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Summer Wilkes had serious concerns for her cake mixer. Unfounded, perhaps, given how carefully she had disassembled it, wrapping each attachment carefully, as if they were about to be dropped from a great height as part of some egg-wasting, team-building activity. She'd been meticulous, but Rome's sidewalks were more than she'd bargained for. It was as if these paving stones had wanted some personal space, and had inched apart before the mortar could solidify.

The bumpity-bump of the suitcase wheels jarred her arm. The cake mixer was probably okay, all wound through with t-shirts and jeans and socks. The wheels of her suitcase, on the other hand, might not live to roll another day.

Right at this moment, Summer would have been quite content not to roll another day. Traveling wasn't for her. It had looked like endless fun—no blisters and back-ache visible on Instagram. It probably said something to that effect in their terms of service.

Summer checked the map, and the signal on her phone, and the street signs, just to be sure she was where it said she was. Dahlia had given detailed instructions for getting to the apartment—Metro to San Giovanni, then the bus from Via Taranto—numbers 16, or 810, or 81. All well and good: an 81 had obligingly appeared before Summer had finished reading the sign post.

Getting off at the right spot had been the tricky bit, and Summer wasn't entirely sure she'd managed it. 

'I'll meet you at the bus stop. Pull the bell when you see the gelato shop,' Dahlia's email instructed. The problem being, there were several gelato shops.

Although, as far as problems went, too many gelato shops sounded pretty great. August in Italy wasn't just a good excuse for ice cream: it demanded it. Summer was more than prepared to do her duty. And she fully intended to treat Dahlia to a scoop. Once she found her.

But Dahlia wasn't at the bus stop when Summer got off. The bus drove away, in a dark cloud of exhaust fumes. Summer checked the time. She was earlier than expected, but not by more than ten minutes.

Half an hour later, when Dahlia still hadn’t materialized, she started walking.

9 Via la Spezia 127/b—that was the address. Summer had the address, but she hadn't expected to need it. Dahlia was supposed to have been with her.

Dahlia was not with her. Nor was she picking up her phone, or answering texts.

Summer walked back the way she'd come, looking for street numbers. The gelato shop advertised Coni e Coppetti - 2 gusti - 2 euros. A quaint little place, four steps up from the street—Summer wouldn't get her suitcase up the stairs, let alone through the door, without damaging her own self or the door frame. She didn't want to be the tourist taking up too much space. She'd felt that way so many times in Florence. At least now she'd trained herself to walk on the right-hand side of the path, not the left like back home and in the UK. She had to keep stopping to look around, however, to find the numbers. They seemed to be hiding in strange places on some of the buildings, and completely absent from the others.

She should just ask someone. There were people about. She should just pick one and fumble her way through in her hopeless Italian and...

A woman on the path ahead suddenly lurched and yelped. The lady was carrying parcels, and clearly more worried about their safety than her own. Summer dropped her things and reached out—instinct really, nothing but instinct. Leaving her luggage unattended on a sidewalk was foolish anywhere, no less in Rome. Not until the older woman was safely upright, however, leaning into Summer, gushing in a language Summer couldn't hope to comprehend, did she consider her passport and papers, and her beloved cake mixer. Everything she owned was well out of reach—even if she hadn't had her hands full helping the woman to the nearby steps to sit down. 

Her parcels safely put aside, the woman reached gingerly for her ankle.

"Did you roll it?" Summer asked.

"Si, rotolare," she said, and hissed to touch her foot.

Summer reached for the words to ask where the woman was going. "Dove vai?" she said, without any certainty she was even in the right ballpark. 

"Là." The woman pointed, thankfully, at the cafe just two doors along.

"I'll, um, assistenza?"

The woman was clearly grateful, though her many words washed over Summer with no more meaning than that. She passed Summer the boxes. "Stai attento, per favore... careful?"

Summer nodded, tucking the parcels under her arm and offering her free hand, but the woman waved it away and got to her feet. She hopped ahead. Every few jumps, she tried the injured foot, abandoned the idea, and bounced on.

Summer followed her, with a glance back at her luggage—all her worldly possessions left abandoned on side of the road. But what could she do? Rushing ahead, she opened the cafe door.

"Grazie, signorina. Grazie." As soon as the woman was seated at the table, a young waiter rushed to her side and clearly had the situation under control. Summer couldn't catch a word after Grazie, so ditched the parcels and fled. Her luggage stood all alone like a monument, exactly where she'd left it. 

Miracle.

Slumping down on the ground, right there, right then, felt like an excellent idea. With all her relief, exhaustion, frustration, Summer could have cried.

She hauled her luggage into the shade and leaned against the grubby concrete wall. The smells from the cafe were a fierce temptation. Maybe later, once she'd ditched her bags in Dahlia's apartment, they'd come here to celebrate her safe arrival.

It was Dahlia's safe arrival that was in question, though.

Maybe Summer was reading the address wrong. 

Maybe the street number was 127b Via la Spezia, and 9 was the apartment.

Maybe Dahlia should pick up her damn phone.

Maybe Dahlia was lying in a gutter somewhere and Summer was getting far too annoyed over a minor inconvenience. Blame the heat. And Italy's knack for baffling her expectations.

Florence hadn't gone to plan. Summer was an experienced businesswoman, though, so she'd allowed for that. Things not going to plan was in the plan. If Florence had been a flop, Plan B had been Rome. In Rome, Summer had a friend to stay with—Dahlia. She could do with the rent money and, if need be, she could hook Summer up with some work substitute-teaching English. A hold-over until the baking biz took off.

Zooming out on the map, Summer found 127 Via la Spezia. It was miles away.

Far enough away that there was definitely a whole nother gelato shop. Dahlia might be waiting now at the correct bus stop, wondering where on earth Summer had got to.

But if that were the case, why wasn't she answering her—

"Hey! I was trying to call you," Dahlia said, on the other end of the phone.

Summer laughed with relief. "I was trying to call you."

"I'm so sorry. I'm stuck. There was an earthquake, and the train canceled, and then they put us on another train, but I was too slow to re-book. I'm not going to be home till tomorrow."

"Where are you?"

"Naples. I'm fine. I was on Ischia just yesterday. Missed the earthquake by a matter of hours."

"Shit." Summer looked up at the towering apartment buildings. Earthquakes, she was familiar with—but earthquakes in New Zealand, where apartment buildings were few and far between, and ancient masonry was rare. If the ground leapt about here, like it sometimes did at home, surely the whole block would come down on her head.

"It's okay. Are you in Rome by now?"

"I think I got off the bus at the wrong place." Summer told her the whole saga.

"You're fine. You're in the right place. But the buildings are baffling—that's why I was going to meet you. There's a cafe two doors down from the gelato place, yeah?"

"I see it," Summer said. She could smell it, too. Sweet and buttery and rich, like a proper bakery should be.

"You have to go through the cafe building. My place is in the building behind. I'll text you the door code. Lucky there's no key! Make yourself at home. Hopefully the trains don't change their minds again. I'll see you tomorrow, middle of the day."

Immediately, Summer felt restored. A plan formed in her mind, even before she'd wrangled her luggage up the steps and off the street. She would off-load her things, have a shower, wash the heat and travel-grime away, then come back down, light and fresh and luggage-free, for a generous gelato. 

And a look around in the cafe, perhaps. Call it market research.

Tonight, she'd re-assemble her cake mixer and concoct something—a welcome-home for Dahlia, but, more importantly, a balm for Summer's sanity. 

Baking was the thing she could do. Making something great, out of whatever Dahlia's pantry happened to contain, would be totally satisfying. Reassuring. Vindicating. Summer could do this—establish herself, her reputation as a pastry chef, from scratch, on her own.

If only she could get in the bloody door. She put her bags aside and checked each number in the code, carefully, twice.

The lock beeped at her, as if it were saying a censored ‘fuck off.’

Maybe she should press the hash key first as well as last.

Maybe she should count to ten before another attempt.

Maybe she should try the asterisk—if it was there, on the key pad, it must be for a reason. Unless the reason was to mess with people who didn't know better and had no business breaking into the apartment building.

In that moment, calling Dahlia again felt completely beyond Summer's strength. She plucked the shirt off her sticky back, sweat cooling now that she'd removed her backpack and come in out of the sun.

The apartment building lobby was tiled and cool. Dim, too, which at first had been a relief from the glaring sun outside, but now seemed a tad grimy.

Slowly and deliberately, she keyed in the code again. 

***
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FINN STEWART-JONES watched his kneecap, tendons, and muscles move under his skin. It all looked normal.

It didn't feel normal.

"Don't overdo it." Gabriele craned his neck to read the weight on the machine.

"I'm just sitting here,” said Finn. Not entirely true. He'd lifted a weight mere seconds ago.

Gabriele removed a couple of pounds from the stack. "Is that because you've already overdone it?"

Eyes fixed on his knees, Finn did one slow rep. Easy. Then another. So easy, in fact, that it felt pointless. "What would be worse: doing damage here, or at a pre-season friendly match?"

"They're a strong team."

"I'm an idiot." Saying it out loud felt like it might offer relief. Finn's own head was shouting about his idiocy at such a volume, that surely saying so aloud would turn down the onslaught in his brain.

"You're so competitive." Gabriele was watching Finn's face, not his legs. "How's that?"

"Too easy."

"About right then."

"Fuck off."

Gabriele just laughed.

"It's only a month until—" Finn didn't need to finish the sentence. There was no need. They both knew exactly how long it was until the regional competition began. Skipping a couple of friendlies was a loss, definitely, but the stakes were low. Sitting out the first real game of the season was a statement Finn didn't want to make: that he wasn't recovering as quickly as expected. That he was letting the team down. 

It wasn't his contract he was worried about, not especially. But he didn't want to disappoint the coaches. He didn't mind moving clubs every few years, that was to be expected, but with every move he hoped to improve—not only his game, but his reputation. 

The inevitable truth was, there'd come a point where his game would no longer improve—but even then he hoped his reputation would be solid, an asset to any club, regardless of his role. A reputation that would carry him safely beyond rugby, into whatever followed. Playing professionally wasn't forever. Even now, he wasn't far off peak, and from there it was downhill. Better to go out by choice. And a solid reputation would mean choices.

"If it's any consolation, up until you took that hit, you were nailing it. Second game, the rest of us are struggling, shaking off vacation, carrying a little too much... tiramisu. All that summer surfing..." Gabriele was clearly trying to make Finn feel better—which had the exact opposite effect.

"You've all got plenty of time to get match-fit. And I won't be surfing between now and then. Put some weight back on, will you?” said Finn.

Gabriele slid the weight onto the bar. "No strapping?" 

Finn pressed into the lift, the added weight straining more than he'd expected. He'd been wearing strapping almost constantly lately. He wanted to see how he did without it. And if any of the coaches happened to walk by, well, Finn could live with them assuming his injury was healing up nicely.

Gabriele walked away.

Finn did a few reps, but each one was harder to keep smooth.

Gabriele was back, strapping in hand. "Oh, good, you're stopping?"

Finn shook his head and reached for the strapping. Gabriele sat beside him on the bench, blocking Finn from continuing his work-out. Not that he was ready, as he was still fiddling with the strapping, but it felt like a power move. 

Gabriele interlocked his fingers, prayer-like, except that he was flicking his thumbnails against each other. Head bowed, examining his knuckles, he said, "Are you talking to anyone?"

"Right now? You?"

"You know what I mean."

"It's not serious," Finn hated the wishful thinking in his own tone of voice. "It's not the first time."

"That makes it more serious."

"Not necessarily."

"In your head it probably does." Gabriele stood up.

Finn swiveled back into position and did four smooth reps. The strapping made a world of difference.

"Think about it,” said Gabriele.

Finn focused on the movement. "I'm not opposed to counseling. Come on, Gabriele. You know me better than that. I've done it before." Two sessions, seven years ago. That counted, right?

"Oh."

It was, Finn wouldn't deny, rather satisfying to surprise Gabriele, a person who was not easily or often surprised.

"I'm interfering," Gabriele said.

"Nice to know you care. Are you waiting for the machine?"

Gabriele shrugged. "Avoiding someone."

"Luca?"

Gabriele slapped Finn's shoulder to shush him—not with any great force, but it was enough for Finn to lose his rhythm and his balance. And that was enough for him to feel the fatigue in his muscles. He would have stopped altogether if Gabriele hadn't been standing right there, asking him to.

"Give me an excuse to leave early, if you like," Gabriele said.

Luca was the team doctor. And, perhaps—probably—historically, if not presently—Gabriele's boyfriend. Something few in the club knew about. From what Finn had gleaned, secrecy was Luca's preference, and Gabriele was infatuated enough to want whatever Luca wanted.

Finn felt sorry for him. That was why he stopped pumping iron—not because his legs were shaking, but because Gabriele needed an escape. "I've got an appointment with him day after tomorrow. Want me to slip a laxative into his protein shake? Or casually mention semi-clad beautiful people leaving your apartment?"

"Zitto." Shushing sounded so much more violent in Italian.

Finn peeled away the strapping. Gabriele was watching, eyes silently scolding. "It irritates my skin in this heat,” said Finn.

This, Gabriele accepted. "Come for some gelato?"

"Sure. You've twisted my arm." Finn followed him to the locker rooms, conscious of every step, careful not to limp.

"You've hurt your arm now as well?" Gabriele said.

"No, you've twisted my arm—it's a saying, sarcastic, like sure, you had to force me."

"Certo, ti ho forzata."

"There's no arm-twisting equivalent in Italian? Braccio di ferro?" 

"That's arm wrestling.

"Oh."

"Prendi lucciole per lanterne."

"Now you've lost me," Finn said.

"It means you confused something for something else. Literally, you see fireflies and think they're lanterns. Or, ah, Cazzo o più." That meant 'fucking or more.’ Gabriele's face was all mask, but his words gave something away—the thing with Luca, whatever it had been, they hadn't been on the same page. Luca was taking Gabriele for granted, and all the pressure for secrecy, combined with a fair amount of regional fame, made it unlikely Gabriele would seek solace elsewhere. Luca could treat him like shit, and still feel secure and certain of Gabriele's loyalty.

That sparked an idea.

"We definitely need gelato," Finn said, "and maybe some help from Instagram."

Gabriele looked confused.

"Let him assume. Show him what he's missing."

"He can get gelato anywhere... Oh." Gabriele let the locker door fall shut, and the bang of it rang out in the cavernous concrete room. An expression of something like pleasantly-surprised faded to anxious resignation. He shook his head, no. Taking a photo with Finn to make Luca jealous, or at least mildly curious, was not what Gabriele wanted.

Poor, lovesick fool.

Or something along those lines. Finn hadn't been in love in a long time. Maybe never. He couldn't be confident of recognizing it in the wild.

"I don't really need the sweets," Gabriele said. "Maybe that's the problem." He patted his belly and gave a weak laugh.

"Unlikely." Finn closed his own locker almost silently. "Come on, my treat. Now you've put the idea in my head, I'm fantasizing about stracciatella. There's a good place two doors down from my apartment."

With a decidedly undecided expression on his face, Gabriele led the way out. To avoid Luca's office, they went right through the busy cafeteria. They were halfway across the room when Finn spotted Luca at the coffee machine.

Gabriele, two steps ahead, might have noticed too, because his step faltered and Finn almost collided with him. He had to grab hold of Gabriele’s arms to keep from body-slamming right into him. 

Luca turned to see what the kerfuffle was all about, just as Gabriele lost his balance and reached for Finn. In the middle of the cafeteria, there they were, half-hugging, half-dancing. Steady on both feet, Finn froze for a long beat. Gabriele put up his hands like this was a heist-gone-wrong, then stuffed them in his pockets. 

Without a word, everyone went back to what they'd been doing: Luca stirred sweetener into his coffee, Gabriele marched out to the elevator, Finn followed him. He waited for the brushed steel doors to close before he said, "Sorry about that. Wasn't looking where I was going."

Gabriele burst suddenly and earnestly into laughter. "The look on his face."

"What?" Finn was lost again.

"It must have looked like we were... I don't know. Anyway, no need for a gelato selfie now."

"You think?"

Gabriele shrugged. "I won't pretend I can read Luca's mind." With a sigh, his mirth faded. The elevator opened in the parking garage and they were clearly going their separate ways. "I think I will go home."

"You sure?"

"Yeah, I'm fine. Careful on that knee. See you tomorrow."

Now that the gelato thought was planted in Finn's head, there was no denying it. The place on his block did good business from him, truth be told. During the season, he worked hard enough there was no harm in it. He'd be in trouble if he had to take any real time away from training—temptation was strong, and close, and very reasonably priced.

"Buongiorno signore!" The familiar man wielding the ice cream scoop gave a broad grin and asked Finn what he'd like.

Finn's Italian was perfect for this, and in a short list of other contexts. He could specify flavor and quantity and receptacle without stumbling over his syllables. Vorrei un medio in cono, nocciola (hazelnut) e stracciatella (vanilla with chocolate chunks).

Two euro and two licks later, he was feeling much better. Whatever was going on with Gabriele was out of his sphere. Finn would do what he could to be a good friend—maybe drag him out someplace on the weekend—and in the meantime, offer an ear.

Outside, the sun was beating down. On the sidewalks, people hugged the shadows, but Finn had been inside most of the day. He would take his gelato up to his apartment, sit out on the balcony, soak up some rays. Perfetto.

He heard her before he saw her.

"Oh, for fuck's sake." A heavy sigh. "Four. Seven. Four. One. One. Zero. Hash. And alakazam, I'm losing my mind."

Her voice struck him as far too familiar, but before he figured out why his gaze landed on extravagant curves in ass-hugging pants that wanted to be a skirt, draping to the ground like one of the less pervy statues in the Vatican museum. Fair to say though, less pervy was not the effect she had on him. The sweat marks on her sleeveless top made it see-through. He could see the dark straps of her bra on her back. Black like her hair, which was tied up and totally chaotic. She had an enormous trekking backpack and a huge suitcase at her feet.

"Need a hand?" he said, because if he stared at the curve of her shoulder any longer without her knowing he was even there, he'd be an official perv.

She jumped and spun around. Over went her pack, which had been leaning against her legs. "Sorry." She was panting, he'd given her such a fright. "Sorry. Scusa?" She ah-ed and um-ed and flushed from her tiny little nose down to her breasts. The damp and translucent sleeveless top was askew, no doubt thanks to that enormous trekking pack. 

Finn tore his eyes away and met her gaze—eyes so dark her irises looked fully black. "Are you trying to break into my building?” he said.
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Chapter 2 
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Summer was torn between picking up her pack—if her body oil bottle smashed it'd be such a mess—and shouting for joy because he spoke English. "I'm, ah, supposed to be staying with a friend."

"Likely story," he said, a smile playing on his lips.

She laughed, nervous all of a sudden. It was his gaze on her. It was the way he licked his ice cream. And then there was his accent—not English or American. "Do you know Dahlia Evans?"

He shook his head, then gave his ice cream full cunnilingus. Made her want sex and ice cream, at the same time. 

"Sorry, never met her. It's a big building." He caught her staring at his tongue and added, "With a convenient gellateria."

"Yeah, if I didn't have so much damn luggage I'd have gone in, but—sorry, are you from Australia?" She couldn't repress her curiosity another moment.

His expression was extreme—over-the-top offended. "Clearly I've been away from home too long," he said. "You're from New Zealand too, right?"

"Yeah, Christchurch." Damn, it was a small world. Not that it was so very unusual to find other New Zealanders all over the globe—perhaps, coming from an island nation, it was all-too-natural to look outward, which often resulted in traveling if the opportunity arose.

"I'm a Wellington boy," he said.

"Ah, the wind's blown you all the way to Italy."

"Something like that." He slid the flat of his tongue around the cone-edge of his ice cream, but made no move to let her into the building. His other hand was occupied, carrying a small sports bag.

"I swear I'm not up to anything. My friend's train got canceled because of an earthquake and she said I should just let myself in, but... it's more complicated than she made it sound."

"I dunno. Dodgy Cantabrians." He was clearly having far too much fun with this.

She was finding it hard to look right at him, in part because he was gorgeous—tall and filling out his t-shirt so damn well, all square-jawed and dangerous green eyes—and in part because he was flirting with her. She was out of the habit of flirting.

So she bent to pick up her pack, hoisting it onto her shoulder. She could feel the sweat between her shoulder blades, cold now that she'd been in here, swearing at a keypad, for a quarter of an hour. Maybe longer. Time had really lost all meaning.

When she stood up, he was staring at her chest again. 

She cleared her throat and he looked her in the eye. "Sorry. I'll, ah..."

"Thanks."

He reached past her, his sports bag slung over his wrist now, and keyed the exact same code she'd done a thousand times. He held down the hash key for twice as long as any of the numbers. The door latch clicked.

"Seriously?" Internally, she was screaming.

"Just like that." He was standing closer now, about to push the door open for her. She could smell the vanilla in his ice cream, and something nutty. And she could smell him too, earthy and spicy, like orange peel and cardamom; it made her want to lean in and breathe deep and figure out the recipe.

She pulled the door shut again. "I have to get this right." She typed in the now-memorized door code and then held the hash key down. The latch popped. "Do you know how long I've been standing here trying to get that to happen?"

He laughed. "A while?"

"Days maybe."

"Wanna do it again, just to be sure you can?"

She pulled the door shut to do just that.

He laughed a proper belly laugh then. And it landed in her belly, too. She looked up at him and got the numbers wrong.

"It's another four after the seven," he said.

"Right, yes. I know." She seemed frozen there, though, almost nose-to-nose with this complete stranger. Well, not complete stranger. He was from Wellington, and lived in Rome, in the same building as Dahlia. He liked ice cream, and probably some physically demanding hobby because those arms—wow. For a stranger, she already knew quite a lot about him.

He reached past her and pressed something on the keypad. "Try again."

She turned to the keypad, mind blank. She could feel the warmth of his body, not far from her own. But then it faded. Perhaps he'd stepped away. She keyed in the code. The door opened. She laughed at the ease of it, then turned to face him.

He was wheeling her case over to her.

“Thanks." She took the handle.

He pushed the door open, and gestured for her to go through the gap. It was a fairly tight squeeze with her pack on her shoulder. Good thing she was strong. One-arming it wasn't easy though, and navigating doorways with both pieces of luggage was a challenge even with it on properly.

So brushing up against him should have been predictable.

He felt like sun-warmed stone, but much, much more tempting. He licked his lips. Stone couldn't do that.

"Thanks for... well, believing I'm not a criminal,” she said.

"I'm still not convinced," he said, letting the door shut behind him as they walked toward the elevator. It was suspended in a metal cage, and clearly ancient, and not very big. And not very tempting. "Maybe I'll try the stairs."

"What floor?" He pressed the call button for the elevator.

She raised her eyebrows at him. If he were accusing her of criminal behavior, she could join in the fun.

"The elevator is safe, promise," he said. As if on cue, the machine clunked and whirred into life. She half expected a plume of steam. "I've only been stuck in it once."

"That is so not reassuring."

"I'll go first, just to prove it." He might as well have dared her.

The elevator descended slowly in front of Summer's eyes, stopping right at their level. Dahlia's apartment was on the twelfth floor. Twelve flights of stairs multiple times a day. For a fraction of a second she considered how epic her ass would look after a couple of months of that, but she knew herself better than that. She might as well get used to this circus ride and/or death trap.

"I'm Finn, by the way," he said, and opened the door. He was waiting for her—for her name, or for her to get in the elevator, or for her to agree that he'd go first to risk his life in a dangling cage not unlike an upended rabbit hutch.

"Summer." She glanced from him to the elevator, still making her mind up about the other two things. "If I do plunge to my death, Dahlia Evans in 127b can, you know, identify my corpse and organize repatriating my remains."

"That's fucking dark." 

"Yeah, well, we all have our special skills." She hadn't meant it to, but that had sounded totally sexual. Embarrassment made her mind up. She pushed her suitcase into the elevator. The whole cage swung.

"It's okay," he said.

Why did he have to be a witness to her first experience of this glorified hazing ritual? And why did her witness have to be quite so terrifyingly beautiful?

She propped the pack on top of the suitcase, and held on to the side of the coffin-cage. The elevator grew still again, and she dared move, just enough to face Finn, who was still on solid ground outside.

He clearly wasn't intending to follow her in. Probably for the best—it was a small space, and a lesser weight was surely safer, and there was the vague possibility that standing really close to him could result in spontaneous combustion. "All good?" he said.

Speaking was impossible, but she could nod and squeak and close the internal door.

He closed the external door. "I'm just down the hall, by the way."

It was next-level unnerving to speak to someone outside the elevator, while she was securely—or trapped—inside.

He pointed to the controls she needed to press to make the elevator go up. "126b is me."

She reached for the #12 button.

"I promise you won't die," he said.

She found her voice. ”How can you be so sure of that?" The elevator started up.

"Well, if you survive, and you need anything, you know where I am."

She laughed, a small release of nerves, if slightly hysterical. She was ascending. The elevator pulled her up and removed him from view. The cage felt as though it were closing in on her. If only she'd insisted on him coming with her. They'd barely have squeezed in with all her luggage, but his hotness might have been a distraction from her imminent death, so there was that. Her life couldn't flash before her eyes so long as her eyes were looking at his disheveled sandy hair and red tongue going at that ice cream, inspiring visions of his head between her legs...

The elevator slowed, then jerked to a stop. "Fuck," she muttered.

The #12 light went out. She pressed the door-open button, and it worked. It just worked—just like that. Miraculous. She gave the external door a shove, and then eyed the gap between the elevator and the floor. She'd come this far, but that gap went all the way down, more than twelve floors, with nothing to break her fall.

Okay, so the gap was as wide as her pinky finger, and Summer was not a thin woman: she lived on cake and only ran if she was being chased, so logically she wasn't falling through. 

No, the only reasonable fear was that she might wet her pants, and there'd be no stopping her pee falling twelve-and-then-some floors.

Right past Finn.

She stepped over the gap, the elevator swinging under her back foot. She pulled her luggage sharply after her, so of course it snagged on the door, sending the elevator into a frantic sway, clattering against its cage.

Finn must have heard that.

She wrenched her belongings free of the death trap. She'd be taking the stairs in future. Oh, yes. Bring on a pert ass and killer thighs. 

The code for Dahlia's apartment door was in the same text message with the downstairs door code. It worked first time, as if it were mocking her.

Inside, the apartment was dark and cool. The curtains were drawn. Summer found a light switch and dropped her bags. What a relief to put them down and not have to pick them up again, or to keep a weather-eye on them. She was definitely not cut out to be any kind of perpetual traveler. It's the journey that matters, not the destination? Pffft. Arriving felt good.Was it the possibility of flopping down on the sofa indefinitely, or just being alone after hours and hours of public transport and unfamiliar streets? Or the simple but perfect reality of nowhere to be, nothing needing to be done? Bliss.

She kicked off her shoes, peeled off her socks, and let the cold of the parquet floor seep into her travel-weary bones. She pulled back the dark green curtains, and light flooded in. High ceilings made the small space seem open and airy. Dahlia had low, boxy sofas; they looked sinky and soft. The kitchen was decent, at a glance, and the two bedrooms both came off the living space. One door was closed, the other open—clearly the un-lived-in guest room.

Summer's room. For now. Maybe for a while. Dahlia had seemed keen for a roommate, and help with the rent, and very excited about Summer's cooking.

Summer found the bathroom, splashed water on her face, ran her fingers through her hair, and then noticed just how transparent her shirt was. No wonder Finn had stared. She peeled off the sweaty clothes. A shower. That was what she needed.

While the water did its magic, her mind wandered. And it didn't have to go far: the man lived next door. She'd undoubtedly see him again by chance, but why wait for serendipity? If there were anything in Dahlia's kitchen that Summer could turn into food, that was what she would do. Taking Finn a thank-you slice of cake would be the perfect excuse to... to open things up and ensure they didn't just become nodding acquaintances in the stairwell, like most neighbors. That was probably why Dahlia hadn't mentioned this devastatingly gorgeous guy on her floor. It was far too easy to never say anything to one's neighbors beyond an occasional comment on the weather.

Well, at least Finn hadn't talked about the weather. A promising beginning.

Dahlia's kitchen cupboards were as bare as expected. There was flour and baking powder, so not completely hopeless.

Butter in the fridge! Now we're in business. 

There was no fresh milk, but perhaps... yes! A stash of long-life milk cartons filled the top corner of the pantry. Scones, then. Good, home-y fare. Irresistible.

Dahlia had a good range of spices. No jam or cream, but there was honey. Dates would have been handy, but there were none on offer. Summer rifled in the back of the cupboard. A bag of almonds, jars of pasta sauce, unopened coffee and tea, dried figs.

The figs would do. And brown sugar for the top. And the almonds? Maybe chopped up really fine. Or just on top, with the brown sugar and butter.

Summer was salivating just thinking about it.

***
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FINN PUT IT OFF AS long as he could. He finished off his ice cream, had a shower and changed out of his gym clothes, threw on a load of laundry, checked the news, his email, anything but searching her name.

Scrolling on his phone, he went back out onto the balcony. There was a shady corner—enough to keep his head cool while the rest of his body soaked up the heat. He was hyper-aware of his knee, not least because he'd had an email from Mom asking about his recovery. She was a nurse, and not easily fobbed-off. Sending her the ultrasound had stemmed the flow of questions in the short-term, but he'd lived to regret it.

He needed to get used to the strapping and wear it every day, all day, and all night, for a few days, just to get over the hump of newness. But he was glad he hadn't been wearing it when he met Summer in the corridor. She might have asked about it, and their conversation had been so perfectly light and flirty and tempting. She was tempting.

He'd resisted temptation this long, but in that moment giving-in felt inevitable. He might as well just Google her now. The name on her luggage tag had leapt out at him: Summer Wilkes. Wilkes struck him because it was the name of a top-tier rugby coach back home. Not a particularly rare name or anything, so they probably weren't related. But the familiar name was easy to remember. And Summer was too fitting to forget—she was warm and bright.

Searching ‘Summer Wilkes’ brought up a couple of Instagram profiles, a list of summer semester classes at Wilkes University in Pennsylvania, and a Pinterest page.

She wasn't hard to find. Not a common name after all. The search brought up just three people: a private, clearly pornographic account, a keen quilt-maker in Canada, and the Summer across the hall. It had to be her.

The first page of her feed didn't include any selfies to confirm it—it was all food. Bright swirls of frosting, and towering layered cakes, and glossy pastries oozing caramelized cherries.

Damn, he was hungry.

And the smells from the bakery downstairs were catching the breeze, apparently—whirling right into his balcony. Weird time of day for them to be baking, though—almost 5 p.m.

Hunger wasn't enough to move him in the direction of food. The sun felt like magic on his muscles, and Summer's Instagram feed had him glued to the spot. These photos were incredible. Did she make this stuff? It was art, pure and simple.

After a hundred pictures of food, he found her—in the background of a cake photo, reflected in the mirror behind. She looked serious, concentrating on taking the photo, biting her lip.

He'd quite like to bite that lip. Not hard, but just like that. Or, you know, harder if she liked it.

The captions under most of the posts tagged a cafe called Tout de Sweet, so he clicked though. He found a London cafe featuring pictures of food—mostly cake, but there was coffee, too. Further down he found people, events, artfully-chalked sandwich boards, in among the epic pastries and cupcakes.

There she was, beside a stacked wedding cake, her arms around the bride and groom. The bride looked familiar. He opened up the caption, but no one was tagged. The likes gave him a lengthy list of names, none of them familiar.

Except... there were a couple more Wilkes in that list. 

Was this borderline stalkerish now? Too late, he'd already clicked on Craig Wilkes. His page was full of promotional stuff for Canterbury regional rugby, selfies after games, and one with an older guy who looked a lot like Geoff Wilkes, the renowned coach. The older guy wasn't tagged in the picture, however. Another, younger guy was: Rob Wilkes. This page only had three images—two scenic beach shots, and one much clearer shot of Geoff Wilkes. Craig and Rob had similar features—it was the nose and the eyebrows—but were smaller than their dad and didn't have his scruffy brown hair. Theirs was all midnight black and shiny—just like Summer's.

They didn't look anything like Summer, except for that, but it was enough.

A knock at the door snapped him out of his snooping. Going down the Insta-rabbit hole suddenly felt creepy. If he met her again now, he'd have to fix it—find a way to explain knowing way too much about her without confessing his online snooping. He might mention knowing Geoff Wilkes, casually ask if he was any relation, feign ignorance, let her tell him what he already knew... fuck. He wasn't even meant to know her last name. A sneaky glance at her luggage tags was probably just as stalkerish as Googling her.

He glanced out the peephole, half expecting Gabriele to be there in the hallway.

It was Summer. He looked again, then opened the door. Summer and a plate of... scones? That was what he'd been smelling, sitting out on the balcony. Not the bakery downstairs, but his neighbor's kitchen.

"Hi," she said, and stepped back as if regretting coming here at all.

He couldn't have that. "Hey, you survived the elevator!" He plastered on a guilt-free smile.

"I don't think I'll chance it again."

"You'll get used to it. They smell amazing."

"Oh, good. They're for you—to say thanks for letting me in."

What? Wow. Okay. This was next level. "Oh. Okay." Was he giggling like a nervous kid? No way to impress a very impressive woman. "You didn't have to do that."

She shrugged. "Baking is like my stress relief."

"Wanna come in?"

She hesitated. "I was just going to... but, ah, sure."

He took the plate she offered and went through to the kitchen.

"I brought butter and honey, too." She followed him.

"Sounds amazing. I can't remember the last time I had date scones."

"It's figs. Dahlia didn't have dates."

"Is that allowed?"

"Figs in scones? Are there scone laws?"

"I thought they only came in cheese and date. My dad does a mean date scone."

"Well, one way to find out." She put the butter and honey on his kitchen counter. 

He handed her a knife and watched her deft hands. She opened up the scone and steam rose from the flaky layers of the center. "Wow," he said, then realized he'd said it aloud.

She laughed. "Butter?"

"Yes, please."

"Honey?"

"Sure."

She handed him the first scone and then picked up the second.

It was like biting into a piece of home. Just like Dad's scones—light and buttery and perfect. At home, it'd be cream and jam, but this honey was fragrant and just a little tart. He found a fig, a burst of flavor, the texture gritty.

"Good?" she said, with a smear of honey on her lips.

"They're amazing," he said, licking his own lips. "What's on top?"

"Almonds and brown sugar."

"Genius."

"Oh, and cardamom." 

He took another bite, paying closer attention to the taste. "Incredible."

She laughed and looked around, nibbling at her own scone. "Hey, this is just like Dahlia's apartment, but different curtains."

"They don't really do scones in Italy. This is totally transporting me home."

"Food's good like that. Strong memories."

"Do you miss it? Home?” He was angling for a way to mention her father's name, to make that connection face-to-face. He shouldn't know so much about her when she didn't know that he knew.

The fact she'd brought him home baking was making him feel even worse about that. There was one more scone on the plate, for later. The guilt was going to keep at him until he cleared this up.

"I miss some things," she said, a thoughtful expression pinching the corner of her mouth and tilting her chin.

"I miss my family," he said. This could work.

"I miss Mom. But when I go back, it's not like it was. I mean, I’m either the special visitor, or I'm kind of in the way. My room isn't mine any more—and fair enough, it's been seven years, but still. I always end up feeling superfluous. Which is good, in a way, since I'm the one who buggered off to Europe, but you know, still kind of shitty."

Well, if that wasn't the most insightful thing he'd heard anyone say in months. And it perfectly summed up how he felt when he visited home—but it was like he was realizing that for the first time. "I know exactly what you mean,” he said. .

She shrugged. "Maybe it's inevitable, when you've been away a while. When it's too far away to visit regularly. Everyone adjusts their expectations..."

"Do you have brothers and sisters?" he asked. Could it be this easy?

"Brothers, but we're not really close. They're all rugby-mad and I'm just not... part of that. It's fine. I lived with Mom when I could, and Dad got his boys, and..." She shrugged.

"Divorced?"

"Yeah. Mom has a new family. I have a half-sister. But much, much younger."

"Tricky."

She finished the scone and wiped her forefinger across her lower lip. It paled and plumped again under her touch, pink and full. He could taste the fig in the scone and imagine that taste on her lips.

"You know what it's like in New Zealand,” she said. “Rugby's tantamount to a religion. It gets all wrapped up in national identity, and if you're not interested, you're barely considered a citizen."

"Fair." He laughed, suddenly nervous. 

"Plus all the toxic, macho, smashing each other and then getting smashed and—did you know there's a 40% increase in domestic violence on major game nights?"

He did actually, but it was specific to State of Origin games in one Australian state—and probably best he didn't front up with that detail just now, because he'd be missing her point.

"Not that Dad was ever violent, just... obsessed. Rugby is his whole life. All he cares about, no matter what it costs him or anyone. There was a time I'd play along, fake an interest, overlook all the ways it messes everyone up. It's a complete relief to be away from it, to be honest." She shook her head, as if there were more she was thinking, but not saying.

Okay, so now was definitely not the moment to ask if Geoff Wilkes was any relation. "I get that," he said, grasping at something to say. "I don't miss the cold houses." What else about home could he take a dig at? He wanted to get back to their teasing back-and-forth of before. "And getting sunburned on cloudy days."

She laughed at that—a triumph. "I don't miss sausage rolls."

"What! I love sausage rolls."

"Stodgy mystery meat, all gluey and solid, with random peas and limp onions—not even browned. None of it gets browned. You might as well boil it."

"How can you be so right about scones and so very, very wrong about—?" His eyes landed on his rugby club jacket, hanging on the back of the door. Oh no. 

"Because I'm right about both."

"The pastry, though!” he could happily argue with her about food all day, he suspected. And if it helped to keep her attention away from any proof he played rugby, even better. "The pastry is—"

"The pastry's the only good bit. But put some decent meat in it."

The second after she fell silent, the look on her face said it all: she'd heard how it sounded. Put some decent meat in it.

He tried not to laugh, but when her face cracked he lost it.

She was looking at the door, either noticing the jacket or planning her exit. "Coffee?" he offered. "Or is tea more the thing with scones?"

"I wanted to get to the store before closing—since I've raided Dahlia's kitchen already."

"Ah." If it was a gentle letting-down, he wouldn't make her say it twice.

"Another time though," she said, and sounded genuinely hopeful.

"If you like, I know a great rooftop bar—perfect for a first evening in Rome."

She smiled so bright it hurt. Perhaps it wasn't the smile causing him pain, so much as his failure to mention he played rugby for a living, because if she knew that she'd definitely be saying no thanks, arrivederci. 

Instead, she was glancing at him sideways, like she wanted to say yes, but there was a reticence there, too. "Okay," she said. "Is it posh?"

"Not super."

"More a sausage roll kind of place?"

He laughed. "I wish."

She shook her head, still smiling. "Okay, see you later, then?"

"Seven, okay?"

"I'll meet you downstairs."

He followed her to the door and opened it. "Wait, is it a fear of heights thing? Maybe a roof-top bar is a bad idea."

"No, no. It's not the height; it's just an old, clunky piece of engineering, and I'm twelve stories up, and I’m from a city that, you know, fell down in an earthquake, so..." She headed for the stairs.

"Right, yeah. Fair enough."

"People pay good money for stair-climbers. I get this for free,” she called back as she disappeared down the stairwell. He went back into his quiet apartment. He should have been up-front, right from the start. If
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