Silence. When she answered, he could hear the disappointment in her voice. ‘I expected more understanding from you. Of course getting a divorce at my age isn’t what I want, but it’s what I need to stay sane. Have I asked you why you’re not talking to Isabelle instead of going off to live in some bedsit?’

      She made it sound like Sally’s was a dive, when actually it was a cool space. A large two-bed, top-floor apartment in one of the squares a few roads back from Brighton seafront. The building was old, but the flat was modern, light and airy. His only criticism was the colour scheme. Pink was not a colour any sane person wanted to be surrounded by. ‘Our circumstances are totally different. Isabelle cheated on me. Dad’s never done that to you.’

      ‘I’ve never given your father reason to cheat. Besides, there are other ways to hurt a person.’

      Reason to cheat? The injustice of the statement rankled, but it didn’t screw with his thirty-year-old head, not like it would have done when he’d been a boy. He’d stopped wishing he had a mum who took his side a long time ago. ‘Okay. I’ll call you tomorrow when I’ve spoken to him.’

      The ridiculousness of the situation wasn’t lost on him. Umpteen calls between him and his parents to try to solve an issue when all they needed to do was walk down the hallway and talk to each other face to face.

      As he ended the call, a message popped up on his screen.

      Sally: Bad day [grumpy emoji]. Going to watch Dirty Dancing [grinning widely emoji]. Want us to wait for you? [5 smiling emojis]

      Despite his mood a smile tugged at his mouth. He’d never met anyone who used so many damn emojis.

      He’d also never felt less like watching one of her crappy romances. At least … he assumed that was what it was.
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        * * *

      

      Sally set the bowl of popcorn onto the coffee table next to the jug of margarita.

      Yes, it had been that sort of Friday.

      Not many people wanted to walk along the beach in the pouring September rain. Those who had found their way into The Love Bean Cafe, the coffee shop she owned in the arches on Brighton seafront, had left soggy footprints and very few smiles. Rain was cold and, yes, wet, Sally got that, but it was also vital to the planet’s existence. To be celebrated as much as a dose of sun. Though apparently not many people thought like she did. Something she was kind of used to.

      Add into the mix the coffee machine playing up, so those customers who’d been brave – or desperate – enough to slog through the rain had been left without their caffeine fix. And the worry of finding the balance on her bank account was less than the mortgage payment due. Oh, and the fact that her sister was being elusive again, which history suggested meant trouble.

      It was no wonder she needed a giant, heart-shaped distraction.

      ‘Who’s got the remote?’ A little of her usual joy returned as she contemplated the next two hours. Bad days could be turned into good nights just by watching a romcom. How incredible was that? And if she watched it with her two best mates, and added popcorn and cocktails, the bad day could actually be wiped out of her memory.

      Vince waved his hand in the air. ‘I have it, sweetie.’

      Kitty snorted. ‘Might have guessed. We all know how much Vince likes to be in control.’

      Vince raised one of his beautifully shaped dark brows. His was an elegant face, framed by soft dark hair and enhanced by sharp cheekbones. ‘And your issue is?’

      ‘No issue.’ Kitty reached forward and grabbed the popcorn. ‘As long as Steve enjoys it.’

      ‘Err, I don’t think Steve’s opinion matters anymore,’ Sally interrupted, plonking herself in between them on the giant pink corner sofa and starting to pour out the drinks. Thank God she wasn’t opening up the cafe tomorrow.

      ‘Sally’s right. As of two days ago, all three of us are now sad singles … or footloose and fancy-free, depending on your point of view.’ Vince smiled ruefully and grabbed a glass.

      Kitty shot him a sympathetic look. ‘You and Steve really split up?’

      ‘What can I say, it wasn’t working.’ Vince took a deep swig of his cocktail. ‘Other than finding each other spectacularly attractive, it turns out we had nothing in common. I mean, I couldn’t even convert him to romcoms.’

      Sally mock shuddered. ‘Definitely time to ditch.’

      As well as being one of her best friends, Vince managed the cafe with her. Kitty was an artist, but they saw her frequently as she worked from a studio in the arches a few spaces up from the cafe.

      The three of them had been tight since secondary school, gravitating together as the odd kids do, the ones that don’t fit. Vince had been openly gay at an age when most were still working out who they were. Kitty had always had an artist’s temperament; she had strong feelings about most things and wasn’t afraid to voice them. Just as she wasn’t afraid to shave her hair – sometimes the sides, sometimes all over – or wear Doc Martens with her shorts. As for Sally… Okay, so she lived in her head more than most people, and yes, that meant sometimes she was in a fantasy world and not the real one, but if it made her happy, what was the issue?

      Picking up her own glass, Sally raised it high. ‘Here’s to us all finding our prince. And, until then, we’ve got Patrick Swayze to cheer us up.’

      ‘You are aware you don’t have to look too far for a prince, aren’t you?’ Vince remarked, regarding her contemplatively. ‘You only have to come to The Cat and Fiddle when we’re playing. Adam won’t quit banging on about you. How’s Sally doing? Is she coming to watch us tonight? The man is smitten.’

      Vince was a member of a band – The Brighton Boys – and Adam was their new recruit. As a bass guitarist he ticked the cool box, and with his high cheekbones and broad smile he also ticked the attractive box. Sadly, she’d not felt the fuzzies so far, though there was enough cinematic proof – What If, One Day, Just Friends – to suggest that love didn’t always come with a big bang. Sometimes it crept up on you. ‘Maybe I’ll come and watch you next week.’

      Vince threw popcorn into the air and caught it expertly in his mouth. ‘Atta girl.’

      ‘Enough matchmaking.’ Kitty grabbed a cushion and hugged it to her before nodding at the TV. ‘Let the joy begin.’

      ‘Hang on a minute. I messaged Harry to see if he wanted to join us.’ Sally reached for her phone on the coffee table. ‘Let me see if he’s replied.’

      Kitty’s eyes widened in horror. ‘You asked Grumpy Pants to crash our film night?’

      ‘He’s not that grumpy,’ Sally felt duty-bound to point out. Harry Wilson just had a very dry sense of humour. ‘And he’s hardly crashing if I invited him.’

      ‘Forget the grumpy part, if we’re going to discuss the nature of the man’s pants, I’m in.’ Vince waggled his eyebrows.

      ‘Can we please not discuss my lodger’s underwear?’ Sally pleaded. ‘I won’t be able to look him in the eye tomorrow morning.’

      Vince grinned. ‘That’s not where you should be looking.’

      Nope, she wasn’t going there. There would be nothing worse than being caught ogling her lodger. Her very attractive lodger. Scanning her messages, she read Harry’s reply out loud.

      This Dirty Dancing, porn flick or romcom?

      ‘And that’s one reason I’ve no interest in looking at his pants or any other part of his anatomy.’ Quickly she typed out:

      Only one of best romcoms of all time.

      A second later he replied.

      Oxymoron. Ta but count me out.

      ‘The man is a sarcastic arse,’ Kitty declared as Sally read out Harry’s message. ‘I don’t know why you agreed to let him rent your spare room.’

      ‘Because your friend vouched for him. Because I need the money. Because he’s a builder so I get my leaking tap fixed for free. And because the only other person who enquired looked like he hadn’t washed for a week and wouldn’t stop talking.’ Sally shuddered as she remembered that interview. ‘At least Harry is clean and reasonably quiet.’ When he wasn’t being sarcastic.

      ‘And nice to look at,’ Vince supplied, frowning when both she and Kitty glared back at him. ‘What? You two might be blind to his muscular physique, but I’m certainly not.’

      ‘He’s too brawny.’ Kitty pulled a face. ‘Men like that are Neanderthals.’

      ‘Stereotyping much?’ Vince tutted. ‘I know you like the pretty guys – don’t we all – but the big, macho, rugged types also hold a certain appeal. Back me up here, Sally.’

      She wanted so much to agree with Kitty, but she did find Harry impressive to look at. And though he was a man of few words, most of them dryly sarcastic, he was proving surprisingly easy to live with. Clean, tidy, courteous. Yet if she admitted that, they’d both start watching her like a hawk. ‘It takes more than a good body to be attractive.’ To make sure there was no further discussion on her lodger’s attributes, she pressed Play.
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        * * *

      

      They’d got to the part where Johnny and Baby were practising the lift in the lake (swoon) when Sally heard the front door open. It annoyed her that instead of losing herself in the film she found herself listening for the familiar sounds of Harry’s arrival: the clatter of his keys as he threw them into the bowl on the sideboard, the thud of his heavy-duty boots as he dropped them on the floor. The pad of his feet as he made his way to the kitchen – it was presumably hard for a hulking six-foot-four guy to walk quietly, even in socks. The squeak of the cupboard door as he pulled out a glass, the clink of the fridge as he opened it to find the orange juice. The splash as he poured it out… Okay, she couldn’t hear all that, but she knew his routine by now.

      And even though she was facing the TV, she felt his presence as he stood in the opening between the kitchen and the living room.

      ‘The guy not got the girl yet?’

      Kitty frowned at him. ‘Shh. We’re trying to concentrate.’

      ‘Sorry. Didn’t realise the plot was that complicated.’ The clunk of his glass as he dumped it back on the counter.

      ‘That’s because you’ve got the emotional sensitivity of a … a worm.’

      Sally couldn’t help it. She burst out laughing. ‘Worm? That’s the best you’ve got, Kit?’

      ‘Yeah, well, the two margaritas have dulled my usually razor-sharp wit.’

      ‘You do realise while you’re discussing my worm-like qualities, you could be missing crucial plot twists?’

      Harry was no longer behind them. Her skin pricked as she felt his presence to her left. Her nose twitched as she smelled the outdoors on him.

      ‘And you do realise you’re ruining this film with your interruptions?’ Kitty shot back, reaching for the remote and pressing Pause.

      ‘Sorry. Just fetching my laptop, then I’ll … wriggle out of here.’ He stepped in front of them to grab his computer from the shelf below the coffee table before pausing and staring at the TV. ‘What in God’s name are they doing?’

      Kitty let out a deep sigh. ‘Practising the lift.’

      ‘Right.’ He paused, ran a hand over his short dark hair. ‘Yeah, sorry, I still have no clue. What is the lift?’

      Kitty let out an exasperated breath. ‘Only one of the most iconic film moments. Ever.’

      ‘Iconic, huh?’ He shifted the laptop further under his arm. ‘Guess it’s not hit worm-land yet.’

      Sally bit into her cheek to stop from smiling. Okay, occasionally her lodger could be kind of funny.

      ‘Careful, or I might stomp on you,’ Kitty muttered as she watched Harry saunter out.

      He either didn’t hear, or chose to ignore her.

      ‘You were pretty mean to him.’ Sally studied Kitty. ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘Of course.’ Kitty huffed. ‘Sorry. I guess he reminds me too much of those cretins at school.’

      And this was the side others didn’t see. Kitty might be loud-mouthed and act like she didn’t give a shit what people thought, but that hid a vulnerable core. At school she’d been bullied for being different, so now, when she felt threatened, she got her attack in first.

      ‘He’s innocent until proven guilty, sweetie.’ Vince reached for the jug and set about refilling all their glasses. ‘Though he hardly looks innocent, if you get my drift.’

      ‘I guess I should go and apologise.’

      Sally took the remote out of Kitty’s hand and pressed Play. ‘Later. Let’s watch Patrick Swayze get his girl first.’

      ‘Duh. Spoiler alert.’ But Kitty smiled.

      After all, it was the seventeenth time they’d watched the film.
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      Having checked his emails, had a long, painful conversation with his dad, and had an even more painful session trawling through websites claiming to provide help on quick, lawyer-free divorces, Harry closed the laptop. His stomach let out a loud rumble.

      In all the excitement of dealing with his parents and his ex this evening, he’d forgotten to eat.

      When he opened the door to the kitchen he was surprised to see Sally watching the TV alone in the adjoining living room.

      ‘Your friends gone home already?’

      She turned briefly. ‘Yep. They’re lightweights. Plus they’re opening up the cafe tomorrow so I guess that gives them a good excuse.’ She waved a glass in the air. ‘I made too much margarita, so grab a glass and come and join me. Save me from the mother of all hangovers tomorrow.’

      He wasn’t a fan of cocktails – he was a beer man – but he could definitely go with the idea of alcohol to dampen the pain of the evening.

      First, food.

      Disappointment settled in his stomach when he opened the fridge. Sandwich it was then.

      After slapping some butter between two slices of bread, he added a few chunks of cheese hacked from a huge slab of extra mature cheddar and shoved it on a plate.

      For a fleeting moment he wondered what Isabelle would have made of it – she’d used to love cooking for him – then angrily shoved the thought away. The exotic stir fries, hearty roasts and elegantly filled lunch boxes had stopped a while back. Probably the moment she’d started to realise she’d got what she wanted from him.

      He could imagine her to-do list. Find a sucker prepared to let me live with him for free. Mission accomplished. Next item, gain promotion.

      Maybe he was being cynical again. Or maybe her boss would realise he was only a means to an end once Isabelle was made brand manager.

      ‘Dinner or a late-night snack?’ Sally asked, turning the sound down on the TV as he walked into the room.

      He stared down at the plate. ‘Dinner. Want me to make you one? Mop up the alcohol?’

      She showed him the bowl of popcorn sitting next to her. ‘Thanks, but this stuff is surprisingly filling. And low calorie, apparently.’

      She smiled over at him as he took a seat on the other side of the sofa. There was something about the ease of it, the warmth, the way it lit up her eyes and sent dimples peeping out from either side of her mouth… It made him want to smile back. ‘Yeah, probably. The margaritas not so much though.’

      ‘True, but the lime, all that vitamin C, that’s got to count for something, right?’ She dug into the bowl of popcorn, threw a few kernels into her mouth and then washed them down with a large swig of cocktail. ‘So, Kitty was going to talk to you before she left but you were on the phone. She wanted to say sorry about the worm thing. She’s not usually so catty.’ Sally started to laugh. ‘Oh God, Kitty catty, she’d hate that. Anyway, you caught her on a bad day.’

      ‘Or I rub her up the wrong way.’ Through Mike dating Kitty’s friend Trixie, he’d seen Kitty out a few times and had always found her on the cool side. A marked contrast to both Trixie and Sally.

      ‘Maybe. Cats do hate that.’ She winked, reached for the glass he’d brought in and filled it to the brim with the margarita.

      ‘Whoa.’

      ‘You’re saving me from the hangover, remember?’

      ‘Okay.’ He guessed he could do his civic duty so he took a swig, decided it wasn’t half bad, and took another. Then wolfed down a few bites of sandwich just in case it was more potent than it tasted. ‘This is your thing after a shite day, huh?’

      ‘The cocktails or the film?’

      ‘Both, I guess.’

      Those dimples appeared again and he wasn’t immune to them, oh no, not by a long way. ‘There’s nothing like a good romcom to make you forget a miserable day.’ He must have made a face because she narrowed her eyes. ‘I get the feeling you’re not a fan of romcoms.’

      ‘Not my thing, no.’

      A small frown appeared between her eyes. ‘Love isn’t your thing?’

      He thought of the evening he’d had and a low laugh escaped him. ‘Funny thing, love. It’s like the pot of gold at the end of that whimsical rainbow. People want to believe it exists, but evidence shows it’s just a myth.’

      She gave her head a vigorous shake, sending those curls bouncing. ‘Tens of millions, no wait, hundreds of millions of people would disagree with you.’

      ‘Today, maybe. But tomorrow? I bet a good number of them would find themselves agreeing with me. And the next day, a good number more.’ As he was in danger of depressing himself, never mind her, he changed the subject. ‘Didn’t you finish the film?’

      ‘Oh yes.’ She looked back at the screen, which was now showing a curly-haired woman carrying what looked to be a giant watermelon. ‘I’m just watching the best bits again while I finish my drink.’

      Okay, that was like a loose ball inside the penalty box. He had to shoot. ‘Best bits?’

      She shot him a dark look. ‘Of course. The whole film is amazing, but some parts are even better than others.’

      ‘Like the lift.’

      ‘Exactly,’ she agreed, ignoring or missing his sarcasm. ‘Let me show you.’ She picked up the remote and began to fast forward.

      He couldn’t quite believe he was drinking margarita on a pink velvet sofa while being shown the best bits of a romcom. Mike and Jack would have a frigging field day. Mike wasn’t just a friend, he was also co-owner of Wilson White Construction – and yes, maybe some of his reasoning behind bringing Mike on board had been to avoid owning a company whose initials were WC. Jack was a sparky who’d started contracting with them, but he’d gelled so well he was now on the payroll.

      ‘Here.’ Face glued to the screen, Sally shifted her feet onto the sofa and hugged her knees. ‘Watch this.’

      Earlier he’d seen the guy and girl in the lake. Now she was leaping off a stage and running down the aisle towards the same guy and … yes, okay, she jumped up, he caught her and raised her above his head.

      Sally sighed. ‘Isn’t it incredible?’

      ‘That’s what all the fuss is about?’ To say he was underwhelmed was putting it mildly. ‘It’s good he didn’t drop her, sure, but iconic? The shower scene from Psycho, yeah, that was unforgettable. Star Wars, when Darth Vader tells Luke he’s his father, was a real shocker. The scene in Spider-Man when Mike dives through New York buildings trying out his new suit? Visually stunning. The chest buster scene in Alien is a bit old now, but I reckon you could call that truly iconic. Your lift?’ He nodded to where she’d paused the film. ‘That’s just a guy catching a girl.’

      ‘Just?’ She stared at him like he’d just spoken a totally different language to her. ‘The shared trust in that moment, the way they communicate without words. It’s a symbol of love, of belief in each other. It’s beautiful.’

      ‘Hate to burst your bubble, but any reasonably strong guy and reasonably active girl could do that. We could do that.’ He grinned. ‘Not saying it would be beautiful, mind.’

      Her eyes skimmed over him and he felt his muscles twitch in response. Not for the first time since he’d started living with her, he became aware of her as a woman. Worse, he found himself wondering if she liked what she saw. Horrified at his line of thinking, he pushed the thought way, way down into his subconscious.

      ‘You’re strong enough, I guess.’ Clearly her survey had been clinical, which was fine. More than fine, it was a bloody relief. ‘But the reason the lift is such an iconic moment isn’t about strength or agility. It’s about what it symbolises. Baby’s newly found confidence. The complete trust she has in Johnny.’

      ‘Baby?’ He snorted. ‘Come on, guys lift babies over their head all the time. It’s called being a dad.’

      She threw a piece of popcorn at him. ‘It’s her nickname. And if you’d bothered to watch the film you’d realise it’s apt because the film sees her grow up over the summer, become her own woman. Confident, sexy, thanks to Johnny. All of which is shown in that final lift.’

      He thought she was making far too much of some mediocre film scene, but each to their own. ‘Okay, so if you jump and I can catch you, will you admit the lift itself isn’t actually anything to write home about? I mean you can read into it whatever you want, but it’s just a guy holding a girl above his head.’

      ‘Ryan Gosling repeated it with Emma Stone in Crazy Stupid Love.’ Sally sighed again. ‘That was also an incredibly romantic moment.’

      ‘You’re saying that because you fancy Gosling.’

      ‘I’m saying that because it was sweet. And sexy.’ She giggled. ‘And because I fancy Gosling.’

      He didn’t know what pushed him, but suddenly he was on his feet. ‘Right, let’s do this. If Gosling can do it, so can I.’

      Laughter spluttered out of her. ‘Err, no thanks. I’m not playing Baby to your Johnny or Hannah to your Jacob.’

      He raised his eyebrows. ‘What about Sally to my Harry?’

      Her big blue eyes blinked over at him. ‘So you have watched some romcoms.’

      ‘Never watched it all the way through, but the guys have shown me the restaurant scene on YouTube.’ He glanced across the room. ‘Where are we doing this, then?’

      ‘Where are we faking an orgasm?’

      He smirked. ‘Not to be a dick, but if we’re doing that together, you wouldn’t be faking it.’

      In the split second it took for his words to register with them both, the atmosphere in the room changed. Suddenly he’d gone from having a laugh with his landlady, to staring at the curve of her breasts beneath her T-shirt and the midnight blue of her eyes. To wondering if those natural-pink lips would feel as soft as they looked.

      By the way her breath hitched and her cheeks flushed, he reckoned he wasn’t the only one thinking, however briefly, about the possibility of sex.
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      Sally swallowed, trying to add some moisture to a mouth that had gone very dry. This was ridiculous. The man dressed in a faded T-shirt and worn jeans standing in her lounge was the same one she’d been living with for nearly two months.

      So why, instead of noticing his blue T-shirt, did she see the heavy muscles outlined beneath it? Why were his eyes no longer grey, but a glittering, smoky grey that pinned her to the spot?

      ‘Where are we doing this lift?’ he clarified, his voice sounding deeper, more rumbly. ‘Not the orgasm.’

      The word sent more heat to her face. And between her thighs. It had to be the alcohol causing this weird feeling. Why else did he seem soooo much more attractive than he had this morning?

      There was only one way to squash the tension. ‘I need a soft landing.’ She stood, her legs feeling embarrassingly wobbly. ‘I’m bound to end up flat on my face.’

      He looked insulted. ‘You think I won’t catch you?’

      ‘Pretty certain you won’t, yes.’ And it had nothing to do with his impressive upper body strength. Don’t think about it. ‘In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not some eight-stone waif.’

      ‘In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not some lightweight who can’t handle a real woman.’

      Was there a compliment buried in there somewhere? Flustered, she started pulling the cushions off the sofa and into a line on the floor. ‘Call it insurance, just in case you’re not as strong as you look.’ And yep, somewhere in there was a compliment, too. ‘I mean claim. As strong as you claim.’

      Amused grey eyes stared back at her. ‘Which is it?’

      She was getting herself into a right tangle. That’s what happened when she drank too much. ‘Are we doing this or not?’

      ‘We’re doing it.’ He strode over to her and settled his hands on her hips.

      ‘Wait.’ Her pulse began to race. ‘When you say it, what do you mean?’ The alcohol was still interfering because she felt his touch everywhere. Not just the warm press of his hands but an answering tingle across her skin.

      He cleared his throat. ‘Lifting you?’

      ‘But if we’re doing the lift scene properly, I need to run up to you.’

      ‘Sure, but first we should do it without the run. So I know where to put my hands.’

      His face was impassive, but his eyes sparkled with mischief.

      Before she had a chance to worry about what he was doing with those hands, she was hoisted up in the air. ‘Holy crap.’ Slowly he raised his arms and she felt his feet shift as he tried to get his balance.

      ‘You’re … taller than I thought,’ he panted.

      ‘You wanted to say heavier.’

      ‘Nope.’ He moved again, arms swaying. ‘It’s the length that’s hard to handle.’

      Despite the fact she was perched precariously in the air, she started to laugh. ‘Isn’t that my line?’

      ‘Funny.’

      Hands still holding firm on either side of her waist, he slowly lowered her. As her breasts brushed against his chest she felt a sizzle shoot down her spine.

      Shit, shit, shit, this was not good.

      ‘Okay.’ His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. ‘I’ve got it.’

      She heaved in a breath, fighting to regain her calm. ‘It didn’t feel like you had it.’

      His gaze snared hers. ‘Trust me, I know exactly where to put my hands for maximum … benefit.’

      Her heart bounced, rattling against her ribs, and what had started out as a bit of a laugh suddenly felt a little dangerous. Yet as he stood there, hands on hips, all sure of himself, she knew it was too late to back out. ‘We need to video it.’

      ‘We do?’

      ‘Yes. Because then you’ll see where you went wrong. And I can use it to sue you if I break my arm.’

      For a second his eyes bugged out. Then he started to laugh. ‘Fair enough, but I’m going to catch you so it’s not an issue.’

      As she set up the phone, angling it to get the right shot, she was aware of him watching her, a faint smile on his face.

      ‘Okay, that should do it.’ Her heart gave a little anxious flip as she pressed Record and walked to the end of the room. Harry stood in between the cushions, arms by his side, the cocky smirk on his face reminding her of Ryan Gosling when he’d re-enacted this same scene in Crazy Stupid Love. For an excruciating moment she even wondered what Harry would look like without his shirt on.

      Stop it. Harry wasn’t out to seduce her, in fact he wanted to prove the opposite. That the lift wasn’t about chemistry, about love and trust. It was just a strong guy lifting a woman above his head.

      With those thoughts churning through her mind, she charged at him.

      ‘Whoa.’ His hands went to grasp her hips but it was too late. The momentum she’d created knocked him backwards onto the cushions, and she ended sprawled on top of him. ‘Ooof.’

      For a second she was paralysed with shock. For the next second she was aware how big and solid he felt beneath her. For the third second his eyes found hers and she felt a flutter in her lower belly.

      Then he blinked and started to laugh, his whole body shaking beneath her.

      ‘Give a guy a bit of warning.’

      Acutely embarrassed, she struggled off him. ‘You knew I was going to run up.’

      ‘Yeah. But not like a charging rhino.’ With a surprising alacrity for a guy his size, he jumped to his feet. ‘Let’s go again, but less rhino, more … cat.’

      Less rhino. The bastard. ‘You do realise if Ryan Gosling or Patrick Swayze had said that, the lift moment would have lost all its symbolic beauty?’

      ‘Symbolic beauty, my arse. At the most, it’s a bit of gymnastics. Come on, I’ll brace myself this time.’

      ‘Gee, thanks,’ she muttered. ‘Way to make a girl feel good.’

      There was silence as she walked to the end of the room, but when she looked over at him, he gave her a small smile. ‘You feeling good isn’t the issue.’

      And now she was embarrassed in a whole different way. Unsure how to handle his remark, she fell back on humour. ‘Are you sufficiently braced for impact?’

      ‘Do your worst, pussycat.’

      Taking a deep breath, she jogged – not charged, note, jogged – towards him. At the last minute he bent his knees, hands settling on her waist again. This time she felt the power in his arms as he lifted her above his head. And wow, that was kind of impressive.

      But then he moved and took a step back, clearly trying to find his balance.

      ‘You’re going to drop me,’ she said, panicked. ‘I can feel it.’

      ‘I’m not.’

      Though she could hear the strain in his voice, beneath it was an unwavering conviction that helped her pulse to settle. ‘Good to hear.’

      ‘Aren’t you supposed to stretch out your arms and legs? You know, like a plank?’

      ‘Like a plank?’ Oh God, this was ridiculous. Placing her hands on his shoulders to steady herself, she started to giggle. ‘First I’m a rhino. Now you want me to be a plank?’

      ‘Planks are easier to hold above my head. They don’t squirm.’

      Another giggle burst out of her. ‘Now I’m a worm?’

      He grunted. ‘Takes one to know one.’

      His feet were now planted firm, so she risked raising her legs up. ‘Does this work?’ No way could she put out her arms. Her hands were attached to his shoulders like glue.

      ‘You’re the lift expert. You tell me.’ She felt his feet shift once more, though his arms were rock steady. ‘Have we cracked it? Proved anyone can do it?’

      ‘I’ll admit to anything if you get me down in one piece.’

      He let out a huff of laughter and began to lower his arms. Panic bubbled at the thought of sliding down his body again, but this was no romcom moment. This was Harry.

      He hunkered down and fell backwards, causing her to squeal as she dive-bombed into the cushions.

      ‘You okay?’

      ‘I don’t know. I’m suffocating under a pile of cushions.’ She heard a snort of laughter. Then a hand was thrust under her nose. Clasping it, she allowed him to pull her up. ‘Thanks.’

      She bumped lightly into him and automatically her gaze flew to his. When their eyes connected she felt a hum, a crackle of something that sent a shiver through her.

      It’s the lift. She’d associated it with an intensely romantic moment for so long, it was no wonder acting it had left her feeling unbalanced.

      Harry swallowed and took a step back, shoving a hand over his cropped hair. ‘Did we debunk your iconic lift then?’

      ‘Never.’ She went to stop the recording, steadier now there was distance between them. ‘I will concede we proved you can carry me above your head.’

      ‘Without breaking your arm.’

      ‘Good point.’ Eyes down, she played the video back. ‘We also proved people do crazy things after drinking cocktails.’ She started it from the beginning and showed it to him. ‘This has to be the least romantic lift copycat scene of all time. You started off calling me a rhino.’

      He looked a little wounded. ‘In my defence, I thought we were just doing the lift. Didn’t realise you’d be charging at me full pelt.’

      ‘So what are you saying? That you can be romantic if you’re not taken off guard?’

      His eyes avoided hers. ‘You’d have to ask my ex.’

      Ah, so there was an ex. ‘The fact she’s your ex suggests the answer is probably no.’

      The lines around his mouth hardened. ‘You’re assuming the fault lay with me, huh?’

      Guilt wriggled through her as she realised she’d done exactly that. But why did a thirty-year-old man find himself suddenly homeless if it wasn’t that he’d been kicked out? ‘Sorry. It’s none of my business.’ There was an uncomfortable silence while she searched around for something to break it. ‘I might upload this video onto TikTok. Do you mind?’

      He shrugged and picked up his plate and glass from the coffee table. ‘Knock yourself out.’

      ‘It would be good to give it a tag line. Like, I don’t know … what not to do after a pitcher of margarita?’

      His expression returned to the one that seemed to be his default. That of quietly amused. ‘Taking the rom out of romcom?’

      She considered it. ‘Not bad but maybe a bit obscure.’

      ‘How to catch a charging rhino?’

      She rolled her eyes. ‘Thanks, I think I’ve got it from here.’

      Settling back on the sofa she tweaked the video and settled on the caption:

      Epic romcom re-enactment failure: When you drink too many margaritas and try Dirty Dancing with your flatmate.

      It was only after she’d uploaded it that she realised Harry had gone back to his room, but not before he’d tided up the cushions, cleared away the empty glasses and put the dishwasher on.

      Whatever reason he’d split up with his ex, it wasn’t because he was untidy.
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      Harry woke far earlier than he wanted to on a Saturday morning, thanks to his rumbling stomach. First task today, re-stock his shelves in the fridge so tonight he could eat something more substantial than a cheese sandwich.

      As he stretched, he thought of other Saturday mornings, of waking up in his bedroom with a warm female body next to him. Sex. So much lazy morning sex that it was late afternoon before they’d make it out of bed.

      His body twitched, wanting in on the action it wasn’t going to get because, guess what, his hadn’t been the only body Isabelle had been having sex with.

      With a sigh he levered himself out of bed, his mood – and parts of his anatomy – now deflated. Shrugging a pair of sweats on over his boxers, he headed out of his room to find food. He was nearly out of the door when he clocked his naked chest and snagged a T-shirt out of his drawer.

      Two months and he still hadn’t got used to the fact he wasn’t in his own home, able to do whatever the hell he wanted.

      When he wandered into the kitchen he found Sally dressed an oversized bubble gum pink bathrobe. He kind of admired the fact she wasn’t afraid to be seen in it. Or that she hadn’t bothered to look in the mirror yet because surely if she had, she’d have done something with the riot of blonde curls that sat on top of her head.

      Again his thoughts turned to Isabelle: silk dressing gown, poker-straight hair at all times. It was like living with her polar opposite.

      ‘Morning.’

      She glanced up and gave him a surprisingly shy smile. Made him wonder if she was still thinking about last night, and the fact he’d had his hands around her waist. Her body sliding down his…

      Yep, now he was thinking about it too. Bad idea.

      To distract himself, and to fill the empty hole in his stomach, he dragged out the box of Crunchy Nut cornflakes.

      From the corner of his eye he saw her opening her mail. She started humming to himself and he winced. He could take music in the morning, but that sound she was making? It made his eardrums hurt. Suddenly the noise stopped.

      ‘Everything okay?’

      ‘Just for once I’d like to open a letter and find it’s from a mystery admirer. A love letter, you know?’

      He couldn’t see why anyone would write a letter when they could phone or message. ‘Can’t say I do.’

      She let out a huffing sound. ‘Well anyway, this isn’t that. It’s a statement from the bank.’

      ‘That’s a letter I can relate to.’ Maybe one day he’d have more money coming in than going out. As he watched her rip the letter up and shove it into the recycling bin, his eyes automatically dipped to her feet, and the fluffy pink slippers. Then back up the length of her long legs, which the dressing gown failed to hide.

      Jesus, she looked like a flamingo. Only with way sexier legs.

      ‘Your lips are twitching.’

      ‘Are they?’ He tried to keep his face straight as he poured milk onto his cornflakes, but the thought kept zipping round his head.

      ‘You rarely smile so this has to be funny. Come on, what are you thinking?’

      Wondering what you’d look like standing on one leg. ‘What do you mean I don’t smile?’ Yeah, better. Push her on the back foot. Though if she was only standing on one leg…

      ‘I mean, you smirk a lot, but you don’t give out many genuine smiles… You’re doing it again.’ She frowned. ‘Have I got sleep goo in my eyes? Bed hair?’

      He took a step towards her and studied her face, surprised to find his pulse gave a little jump as his eyes found hers. Damn it, when it had happened last night he’d put it down to the alcohol. Had her eyes always been that big? That shade of blue? Had her skin always looked so smooth?

      Alarmed, he shifted back. ‘No goo.’ He winced as he looked at her hair. ‘Bed hair is an affirmative.’

      ‘Guessed it might be.’ She patted it down, which did absolutely nothing, then picked up her phone. A second later she let out a long, slow exhale.

      ‘That sigh is way too deep for someone so short,’ he remarked before diving into the cornflakes.

      ‘I’m hardly short, as you pointed out last night. I’m five eight. You’re over proportioned.’

      He couldn’t help another smirk. ‘So I’ve been told.’

      Laughter burst out of her. ‘I set that up nicely for you, didn’t I?’ But then her expression turned serious again as she stared back at her phone. ‘My sister still hasn’t replied to my messages.’

      He vaguely remembered a conversation about siblings. How she had one to his none. ‘This is Amy, right?’

      ‘Yep. Twenty-two and still causing me sleepless nights.’

      He wondered why the sister was Sally’s issue rather than that of her parents, but decided it wasn’t his business and focused instead on filling his stomach.

      ‘Oh my flaming God.’ He looked up with alarm to see her staring wide-eyed at her phone. ‘You will not believe how many likes we’ve got for our video. And the comments, jeepers creepers it’s gone mad. People are actually following me now. Like tens of thousands of them.’

      He didn’t know much about social media. Couldn’t be arsed with it. ‘Is that good?’

      ‘I don’t know. I mean, it’s not bad.’ Head down, she scrolled through her phone. ‘The comments are saying they want more.’

      ‘More what?’ He’d enjoyed touching her way too much to be comfortable about a repeat.

      ‘More re-enactments of iconic romcom scenes.’
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