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ONE

‘Let’s get to work then,’ the redhead in the razor-cut skirt suit snapped, pivoting on her heel to bring an end to the pre-dinner staff meeting. Without so much as a glance to the left or right, she marched off towards the kitchens and the office space beyond, leaving the click of her strides to cut through the silence blanketing the restaurant dining room in her wake.

From where he leant back against the glossy expanse of the lacquered cherry wood bar, arms folded over his chest and one ankle crossed in front of the other, Aidan Flynn kept his features schooled and gave her retreating form an appraising once-over. Starting at the tightly rolled twist of her hair, he ran his gaze past the rigid set of her shoulders to the purposeful swing of her hips – then followed the long line of her legs all the way down to the soles of her spiked black stilettos before releasing a slow whistle under his breath.

So. That was the woman he’d been hearing so much about. Café Cluny’s general manager, Ms Annabel Frost. His immediate boss.

Beginning the visual ascent back up over her tailored curves, he had to admit that as far as first impressions went, she made a hell of an impact. Not least because she actually seemed to live up to every word of warning he’d received from his colleagues during the week he’d been on the job. There’d been so many horror stories, so gleefully imparted, that he’d taken a lot of what he’d heard with a good-humoured pinch of salt, suspecting the truth had been embellished as part of some joke to wind up the new boy.

But having just seen the alleged villain of those tales in action for himself, he had to assume that most of the gossip was, in fact, true. Despite having never met him before, she’d treated him with the same cool indifference she had the rest of the staff, singling him out only when he’d spoken up to make a point of introducing himself – and only for the shortest and sharpest of exchanges. Even fresh back from a week’s leave, the only chilled vibe Ms Frost was giving off was an eyebrow-icing arctic blast.

She was stunning too, no question. That striking ruby-red dye job and matching lipstick lent her a vibrant air severely at odds with the glacial personality that characterised her name to a T. It had been a good thing she’d demanded the room’s undivided attention when she’d swept in a short time earlier, as he doubted he’d have been able to drag his fascinated gaze away from her even if he’d wanted to. From what he’d been admiring of her alabaster complexion and green eyes, he’d bet his boots there was a natural redhead lurking beneath all that cosmetically manufactured armour – because armour was exactly what that polished and prickly exterior represented, he had no doubt. There was more to Annabel Frost than met the casual eye, and just what it was she was trying to hide behind that tough outer shell had him intrigued.

It wasn’t until the kitchen door swung closed behind her, the sight prompting a collective sigh of relief to hiss around him like so many punctured tyres, that his attention was pulled from its internal reverie and back into the midst of the loosely gathered group of his colleagues.

‘The Bitch is back,’ one of the commis chefs muttered as the starched white huddle of kitchen staff broke away and started towards their shiny steel domain without any of the irreverent banter Aidan had grown accustomed to hearing from them over the past week.

The rest of the staff began dispersing to complete their interrupted preparations for a busy service. Amid the subdued, grumbling shuffle, Tim, the fair-haired head waiter who’d taken a far more amiable approach to the role of acting manager in Annabel Frost’s absence, stopped by the bar and clapped a palm on Aidan’s shoulder. ‘Sorry to have to say I told you so, mate,’ he commiserated privately in his chummy, Australian twang.

Before Aidan had a chance to answer, sweet-natured Donna was there as well, using the guise of friendly concern to lay a hand on his forearm just below the turn-up of his white shirt sleeves, the touch to his bare flesh as suggestive as it was shy. ‘She had no right to treat you that way, Aidan.’ She gazed up at him prettily, eyes shining with empathy and open infatuation. ‘You mustn’t let her get you down.’

‘Not a problem,’ he assured her with a flash of a smile, straightening and using the excuse of heading back behind the bar to break the contact without hurting her feelings. The little waitress had been signalling her interest from the outset but, as keen and lovely as she seemed to be, her gentle femininity did nothing for him.

Taking up his station beside Jon, Cluny’s junior barman, he wondered what Donna’s delicate sensibilities would make of the fact that, far from getting him down, the arbitrary tongue lashing he’d just received from his new boss left him not only up, but very nearly hard, too, within the confines of his uniform black trousers?

In all honesty, he had to wonder at the visceral response himself. Self-restraint and control had always been his trademarks where the opposite sex was concerned – even towards its most eager members. Why he’d react so instantly to a woman who appeared to be so unaccommodating, so thoroughly unpleasant, was a mystery. After what he’d been through over the past few years, he would have thought he’d have had enough of impossible challenges, but apparently not. All his addled brain could seem to think about was what a pleasure it would be to drag the haughty Ms Frost off her high horse and teach her to enjoy kneeling, naked and obedient, at his feet.

Turning his attention to the task of slicing lemons for the night ahead, he ducked his head and let the fall of his unruly hair curtain a slower, altogether darker, kind of smile.

And if she insisted on kicking and screaming against him every inch of the way as he was certain she would?

Even better.

From her front-of-house position behind the lectern-style reception desk, Annabel took one of her regular moments to sweep a gaze over the packed restaurant, checking that everything in her world was running as it should – staff busy but attentive, service efficient, customers content.

With its reputation for being classy but never stuffy, Cluny’s was popular all year round, and tonight, against the backdrop of opulent festive finery, the ambience was even more sparkling than usual. In addition to the artfully dimmed lighting, the twinkle of hundreds of tiny white fairy lights helped cast a magical glow over polished wood and snowy linen, while the spice-scented tealights flickering at the centre of each table bounced reflections off gleaming glassware and lent an attractive golden hue to the animated faces of the diners. The atmospheric background strains of easy jazz were overlaid by the lively buzz of chatter, and punctuated by the chink of cutlery against china. Mixed with the succulent aromas of rich seasonal dishes, the crisp scent of winter woods was conjured by the seven-foot gold and red decorated Christmas tree standing prominently in the window, and the garlands of berry-studded greenery hanging in deep swags from the cornicing. The look and mood were perfect: a blend of effortless sophistication and relaxed elegance that gave no hint of the exacting standards and obsessive attention to detail that were needed to achieve them.

Satisfied, Annabel ran her eye over the bar area opposite, only to find the new tousle-haired senior barman, the one who’d dared speak out of turn during the earlier staff meeting – Andy or Adam or something – looking back at her. It wasn’t the first time that evening she’d caught him staring, and it certainly wasn’t the first time she’d felt a spike of irritation in reaction to the cocky challenge in his look as he smiled, holding her gaze for a fraction too long.

Not another one.

Rather than encourage him by returning the smile, she let her lips purse. Handsome, vain and tripping on testosterone – she recognised the type only too well. It was hardly worth being surprised any more by the number of men who seemed to have no clue how to take female authority seriously; who thought it was okay to play up their manly attributes to bluff, bully or charm their way into blurring the line between the professional and the personal.

Well, she’d come across enough ‘charmers’ in her life not to be impressed by this one. As tall, dark and handsome as his particular attributes undeniably were, his allure wouldn’t work here. Not with her. Already beyond annoyed to have come back from a stressful week off to find that an emergency replacement for the previous head barman had been drafted in without her approval, she was in no mood to put up with any disrespectful crap.

Noting that the handful of stools at the front end of the bar were empty now that the last of the night’s bookings had been seated at their tables, she clipped the top back on her fountain pen and laid it down along the open spine of the reservations book. Smoothing the already flawless line of her pencil skirt, she stepped from behind the desk. Time to teach the pretty new boy his place.

The smile she directed at customers as she crossed the room dropped the second she entered the narrow area between the polished bar and the mirror-backed wall of shelves displaying an impressive array of bottles. By contrast, the smile from the man standing a few feet in front of her broadened in welcome, lighting up his handsome face and stopping her in her tracks.

Wow. There was no denying the killer impact of it – shame he’d mistaken her for a willing victim. Lifting her brows and tilting her nose just enough to be able to look down it, she went straight for the knock-down.

‘Is there a problem over here?’ she demanded. ‘Only you seem to be spending an awful lot of time standing around staring into space instead of working.’

Rather than jumping to attention and spewing excuses or false apologies as she expected, the target of her disapproval simply let the smile slide, sending her a sideways look instead – a stunning flash of silver through a tangle of black locks – and took his time rinsing the dregs from a cocktail shaker down the sink. She caught the soft, southern Irish brogue she remembered from earlier as he turned to send a suddenly stricken-looking Jon off to the kitchens in search of fresh mint.

The show of unhurried confidence and the relaxed stance of his rangy frame only served to nettle her further, as did the too-casual turn-up of his sleeves – which exposed a most distracting display of muscle flexing along lean forearms as he reached for a towel and wiped his hands.

‘Annabel, isn’t it?’

The sound of her name snapped her attention back up to his face as he turned from the sink at last. ‘It’s Ms Frost, actually,’ she informed him in her coldest tone. ‘And I asked you a question.’

His gaze met hers head on for the first time, leaving her to feel the shock of impact of the most arresting pair of pale eyes she’d ever seen.

‘I think you know very well that I’ve been working,’ he said, sweeping that gaze over what she had to admit appeared to be a spotless and organised area. Slinging the towel over one shoulder, he began sauntering her way, offering a crooked smile that belied the intense focus of his scrutiny. ‘Just like you know that “space” isn’t what I’ve been staring at.’

Unused to being answered back by a subordinate, Annabel felt her own eyes widen at his audacity, but she didn’t miss a beat. ‘I have to say I don’t like your attitude.’

His brows flickered upwards, but otherwise unfazed, he kept walking towards her, moving with an effortless grace that only reinforced his air of confidence. He didn’t stop until he got right up close. Too close for her down-the-nose glare to compete with his height. So close her gaze was forced up to meet his unwavering one.

And for the second time in under a minute, Annabel found herself distracted. This near, the guy was not just handsome – he was breathtaking, with strong-angled features and the bold slash of black brows accentuating the almost iridescent quality of those irises that she now saw were ringed by a dark border of charcoal.

With bare inches to spare between them, he lowered his face to hers a fraction more, the pull of that near-transparent gaze strong enough to hold her captive. He pitched his voice so that only they could hear. ‘Well, now. So far that makes us equal. Because I don’t think much of yours, either.’

She almost spluttered then. None of her staff had ever had the nerve to speak to her in such a way. ‘I beg your pardon?’ She drew back a step, thrown but determined to maintain her appearance of aloof superiority. ‘You can’t talk to me like that, I’m your manager.’

‘Oh, I know who you are, a mhuirnín,’ he said, and before she had a chance to question the unfamiliar sounding word, he followed her retreat, re-closing the space between them. ‘You’re all I’ve been thinking about for the past few hours.’ He visually traced the contours of her face. ‘I confess, I can’t help wondering what you look like with that glorious hair let loose.’

‘What?’ Annabel floundered, caught off guard by his forward manner. Not only was he more handsome than she’d thought, he had the arrogance to match. ‘Are you always so rude?’

He looked bemused. ‘Was I being rude? That wasn’t my intention. I was simply following your lead and being direct. Are you always so hard on new members of staff?’

He was questioning her? ‘That depends entirely on the impression they make. Most know how to behave better.’

The jibe was met with nothing more than an easy laugh. ‘I’m sure they do, once they’ve come face to face with you. Do you insist on the same criteria for friends and lovers – does everyone have to be on their best behaviour to meet with your approval?’

Annabel couldn’t believe her ears. Was the guy for real? ‘That is absolutely none of your business.’

‘True.’ He gave a small shrug. ‘But it doesn’t stop me from wondering, Annabel.’

‘Stop calling me that. With the exception of the head chef and owner, I expect every employee to refer to me as Ms Frost.’

‘That’s very traditional,’ he said with a teasing glint in his eye. ‘And surprisingly strict. How about when you’re out for drinks after a long shift? Surely you relax the formality then – let that hair down a little bit?’

And encourage precisely this sort of over-familiarity? No. ‘I don’t fraternise with my staff.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ he said with a very good show of sincerity. ‘Why not?’

‘Again, that has nothing to do with you. I don’t think you’ve quite grasped the meaning of “none of your business”.’

Her rebuff only made him smile. ‘Oh, I’ve grasped it. But let’s just say that I’m curious by nature.’

He was unbelievable. ‘Well, you know what curiosity did to the cat?’

As though searching for the answer, he looked off into the distance for a moment. ‘Correct me if I’m wrong,’ he said, turning that unsettlingly direct gaze back on her with a slow spread of a smile – one that looked very different from the open, friendly expression he’d used a minute ago, ‘but wasn’t it the cat that got the cream in the end?’

She might have imagined it, but that last seemed to be delivered with some sort of subtle suggestion that packed a surprisingly potent punch, causing her breath to hitch.

‘You’re getting your metaphors mixed,’ she snapped to cover her reaction. ‘Let’s hope you find it as easy to mix drinks because I’ll be keeping a close eye on you.’

‘I’ll have to make sure I give my best performance then,’ he said, accepting the challenge with a slight bow of his head as they both noticed Tim coming up to the bar with an order. ‘I’m sorry to have to cut short our informative introduction, Ms Frost, but as you can see I’ve work to do.’ He flashed her a dazzling smile. ‘And I’ve just discovered I have a very tough boss to please.’

She glared in response. ‘Just so long as you remember that. You really don’t want to test me.’

Yet as she spun away, she got the distinct sense from his expression that testing her was exactly what he wanted to do.


TWO

Finishing up for the night, Aidan switched off the gleaming chrome coffee machine as Tim came through from the kitchens, whistling a jolly yet totally unidentifiable tune into the stillness of the now empty restaurant.

Swinging close by the bar, the waiter flung Aidan’s overcoat across the polished surface. ‘C’mon, time to get out of here,’ he announced. ‘Fancy a quick beer? I’m parched.’

‘Sure,’ Aidan agreed, rolling down his shirt sleeves as he made for the open end of the bar. After his earlier one-to-one with Annabel Frost it had to be said he was feeling more than a little dry-mouthed himself.

With Cluny’s sitting smack bang in the middle of Soho, they wouldn’t have far to look to find refreshment. Ringed by the world-famous shopping precincts of Oxford and Regent Streets – which at this time of year teemed with locust-style swarms of Christmas shoppers – and the theatres of Shaftesbury Avenue, the square mile parcel of the bustling West End was steeped in a colourful history of hedonistic iniquity and represented the beating social heart of London.

Having shrugged off the seedier side of its gangland and sex industry past, the multicultural urban village of modern Soho continued to celebrate its identity as a free-spirited party playground. With its labyrinthine streets and laneways crowded with a multitude of cafés, bars, restaurants and clubs, it was the perfect location for establishments such as Cluny’s to thrive on a clientele ranging from colourful local residents and creatives, to tourists, shoppers and theatre-goers.

As Aidan and Tim made their way through the late-night streets – still lively under the twinkle and glow of the city’s Christmas light displays now that the festive party season was well underway – they passed several such pubs, bars and clubs without stopping. Noticing that Tim was striding out like a man with a predetermined destination in mind, Aidan was happy to be led along, enjoying the constant stream of the ex-Sydneysider’s amusing and irreverent banter.

Coming to Old Compton Street – the loud and proud main GLBT artery of Soho – Tim’s chatter abruptly cut off to be replaced by a sudden obsession with tweaking strategic strands of his short blond hair. When he slowed to turn into the doorway of a bar called the Louche Lounge, Aidan saw he even gave his collar a snappy tug before stepping inside.

A moment later he had to wonder why his colleague had bothered with the primping. The interior of the bar was so dark that it was doubtful anyone would be able to appreciate his efforts. With only a dim pink glow providing the bare minimum of illumination, Aidan had to squint to avoid falling over anyone as he made for the nearest free space at the bar.

‘What are you having?’ he asked Tim, thankful that the music was set to a mellow midweek sound level that allowed for communication via a semi-raised voice rather than a full-blown performance of unintelligible shouts and charades.

Without answering, Tim pulled at his sleeve and kept moving, not stopping until they’d reached a section of the bar already two-deep with customers.

‘I’m buying,’ he informed Aidan with all his attention focused on the bar. Or more specifically on the hard-bodied twenty-something guy in the black vest top serving behind it. With his cropped hair, smudged black eyeliner and leather dog collar buckled around his neck studded with crystals depicting the word ‘BITCH’, he seemed to be very popular with the punters.

Feeling a sharp jostle against his shoulder, Aidan turned and looked up into the garishly made-up face of … well, of what he could only describe as something resembling a pantomime dame straight off the stage. Swaying next to him, the vision of sequin-bound brawn topped his own six-one height by roughly half a foot, with most of that elevation coming courtesy of a voluminous platinum blonde wig. As there seemed to be little correlation between the dame’s swaying and the rhythm of slow, soulful funk being pumped through the place, Aidan guessed the movement was alcohol induced.

When roughly two hundred and fifty pounds of hairy Amazonian teetered into him again, he stopped guessing and decided it definitely was alcohol.

‘Sorry, guv,’ a gravelly voice escaped from between the crooked slash of bright orange lips. ‘It’s these bleedin’ ’eels.’

‘Eels?’ Aidan asked, somewhat alarmed.

‘Yeah. ’Eels.’ A big hand gestured downwards. ‘Don’t know how the birds manage to walk in ’em.’

Looking down to see the vision’s meat-slab feet crammed into an oversized pair of court shoes, Aidan grinned in understanding. ‘Ah, heels. No problem.’

‘Don’t usually go round dressed like this, see? I’m a cabbie for chrissakes,’ his new companion declared with a disgruntled belch. ‘S’those bastards over there made me do it.’ He gestured over his shoulder with his thumb. ‘Friends they call ’emselves. S’me birthday. Forty today so they dressed me up and lugged me out like this. The missus’ll have a bleedin’ fit when she sees me. ’Ere.’ He nudged Aidan with a beefy arm as a space opened up at the bar in front of them. ‘You gettin’ in there for a drink or what?’

‘Ladies first.’ Aidan gestured, careful to keep his toes out of the way as the huge cabbie lurched forward in search of more drink he really didn’t need.

On Aidan’s other side, Tim had also managed to edge to the front of the crowd.

‘Tim, my lovely!’ the ‘bitch’ behind the bar cried when he spotted the blond. ‘You back again?’

‘Stu.’ Aidan heard Tim answer with a reserved coyness he wouldn’t have expected from the garrulous Aussie. After the order had been placed and Stu had turned away to the fridge, Aidan leant in a little and raised a questioning eyebrow.

‘I’m working on it,’ Tim said, correctly interpreting his expression as Stu turned back, planted two bottles of lager on the bar and popped the tops. With a wink he took the proffered money from Tim’s hand before moving off to serve the next calf-eyed customer.

‘Good luck with it,’ Aidan said, taking the bottle Tim passed him as they began to push their way back out of the waiting bar crowd.

‘Thanks.’ Tim sighed wistfully when they’d found a less cramped area, clinking the neck of his bottle against Aidan’s. ‘And congratulations,’ he added after they’d both taken a few thirst-quenching swallows of the cold Spanish beer.

‘We’re celebrating?’ Aidan asked.

‘Too right. You survived your first shift with Little Ms Frosty. How was it?’ Tim peered at him intently through the dark. ‘I don’t see any blood.’

Aidan laughed. ‘No blood,’ he confirmed, and held up his fingers. ‘Not even any frostbite.’

‘Lucky. I saw her come gunning for you at one point. What was that all about?’

Aidan shrugged. ‘Not much. Just establishing a few ground rules, getting better acquainted.’

‘Crikey, Aid. Might as well get chummy with a shark, mate.’

‘Yes, I got a good flash of her teeth.’ Aidan smothered a smile at the memory of his snappy manager and took another swig from his bottle. ‘Apart from work, what do you know about her?’

‘Hardly anything.’ Tim shrugged, his gaze slipping over Aidan’s shoulder towards the bar. ‘I don’t reckon there is anything except work where she’s concerned. I’ve been at Cluny’s for over a year and haven’t ever heard her talk about her personal life, haven’t seen any evidence of family or friends even existing. She doesn’t seem interested in taking much time off for holidays either. I think she only disappeared last week because of some sort of crisis.’

‘So you don’t know whether she’s in a relationship?’

That got Tim’s full attention back. He nearly choked on a mouthful of beer. Despite the dark, the horrified look he gave Aidan was obvious. ‘Mate, you’re shitting me. Don’t tell me you’re interested?’

‘I like to know who I’m dealing with, that’s all,’ Aidan hedged with an easy smile. He’d been telling himself all night that it would be wise to ignore the crackle of anticipation Annabel Frost had sparked across his entire nervous system. Even though he’d seen no evidence of a wedding band or engagement rock glinting on her ring finger, it would be better to leave the lure of this particular provocation well enough alone. No sensible man would risk stirring up the kind of trouble he was contemplating – not on the job, not with a superior.

But there was the rub. Even though he liked to think he wasn’t totally lacking in wisdom, if there was one thing he’d always thrived on, it was risk. And maybe having been forced to play things safe for the past few years meant it was that very element that made this such an impossible prospect to resist. He’d certainly enjoyed sparring with her. And as an introductory round it had proved quite informative. He’d learnt that not only was she sharp-tongued, she was dismissive and emotionally closed, and he’d been left even more fascinated by her than before. Judging by the way she’d reacted to the various baits he’d set, he suspected that the only way he was likely to get past her cold exterior was by turning the heat up. High.

‘Better the devil you know, et cetera.’

‘Yeah,’ Tim puffed out a breath. ‘Well just remember you are dealing with the devil.’

Aidan looked at him. ‘If she’s really that bad why are you still working for her after a year?’ And Tim wasn’t the only one, Aidan had noticed. For all the badmouthing he’d been hearing, it seemed most of the staff at Cluny’s had been there long term.

Tim shrugged, his gaze wandering in the direction of the bar again. ‘The pay’s great, as you know. And it’s the best-run restaurant I’ve worked in.’ He raised his beer to his lips but paused as he seemed to think. ‘Even though she’s a nightmare, I guess the Ice Queen is bloody good at her job. She’s got that place operating like nowhere else I’ve ever seen.’

Aidan’s own take was that maybe Annabel Frost was bloody good at her job precisely because of her nightmarish reputation, not in spite of it – but he kept the thought to himself and wondered how much more information he could manage to get out of Tim without raising suspicions.

Tipping his bottle to his mouth, he drained the last of his beer. ‘That barely touched the sides. Got time for one more?’ He cast a glance over his own shoulder at the bar before flashing a smile at Tim. ‘My round, but you can order.’

‘Oh, Tony, you are wicked. You shouldn’t say such things … I know. Yes, I miss you too.’

Bag and keys still in hand, Annabel stood in the hallway of her flat, frozen with astonishment and anger as she listened to her mother’s voice coming from the other side of the closed bedroom door.

‘No, we can’t. Bel says I’m not to meet with you … Of course I can make my own decisions. But as I’m staying with her, I suppose it’s—’

‘Mother, that’s enough!’ Annabel grasped the handle to fling open the door, only to discover it was locked. ‘Hang up the phone now,’ she shouted, hammering on the white-glossed wood for good measure. Had her mother lost her mind?

There was a moment’s silence, a rush of hushed words, then her mother called out in an overly sweet voice, ‘Bel, is that you?’

‘You know it is. Now open the door.’ Annabel waited as she heard rustling sounds of movement approach and the click of the latch being released.

Shorter than her daughter but with the same green eyes and fiery colouring handed down from some distant Celtic ancestor, Ellen Frost opened the door in her nightie. ‘How was your day, darling?’ she asked with a bad attempt at a look of innocence and her eyes swimming with a bright film of gin.

The smell of the spirit hit Annabel straight away. ‘I can’t believe you’re in contact with Tony,’ she said, voice tight with disapproval.

‘I’m no—’

‘Don’t, Mum. Don’t lie to me. I heard you.’ She felt the weight of disappointment pull at her expression. ‘What were you thinking? You told him where you are for God’s sake.’

Her mother at least had the decency to look shamefaced at going back on their agreement. ‘Oh, Bel, I didn’t mean to. I only said I was with you, I remembered not to tell him where you live.’

Annabel sighed in frustration. That wasn’t the point.

‘So you see. No real harm done.’ Her mother smiled, and as easy as that relieved herself of any blame. ‘Poor thing, you do look tired, shall I make you a cup of tea?’ She patted Annabel on the cheek as she slipped past and wove her way down the hall to the tiny galley kitchen.

‘Don’t try and change the subject,’ Annabel said as she followed. ‘This is serious. I want to know why you were talking to that … that scumbag.’

‘Do you have to call him that? He’s not the monster you think.’ Tea obviously forgotten, her mother took a glass from the draining board and reached for the bottle of gin on the worktop, looking surprised to find it empty. Annabel was surprised too. She’d bought it only the previous day. A bottle gone in just over twenty-four hours wasn’t good. Especially when only one person was drinking.

‘He’s sorry for what happened,’ her mother continued, clutching the glass and looking around as though she’d discover something else to put in it. ‘That’s what he phoned to say, that he’s sorry. Deep down he’s a good man who just had a run of bad luck.’

Oh, that was too much. Tony Maplin was no such thing. He was a thieving, lying gambling addict who’d taken her mother for everything she owned.

‘He used you, Mum. He tricked you, stole from you and then deserted you – leaving you to deal with the bailiffs on your own! Have you forgotten that?’ She glared at her mother. ‘Because I haven’t. It will take me longer than a few gin-soaked days to forget the state you were in watching your whole life being pulled from under you, losing everything you owned.’ Everything except the damn mobile phone Annabel had given her for emergencies and hadn’t thought to change to a new number. Not that she’d thought for a moment that Tony would have the nerve to try to get in contact with her mother after the way he’d run out and left her. ‘That’s what Tony is, that’s what he does for you. And after all that I can’t believe you’re stupid enough to even speak to him!’

For her own part, Annabel doubted she’d ever forget the events of the previous week – from her mother’s hysterical phone call for help, to the subsequent dash Annabel had made to Norfolk, where she’d arrived too late to stop or postpone the process of eviction as the bank repossessed the house Ellen had shared with Tony.

Her mother stood rigid for a minute, fighting to hold back tears. ‘If you think I’m so stupid then perhaps I should go,’ she said stiffly.

Seeing the welling up doused the flare of Annabel’s temper with guilt. The poor woman had been through enough without her adding to the heartache. ‘No of course you’re not going anywhere.’ She put her arm around her mother’s shoulders. ‘You need to be here until we can get you sorted out. I know I seem harsh, but I just want you to be careful. I don’t want to see you get into another mess like this again.’

Releasing her hold, she took the glass from her mother’s hand and filled it with water from the tap. ‘Come on, it’s late. I think we’re both too tired for this right now. Let’s get you into bed.’

Annabel made short work of getting her mother settled for the night. Turning off the bedroom light, she was about to pull the bedroom door closed behind her when she heard her mother mutter bitterly into the darkness, ‘You think it’s so easy to judge but you don’t understand. You’ve never been in love.’

It was the gin talking, she knew, so she tried to let the hurt pass right through her. But she couldn’t deny the ring of truth to the words. If she’d never been in love it was because of what this woman’s choices had shown her it could be. ‘From what I’ve seen of so-called love, Mum, I’m happy to do without, thanks. Sleep well.’

It took her another half hour to go through her nightly ablutions and make up the sofa in the sitting room into her temporary bed. Climbing under the covers, she lay down and let out a huge sigh. What a night. One sticky situation averted, one still unresolved. Snagging her smartphone from the coffee table, she reopened the email she’d received the previous evening from Cluny’s owner and re-read it.

Annabel,

Thanks for letting me know of your intended return tomorrow. I trust that means your family emergency has been resolved.

During your absence, and in response to the staffing situation caused by Keith Dally’s unexpected departure, I took the liberty of installing one Aidan Flynn behind the bar as a suitable replacement. Comes personally recommended.

Am due in for dinner on Saturday so will see you then.

In haste.

Richard.

A suitable replacement? Richard Landon couldn’t have any idea just how unsuitable Mr Aidan Flynn was. Where on earth had he found the arrogant jerk? Before leaving work, she’d tried to find out a bit more about him – where he’d come from, how he’d been hired so quickly. But with the apparent speed with which he’d been ‘installed’ there was as yet no record of him on the computer, no employee file containing relevant details, and no signed contract. It seemed that Aidan Flynn had just appeared like a bolt out of the blue.

Switching off the phone, which itself yielded no useful information to help answer her questions, she put it back on the table. Twisting to turn off the side lamp, her eye snagged on the photo frame sitting atop her bookcase. Even in the semi darkness she could picture clearly the age-faded image it held. Taken on a summer’s day in front of an old limestone built inn that bore a sign reading ‘The White Harte’, it showed a giggling five-year-old girl with a blaze of coppery hair held aloft in the arms of a laughing man dressed in chef’s whites. She felt a familiar ache in her chest as she stared at the photo, and realised that her earlier thoughts towards her mother had been unfair. She had known real love once, and had it tragically ripped from her. Who was Annabel to judge her for trying to find it again, even if she did seem to look in all the wrong places?

Switching off the light, she settled down and closed her eyes, but instead of her exhausted mind letting her slide into sleep it kept returning to the confrontation she’d had with the Irishman. Rather than feeling confident that she’d set him straight on expected behaviour at Cluny’s, she had a feeling there was more trouble brewing.


THREE

A glowering Annabel was the first thing staff encountered as they arrived for the lunch shift the following day. Positioned behind the reception desk, she made no secret of the fact that she was clocking everyone in.

Having fronted up in good time himself as it was Jon’s day off, Aidan was polishing glasses out of the washer when, at precisely eleven fifteen, she called a meeting of the front-of-house staff. There was a brittle edge to her ice-cold demeanour as she berated them collectively on the state of the near-perfect dining room. He noticed that no one argued with her as she set two waiters to work cleaning the inside of the already almost spotless plate glass windows, and two more on the equally immaculate mirrored panelling that ran the entire length of one wall above the banquette seating.

One of the kitchen hands was unfortunate enough to arrive at that point, eyes widening as he stepped through the door and saw the meeting underway.

‘Uh …’ he started, before freezing under the stare Annabel cast his way.

‘Don’t bother with an excuse. You’re late. You’re off this shift. Turn up on time to the next or you’ll lose that one too.’ He didn’t utter a word as he slunk straight back out of the door.

Before it had clicked shut, Annabel had moved onto the fingerprint smudges on the back of the wooden dining chairs setting the remaining serving staff to work polishing every chair in the place. For Aidan she picked the job of dusting the shelves behind the bar.

‘Already done,’ he said, feeling the air around him thin as every one of his colleagues sucked in a breath, presumably shocked by his audacity at having answered back. Annabel herself raised an eyebrow at him and walked slowly around to the back of the bar. As she inspected the shelves – which he and Jon had indeed started dusting last night, and that he had finished this morning – he fancied he caught a quickly concealed flash of annoyance when she failed to find anything amiss.

Plucking a glass from the half emptied washer, she held it up to the light. ‘The glasses need polishing.’

And as she’d been sitting right across the room from him there was no way she didn’t know that was what he’d been in the middle of doing when she called her staff meeting. ‘I’m just about thro—’

‘Mr Flynn,’ she interrupted him with a sigh of impatience. ‘That’s not a request nor is it up for discussion. It’s a direct order. I say the glasses need polishing. All of them.’ With a triumphant glint in her eye, she set the glass down on the bar with enough force to act as a punctuation mark before turning to stride off towards the kitchens.

The evening service was well underway by the time she decided he was due another dose of her authority.

‘Annabel,’ he acknowledged as she swept into his space.

She cast him a withering look before ignoring him in favour of carrying out a thorough inspection of the bar area, paying particular attention to the glasses.

‘I can assure you they’re all immaculately polished,’ he said, running his gaze just as thoroughly over her from head to toe. ‘Like you.’

That made her pause momentarily but she still didn’t engage with him.

He closed the distance between them so he could lower his voice. ‘What does it take to get that perfection all ruffled, I wonder? What makes you let that hair down?’

She narrowed her eyes on him. ‘That’s enough.’

He smiled, pleased to have her on the hook. He’d been right, it seemed that touching on the personal was the easiest way to bait her. ‘Are you always so defensive?’

‘The more relevant question here is are you always so offensive?’

Clever. She had a quick wit to go with the sharp tongue – he liked that. ‘Tell me what offends you the most about me, a mhuirnín?’ he asked with a grin.

‘What is that you’re saying?’ she demanded suspiciously. ‘You’ve used it before.’

‘A mhuirnín? It’s a Gaelic term.’

‘Do I even want to know what it means?’ she muttered. ‘Something unsuitable, I’m sure.’

He regarded her. ‘I get the impression you have a habit of thinking the worst of everyone and everything. Why is that?’

She gave a put-upon sigh. ‘Because that way I’m seldom surprised or disappointed.’

He leaned towards her slightly. ‘It means “sweetheart”,’ he said softly and could tell by her reaction that this was one of those seldom occasions. He’d managed to surprise Ms Frost.

It didn’t take her more than a moment to recover. ‘I’m not your sweetheart.’

‘But are you anyone’s?’ He gave her an enquiring look. ‘Who gets to whisper terms of endearment into your ear at the end of the day, Annabel? That’s what I’d like to know.’

Annabel stared at her barman, wondering how he’d managed to wrest control of the exchange. Again. She needed to assert her authority and set some boundaries. Fast.

‘Listen to me, Mr Flynn. I don’t know what sort of working environment you’re used to, but here your behaviour is inappropriate.’

‘I’m afraid I can’t agree with you, Ms Frost. I’ve done nothing inappropriate.’ He smiled in a way that added a silent ‘yet’ to the end of his statement and pinned her with a piercing look. A look of such open hunger it was impossible to misread the passionate intent in the shimmering depths.

It was also impossible to ignore her body’s immediate response – a pulse of heat low down in her pelvis, a reaction that, given the situation, was as unexpected as it was misplaced. Shaken, she stumbled back a step, instantly annoyed at herself for giving ground, for letting a few unruly hormones get the better of her. Since when had overly familiar insolence become sexy?

Drawing on her indignation, she straightened to her full height and came right back in his face. ‘If that’s what you think then keep it up,’ she challenged him through her teeth, savouring the rush of satisfaction it gave her to know she held the power to pull rank on him. ‘And I’ll have no option but to instigate disciplinary procedures.’

She watched his straight brows rise to form elegant arches. That infuriating smile grew wider to showcase a set of strong, white teeth. ‘You’ll punish me?’ he asked without the faintest hint of concern just as something caught his attention. Gaze flicking to the side, he backed off to spear a couple of straws into a pair of mojitos sweating on a nearby tray and pushed the lot towards a drive-by waiter. They were barely alone again when he returned his attention to her, the smile gone, that keen scrutiny intent on her as he said, ‘Tell me. Is that the sort of thing that would turn you on, Annabel?’

With that, the ability to breathe momentarily deserted her. She felt her mouth moving, but stolen by shock, there were simply no words to come out. The man was outrageous … and the flip-flopping sensation deep in her belly was nothing but pure astonishment, surely?

‘No.’ Tilting his head to the side, Aidan answered his own question before Annabel had the chance to find her missing voice. ‘Despite the dominatrix image you like to portray, I don’t think that’s really your style.’ His focus became laser sharp as he studied her. ‘Now, maybe if we were to reverse the roles …?’

Again, that unmistakably suggestive tone, that carnal gleam that prompted a set of images in her mind, disturbing snapshots of this stranger bending her to his will with piercing eyes, strict words, firm hands – visions that should have left her feeling offended and angry but which swamped her with something that felt more like warm, tingling pulses of excitement instead.

Confusion over her own reaction left Annabel unable to work out her next best move. She turned to face the shelves rather than let her adversary see her uncertainty, or worse, any trace of that warped sense of excitement.

‘That’s way out of line,’ she said, pretending to straighten a row of already perfectly aligned highball tumblers to buy herself time to gather her flustered wits.

But in the next instant he was there behind her, giving her no time at all. ‘You started it,’ he said softly. Keeping her attention trained on the glasses, she felt him crowd close without touching, his proximity making her skin prickle with awareness, the heat of his body radiating against her spine.

‘Ms Frost, is that a blush I see staining those cheeks?’ he murmured in her ear, his tone rich with satisfaction, his breath whispering over the side of her neck, stirring the tiniest of hairs. ‘Lovely. I bet you blush when you come, too – bet that pure white skin flushes rosy all the way down to your chest. Am I right?’

She couldn’t help it. Her stunned gaze flew up to meet his in the mirror. The reflection showed him looming behind her, taller by half a head, the width of his shoulders blocking her view of the busy room beyond.

‘I’ve been trying to picture it, you know, how you’ll look when I drive you to that moment of surrender.’

Speechless, she shook her head in rejection of his words even as she was engulfed by the arousing, visceral effect they wrought on her body.

She was appalled – by his actions, by her own reaction, by this situation that had got way out of hand, way too fast. A part of her was aware that she should move away, reclaim her personal space, put a stop to this blatant sexual harassment. But the sheer intensity of him seemed to scramble her brain. For the first time in a long while she felt at a total loss for what to do.

At least she had the sense to grab onto the counter top as, gazes still locked, she watched the man behind her lean even closer to trickle the words, ‘I’m going to find out, Annabel,’ into her ear without a trace of doubt in his soft tone, just absolute conviction. ‘Soon.’

Scandalised, electrified, Annabel felt the hairs on her arms rise. But it was the glimpse of something so resolute, so steely in the depths of that grey gaze that triggered an injection of adrenaline into her racing bloodstream.

She closed her own eyes, feeling herself sway. She couldn’t look at him any more, couldn’t listen. She needed a moment to breathe, to remind herself that she was in charge. She needed to think, to wrench back control and slap a verbal warning in this guy’s face. Hard. But how could she hope to force the words out through a throat squeezed too tight even to draw a wisp of air?

‘Um, excuse me? Ms Frost, Aidan?’ A tentative female query intruded from behind, making Annabel’s eyelids pop back open and bringing the reality of the crowded, noisy room crashing back into her clouded consciousness.

Keeping a one-handed grip on the counter top, she spun as her captor stepped back to reveal Donna standing on the other side of the bar.

‘Sorry, I, ah – need another bottle of Rioja for table nine,’ the diminutive waitress said, her gaze jumping between them and a little crease denting her brow. ‘And three sparkling waters.’

‘Coming right up.’ Aidan’s voice was pitched once more in cordial Irish tones, as though nothing dark or dirty had recently passed his lips. The friendly smile he gave the waitress stayed on his face as he turned back to Annabel.

Annabel held herself rigid as he came in close and reached around her to retrieve the glasses from the shelf behind. ‘Why don’t you wear your hair down for me tomorrow?’ he murmured in her ear before moving away to fill the order.

Aware of Donna’s inquisitive look still on her, but too stunned to trust herself to speak, Annabel snatched at the flapping ends of her control and pulled them tight as she turned and stalked back to the reception desk, relief at her escape warring with anger. Walking away, when the very act of doing so made her feel like she was the loser in the exchange, left her far from happy despite being the only sensible course of action to take. Even in her floundering, stuttering state she’d been aware that things had not been going her way, nor were they likely to improve while her usually quick-firing synapses were shorted out by shock.

Feeling the sting to her pride, she was adamant this was only a temporary retreat, not an outright defeat. Now that she knew what she was dealing with, all she needed was a bit of time to arm herself appropriately before she went back in on the attack and showed the foul-mouthed Irishman who was boss.

It was hardly her fault that every time she told herself she was ready, she’d suddenly start noticing a million and one other things that demanded her urgent attention, denying her the opportunity to do just that.

Of course the delightful Ms Frost didn’t disappoint him, turning up for her next shift with her hair pulled into the tightest bun Aidan had ever seen, and which left her barely able to blink. Even the fuck-off-and-die scowl she sent him in return for his amused grin of acknowledgement was hampered, but not enough for him to mistake it for anything other than what it was.

After she’d made a point of avoiding him following Donna’s interruption last night, he hadn’t known quite what to expect of today. But certainly fronting up for work to find he wasn’t neck-deep in shit had been a promising start. As sure as he’d been about his instincts regarding his uptight manager, he’d taken a hell of a risk plunging into the deep end to test the icy waters the way he had. Having decided that hard and fast was the only way likely to break through Annabel Frost’s frozen surface was one thing, but making those types of moves on any woman – let alone one who held the power to sack him from his job – could prove dangerous. The fact that he hadn’t been read his employment rights on the spot or later found skewered on a stiletto heel in a dark alley was all shades of interesting. Especially given the murderous looks he’d been treated to.

Making it obvious that, despite his continued healthy existence, Annabel considered him persona non grata, she was careful to avoid him, sticking to the dining area and doing her best to work the edge off a seriously black mood by harrying the wait staff. Given the amount of time she spent sliding livid little glances his way and chewing at that ruby-red bottom lip while she no doubt perfected her plans for bloody revenge, Aidan knew that keeping her distance wouldn’t do her the slightest bit of good. He had her right where he wanted her – so wound up she’d have no choice but to address the situation between them at some point.

That point didn’t come until the busy dinner crowd had thinned down to the last two tables of espresso and brandy stragglers. All but done setting his work area to rights, he glanced up to see a tightly wrought bundle of female indignation striding towards the bar with an all-business jut to her chin and her shoulders thrown back. Her jacket had been shed earlier in the evening, letting him appreciate her fine posture so beautifully accentuated by her close-fitting white shirt.

Watching as she approached, he felt a warm wash of anticipation spread through his gut. Last night the element of surprise had awarded him the upper hand, but now that she’d had time to recover and regroup, he couldn’t wait to see how his faux-dominatrix planned to play this out.

‘Aidan,’ she began, sticking her nose up at him as she had previously but this time tellingly keeping the solid barrier of cherry wood between their bodies.

He hid his pleasure at hearing her say his name for the first time and pondered how thrilling it would be to have her naked and within reach the next time she dared to use that uppity tone, leaving him no option but to correct her for it.

Fuck. He nearly staggered with the speed his body responded to the thought of how that scene would go down.

Too much, too fast, Flynn, he cautioned himself. Rein it in or you’ll lose the game before it’s even started. Placing the last dirty glass in the washer he straightened to look at her, feeling a delicious telltale tug in his groin as he did so.

‘Annabel?’ he replied, noting the slight flinch she tried to contain at the familiar form of address. A reckless part of him hoped she’d dare to demand that he call her ‘Ms Frost’ so he had an excuse to get his hands on her before the night was through. Game strategy be damned. Those barbed looks of hers had been pricking his nerves all service, leaving him unusually impatient to exercise his more dominant side.

Something of his thoughts must have shown, because she swallowed and refrained from calling him on it. Pity.

‘I’m sure that on reflection you’ll agree your behaviour towards me last night was unprofessional and unacceptable,’ she said instead, lifting an expectant eyebrow and plainly looking for his agreement. Like the rest of her, her brows were immaculately groomed, leaving him wanting to trace the winged arches with the pads of his thumbs as he held her head cradled between his hands. While he was about it, he’d skim across the top of her cheekbones, as well, learning the delicate lines of her bones just before he speared his fingers deeper into her bound hair and forced her face up to accept his kiss …

As his gaze dropped to her mouth, he noted that his distracted silence had caused those red lips to tighten into a thin, hard line. They loosened only so that she could launch into him.

‘On that basis, and under current employment laws, consider this your first formal warning. In case you’re not familiar with the standard terms of our contract, I can tell you that any continuation of harassment will result in a maximum of two further warnings, which, if ignored, will end in eventual dismissal.’ Every inch of her expression showed the fierce satisfaction that prospect obviously gave her.

Prepared speech over, Annabel Frost faced him down, presenting an outward demeanour that could freeze the balls off a brass monkey – green eyes so cold they fairly glinted with little chips of ice, features tight with disapproval, shoulders set with determination. Oh, she was that good. If he hadn’t been standing directly opposite her and didn’t know what to look for, he’d have missed the rapid flicker of the pulse point at the base of her throat telling him she wasn’t quite as composed as she looked. Inwardly, she was either mad as hell that she couldn’t boot him right out the door, scared to her marrow that he’d found a chink in her armour, or reluctantly aroused by the things he’d said. Aidan was willing to put his money on a dizzying mix of all three.

‘And if I don’t ignore them?’

She looked at him for a moment. ‘If you’re prepared to apologise and ensure that you’ll never behave in such a personally offensive manner again –’ she paused as though the next words were sticking to her tongue and leaving a bitter taste there ‘– then, officially, matters need go no further.’

It wasn’t hard to tell which outcome she was hoping for. She wanted him gone.

‘Ah, I see. Well, I refuse to apologise for something I found so enjoyable. And I won’t be made a liar by promising not to do it again when I have every intention of doing so – at every given opportunity. It’s too much fun watching you get your tight white panties in a knot.’

And that put the first real crack in Annabel Frost’s tightly held control. A flash of temper warmed those irises before she gritted her teeth. ‘I’ve just told you not to talk to me that way,’ she ground out. ‘Leave my underwear out of it!’

‘Now there’s a fine idea.’ He beamed, unable to resist jumping into the mile-wide opening she’d unwittingly given him. ‘Why don’t you come in tomorrow without any?’

Her eyes snapped wide and her cheeks reddened. ‘You’re perverted!’

Oh, if only she knew.

‘Why, thank you, Ms Frost.’ He wondered how warm that gorgeous, flushing skin of hers would feel to his touch. Wondered whether she’d ever accept his perversions and let him draw the same pretty glow from elsewhere on her body.

‘And disgusting,’ she spat, almost as if she’d read his thoughts, although the sudden rapid rise and fall of her chest suggested she was at least as excited as repulsed by his words.

‘Careful now,’ he warned her in a dead gentle voice. ‘Insults will only lead to punishment.’ He noted her flinch as he stressed the final word, the reaction to the mention of discipline almost as interesting as the one she’d showed last night.

‘You wouldn’t dare lay a finger on me.’

‘Oh, I’d dare to use more than a finger,’ he parried, enjoying the clash of wills. ‘Much more. There’s a whole world of erotic torment I’d like to introduce you to, Annabel.’

‘You might find that difficult,’ she sneered, but he detected an underlying tremble in her tone. ‘Seeing as I’ll never let you touch me.’

He flashed her a knowing smile. ‘Now here’s the funny thing.’ Resting his elbows on the bar, he leant towards her, catching the faintest tease of her scent intensified by the rising heat of her skin. ‘I don’t need to touch you to make you mine. Soon, all I’ll have to do is look at you across the room to make you gasp and shiver and know you belong to me.’

‘Don’t be so ridiculous.’ Despite her continuing bravado, she retreated a step. ‘Even if I didn’t find you obnoxious I have a rule not to get involved with staff.’

‘Rules were meant to be broken.’

‘Not this one, I can assure you. I’m not yours’ – she emphasised the word with contempt – ‘and never will be.’

Aidan pulled back, straightening and changing his smile to one of ‘if you say so’, which infuriated his sparring partner to the point that he could almost hear her mentally stamping her foot.

‘Why are you doing this?’ she demanded, unable to hide the snap of petulance in her tone. The sound of it shot straight to the centre of him. Honestly, he hadn’t felt so susceptible to a woman’s temper in ages. If he wasn’t careful, he’d find his control in tatters. No doubt about it, Annabel Frost knew how to push his buttons.

Just like he was getting to know how to push hers.

‘Apart from wanting to get to possess every inch of you? Because I recognise a need in you that I understand and know how to fulfil.’

To her credit, she was quick to rally and stand her ground. ‘How presumptuous.’

He gave an easy half-shrug. ‘I’m a good judge of character, Annabel.’

‘Really? Well, do share your expertise and tell me what you think this supposed need is, then.’

He paused for a moment, letting her sarcasm wash over him, watching her bristle as her discomfort grew. ‘All this attitude.’ He swept a hand up and down, the gesture encompassing her from head to toe. ‘And the hard-nosed face you present to the world, it’s part of a cover to hide your true nature, to bury the desires you’re too afraid to admit to.’ He could see a spark of wariness flare in her eyes, sense her bracing herself, ready for denial and defence. ‘That yearning you have to surrender control, the need you feel to let someone else take charge, care for you, see to your pleasure.’

For a split second her eyes grew huge, telling him she knew exactly what he was talking about. God, that flash of sweet vulnerability shot a bolt of fire all the way down his spine and into his groin, and made him want to bend her over the bar right then and fuck her until she was soft and pliant and delirious with pleasure.

‘A doormat?’ she spat, currently about as soft and pliant as a steel spike, and every bit as sharp. ‘That’s what
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