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      Mia pressed the phone to her ear and tried to focus on what her mum was saying, but it was hard to when her eyes kept sliding to the flat directly opposite hers. Not the one just to the left, oh no. That was heart-sink territory. The sure way to make her feel like a total failure as a human being. Who on earth looks that put-together at nine o’clock in the morning? Earlier, even, though Mia couldn’t say for certain how early because Immaculate Woman was always there, at her desk, by the time Mia staggered out of bed. Didn’t the woman know that tracksuit bottoms, baggy jumpers and dressing gowns were all perfectly acceptable dress codes in your own damn home?

      ‘Are you sure you’re okay, pet? Your dad and me, we worry. One minute you’re living round the corner. Next you’ve upped sticks all the way to flipping Manchester where you’re living all by yourself, away from your friends and family. It’s not right.’

      Mia sighed. Here we go again. ‘I’m thirty, not thirteen, Mum. And it’s not like it’s the first time I’ve been away from you guys. I managed to survive three years at uni.’ In truth, Bath hadn’t been that far away, and though ‘survived’ was accurate, boy had she missed her family. Oh and when she’d got her degree and a job, she’d moved to a house in the next street along from her parents.

      ‘I know you can survive,’ her mum countered. ‘But I want my little gumdrop to be happy.’

      Mia groaned. Seriously, how many thirty-year-olds get called a little gumdrop? And yet … her eyes begin to prick. She’d always been her mum and dad’s gumdrop, just as Elle, her elder sister, had always been their little peanut. Because that’s what they’d been nicknamed in the womb. God, she missed her family.

      ‘Mia?’

      Mia drew in a shaky breath. Nope, now wasn’t the time to show weakness. At the first hint of it, her parents would jump into their car and bomb up the ruddy motorway. ‘I am happy, Mum.’ Or at least she would be, once she’d made a few friends up here. So far the only person she’d spoken to was Stan, her neighbour. Sixty-seven, divorced, overweight and lonely, he wasn’t exactly who she imagined hitting the nightlife with.

      ‘Have you met anyone else yet, aside from your neighbour?’

      As Mia debated how to reply, she glanced at the time on her computer and saw it was ten o’clock. Immediately her eyes skimmed over to the flat opposite. Bingo.

      The highlight of her day.

      ‘Are you still there?’

      Guiltily Mia tried to recall her mum’s question. ‘Of course I’ve met people.’ Did it count if you hadn’t actually spoken to them? All you’d done was ogle them from across the courtyard while they’d lifted weights? Or, in the case of Immaculate Woman, glowered at them every morning. ‘But I’ve only been here two weeks and friendships take time, so please quit worrying. I’m perfectly content. I’ve got plenty of work to do and my new place is great.’ With a dynamite view between ten and eleven in the morning.

      Dear God, Hot Guy Opposite, as she’d nicknamed him, had started his routine with bicep curls. Even from across the courtyard, she could see the pump of his arms. The hard muscles of his naked chest…

      ‘That’s something, I suppose.’ Her mum’s voice jolted Mia out of her lusty thoughts. And the way she paused to clear her throat, sent alarm bells ringing. ‘I saw Debbie yesterday, who’d spoken to Anne.’ In other words, the gossip grapevine. ‘Pete’s been asking around for your new mobile number.’

      Mia froze at the mention of the reason she’d had to leave the comfort of life in Somerset. Maybe it had been too comfortable, maybe moving to Manchester would turn out to be an inspired idea, but fact was, she’d not been drawn here by the idea of a better life in singleton city (apparently it had the highest concentration of single people in the UK, so at least she wouldn’t feel too out of place). She’d come here to escape Pete. The boyfriend who’d seemed so nice. Until he’d proven he wasn’t. ‘It’s okay, Mum, he won’t get my number. The only people who have it are family and my best buddies, Heather and Gill.’

      ‘Good. Because if I find that despicable man sending my gumdrop any more nasty messages, I’ll hunt him down and … and…’ Mia’s lips began to twitch as she waited with interest. ‘I’ll knock his block off.’

      Mia burst out laughing. ‘Way to go, Mum. With you in my corner, I have nothing to fear.’ And really she wasn’t afraid of Pete; he hadn’t hurt her physically. But in the year she’d dated him, his messages had gone from sweet, to possessive, to downright mean when she’d told him she no longer wanted to see him. Yet another boyfriend who’d turned out to be vastly different from advertised. Clearly, her judgement when it came to men totally sucked. Either that, or there were only two decent men left in this world; her dad, and Dave, her brother-in-law.

      God, what a depressing thought.

      The guy in the flat across from her, the one flashing his muscles, caught her attention again. If her theory was right, he was probably an axe murderer, and all this weight training was to help him wield the deadly weapon with greater precision.

      ‘Mia, are you still there?’

      Shit. ‘Sorry, yes I’m here.’ Just a tiny bit distracted.

      ‘Well whatever it is you’re looking at, you need to stop and listen to your mum. I know friendships take time, but I don’t want to think of you up there with only your pensioner neighbour to talk to. It would be okay if you worked in an office, but all you do all day is sit in front of a computer.’

      ‘I don’t only sit here. Sometimes I work.’

      ‘Very funny. Now promise me and your dad that you’ll drag yourself away from that screen and go … wherever you youngsters go these days to meet people. A café, bar, gym.’

      ‘Gym? Do you not know your daughter at all?’ Mia had never fancied the idea of sweating next to gym bunnies in tight lycra. She preferred exercise with a purpose. As a kid she’d tried out loads of sports before finally finding one where her individuality – or as her school mates had called it, her weirdness – was respected, not mocked. ‘I’ve found a local judo class, Mum.’ She omitted the part about it not starting up again until September. ‘As for meeting people, we youngsters do everything online now. No need to brave the outside. I can view prospective dates from the luxury of my own four walls.’

      ‘Not that Grinding app I hope. Debbie said she overheard her niece talking about it and it was like dial-for-sex, no, wait, swipe-for-sex.’

      Mia burst out laughing. ‘God, Mum, have you any idea what you’re talking about? But okay, message received,’ she added quickly before her mum could take the conversation down any further dodgy alleys. ‘Now I need to get on and do some sitting at my computer. Love to Dad and I’ll phone next week.’

      As she ended the call, Mia gave the view opposite a final ogle before dragging her eyes back to her computer screen.
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      Luke rattled the bar back onto the rack and heaved a sigh of relief. Shit, this was getting harder, not easier. Was it possible that at thirty-four, he was getting old? A shudder ran through him. No way. He was just having an off day. Probably his body was exhausted following the workout it had been given last night by Tanya; long legs, flaming red hair and apparently boundless energy.

      After giving Pickles a pat on the head and her daily carrot – the name wasn’t his idea, nor was the rabbit, but he was stuck with both – he dived into the shower. At exactly 11.29 a.m. – Fridays were one of the days they opened for lunch – he slammed his front door behind him and bounded down the stairs.

      ‘Morning boss.’ Sandy, waiting outside the bar for him to open up, glanced at her watch. ‘A whole three seconds early today. Wow, you spoil me.’

      ‘I cut out the shave.’ He waggled his eyebrows. ‘Tanya reckons the rugged look suits me.’

      ‘Tanya?’ Sandy raised her right brow. ‘What happened to Sophie?’

      Luke flipped on the lights and started lifting the chairs off the tables and onto the floor. ‘Nothing happened to Sophie. We saw each other for a bit, now we’re not.’

      As Sandy mumbled something along the lines of not being able to keep up, Luke took a moment to survey his domain. Ten years since he’d moved into his flat and started work at the bar beneath it – and yes, the one-minute commute to work had been part of the appeal, though the decision on where to live hadn’t solely been his to make. Those first few years had been tough, money had been tighter than a duck’s arse, and he’d lived on tips, his wages gobbled up by a mortgage and … other expenses. But he’d worked his butt off, learnt the trade thanks to Bill, and over the years, actually begun to enjoy working there. Then Bill had decided to sell up – said he was looking to reduce his hours and stress – and Luke figured the opportunity was too good to miss. As of a month ago, the place – cleverly or lazily named The Bar Beneath, depending on your point of view – was his. No longer the employee, but the employer.

      Who the chuffing heck would have thought it?

      Had he always wanted his own bar? No bloody way.

      Could he imagine himself doing something else now? His eyes skimmed across the dark wood furniture, the black and white tiled floor, the polished mahogany bar with the lines of optics behind it, back lit in green, put in last week as a homage to his part-Irish ancestry. It was home to him now, just as much as his flat. And for a guy who liked people, liked shooting the breeze, it wasn’t a bad career to stumble into.

      ‘Hey Mateo, you’re looking hot. Great haircut.’

      Luke glanced round as Sandy greeted the youngest member of their staff. Mateo was twenty-five, and though he had the swarthy looks of a Spanish matador, he had the accent of a Mancunian. A combination that was proving to be a hit with the female punters.

      Mateo flashed her his grin. ‘Thanks, babe.’

      Luke stared at Sandy and cleared his throat. ‘I assume I wasn’t told I was looking hot because you didn’t want to be accused of sucking up to the boss.’

      Sandy threw back her head and laughed. ‘Whatever helps you sleep at night.’

      It was banter, and as Sandy had been a friend a lot longer than an employee – all the way back to school days, in fact, when she’d started dating his mate Jim – he was well used to it. Still, together with the more-arduous-than-usual weight session this morning, it added up to him feeling old again.

      Not that long ago he’d been the sexy young bartender the girls had come to flirt with.

      Now he was the bar owner, with a responsibility towards the people he employed. Hell, he was finally growing up, as his brother liked to mock. His phone buzzed with a text and when he glanced down at it, he grinned.

      
        
        Hey hot stuff. Had a great time last night. Let me know when you’re up for a repeat. Tanya xx

        

      

      Fine, he was growing up. But he still had some appeal with the ladies.

      ‘Are you going to help us, or are you going to leer at your phone all day, as usual?’ Sandy stared at him, hand on her hip.

      Guiltily he stuffed his mobile back in his pocket. Old habits were hard to break but Sandy was right, he was the boss now, he had to set an example. ‘I take exception to all day, as usual and the word leer,’ he replied mildly, pulling down the rest of the chairs. ‘Especially leer. I mean, that’s what dirty old men do. I was smiling. Aside from that, you have a point and I apologise.’

      ‘That wasn’t a smile. It was an I’ve-just-had-an-invite-for-sex smirk.’

      Luke stared back at Sandy. ‘You could tell that, just from my expression?’

      ‘Duh, you’re acting like I haven’t known you for twenty years. When you look at your phone, which you do far more than anyone else I know, by the way, you leer when you get a booty call, and give out a pained sigh when the booty call gets too keen.’

      Her observations were a bit too close to home to be comfortable. What did it say about how many times Sandy had seen him pull those faces that she’d learnt to recognise them? ‘Haven’t you got lunch menus to be putting out?’ he muttered, not liking the way he felt right now.

      Sandy must have seen something in his expression – clearly she really could read what he was thinking – because her face softened. ‘I wasn’t having a go, you know. It’s up to you how you live your life.’ She paused, wrapping the end of her ponytail round her fingers in a gesture he knew of old. It meant she was gearing up to saying something she knew he wouldn’t like.

      ‘Come on, spit it out.’ He gave her a half smile. ‘You once told me I was an irresponsible prick. It’s not worse than that, is it?’

      ‘No.’ She caught his eye and he didn’t miss the fondness in her expression. Or the edge of sympathy. ‘I just … I can’t help hoping one day you’ll find what Jim and I have.’

      Luke tensed. There had been a time when he’d believed he had had that. God, he’d been dumb. ‘You mean a life where the highlight of your week is eating take-out curry in front of Britain’s Got Talent?’

      Sandy narrowed her eyes at him. ‘Yes, okay, I can go with that. It is a highlight, because the person you’re sitting on the sofa with is the same person you woke with your arms around that morning. The person who kissed you goodbye until your knees went weak, then sent you a silly text in the afternoon to make you laugh. That evening they listened to your gripes about work, hugged you when you felt low. Then made love to you to remind you what was really important in life.’

      Because he didn’t want to hear what she was saying – it wasn’t the first time he’d had the lecture – Luke silenced her by placing his hand over her mouth. ‘Quit rabbiting. No amount of fluff can hide the fact that in your scenario, Britain’s Got Talent is on the television, so no thanks. Now get your arse into gear. I’ve got a business to run here.’

      She huffed and walked towards the cabinet where they kept the menus. ‘What if I’d said Match of the Day was on?’

      ‘Same answer.’ Fact was, the picture of domestic bliss she’d painted suited her, suited his brother and yeah, suited a lot of people. Didn’t mean it suited him.
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      Mia glanced again at the clock on her computer. How sad did it make her that she was still sat in front of her computer at nine o’clock on a Saturday night?

      Her mum would go ballistic.

      Stuff it though, it wasn’t like she was working. Monday to Friday she designed websites, but at the weekend, she created. Well, she had been, up until the last half an hour, when the words to the rom com she was trying to write – maybe she should add a still in there, because a year on and she was only a third of the way through – anyway, the words had dried up and the time spent gazing out of the window had increased exponentially. There wasn’t even anything to look at. Immaculate Woman wasn’t at her desk. Hot Guy Opposite was probably out somewhere showing his diligently acquired muscles to some lucky woman. Or man.

      With a resigned sigh, Mia rose to her feet. Her mum was right, not that she’d ever tell her. Sitting here all day, and all night, would lead to a pretty lonely existence. Sure, she didn’t lack friends, she’d talked to both Heather and Gill only a few hours ago, but it was all on the phone. When was the last time she’d spoken to someone face-to-face, other than Stan? Even that conversation had been three days ago, and had revolved around the best local supermarket. According to Stan, the Co-op was the closest, but it was more expensive than Lidl, though neither were as well stocked as Sainsbury’s when it came to ready meals for one.

      Yep, she’d officially reached rock bottom.

      Walking to the bathroom, she gave her face a cursory glance in the mirror, mainly to check there was no evidence of the tomato sauce she’d shoved all over her sausage and mash dinner. Don’t mock. At least she’d cooked it herself. Satisfied she was clean, if not looking her best – the green dye she’d streaked her hair with had seemed like a good idea at the time, but now looked like someone had emptied grass cuttings over her – she grabbed her trusty black handbag and walked out of the flat.

      A few minutes later, she stood, staring, at the bar beneath the flats. It was early June and many people sat outside. The area had a continental feel, with strings of lights wrapped around pots of bay trees and flickering tea lights on tables. A brightly lit sign depicting the name, The Bar Beneath, cast a green light across the space.

      Inside was similar; green plants, tea lights, dark wood furniture.

      It looked warm, inviting. Yet the laughter, the constant buzz of chatter, the sheer numbers of people … it was intimidating as hell to walk into alone.

      The alternative was crappy TV or another chat with Stan. Maybe this time about the residents’ association.

      Suck it up.

      Squaring her shoulders, she walked up to the bar, slipping onto the only free stool. When she looked up to catch the bartender’s eye, she nearly fell off the ruddy thing.

      It was Hot Guy Opposite, far taller than she’d thought, muscles threatening to burst out of his black fitted shirt. Chestnut brown hair, sparkling green eyes.

      ‘Hey there, welcome to The Bar Beneath.’ Her stomach cartwheeled as he flashed her a smile. White even teeth and dimples. Honest to God, dimples. That wasn’t a smile, it was an invitation to have sex. ‘Luke Doyle at your service. What can I get you?’

      Mia swallowed to get the saliva working in her mouth. ‘A bottle of whatever beer you recommend.’

      ‘Beer?’ For a split second, his smile faltered, before returning in full force. ‘Are you sure I can’t tempt you into a cocktail?’ Reaching behind him, he grabbed a cocktail shaker and flipped it up in the air, catching it neatly. ‘An Alabama slammer? Black velvet? Campari and soda?’ Another grin. ‘I can go through the whole alphabet.’

      There was something about the high-watt smile, the easy bartender chat, that helped Mia relax. Hot Guy Opposite was a fantasy she’d created and yes, Luke looked like the man she’d been ogling across the courtyard, but he was just a guy. And she’d been handling them, one way or another, all her life. ‘Thanks, but I’ll stick with the beer.’

      ‘Your loss.’ He bent to slide a bottle from the chill cabinet, unscrewed the cap and placed it in front of her. ‘Slice of lemon? Snappy little green umbrella?’ He picked up one and whirled it round with his fingers.

      ‘Thanks, but no.’ She cocked her head at him. ‘Out of interest, if I’d wanted a cocktail beginning with z?’

      ‘I’d have mixed you a Zombie. Light rum, dark rum, grenadine, a mix of different juices.’ He winked. ‘Honestly, it’s a right pain to make so I’d probably have told you to pick something else.’

      ‘What about beginning with x?’

      He laughed. ‘Then you’d have had our Xellent martini.’

      ‘Okay, I’ll take the bait. What’s so excellent about it?’

      Another wink. ‘The name.’

      She rolled her eyes, and he disappeared off to serve someone else. Mia tried not to feel too self-conscious, but it was hard when she knew people were giving her sideways glances. The girl sitting by herself with odd green streaks in her hair. Belatedly she glanced down at what she was wearing. Crap. She’d not even changed out of her slobbing-at-home outfit; leggings and an oversize shirt.

      ‘Regretting the beer yet?’ Luke was back, giving her another of those big, Tom Cruise-like smiles.

      ‘Nope.’ He gave the cocktail shaker he was holding a final shake, and poured a vivid green mixture into a cocktail glass. ‘And now I’ve seen that, definitely no. Is it radioactive?’

      He laughed. ‘Well it can scramble your brain, but only if you have too many of them.’ He leant across the bar. ‘Between you and me, it’s a screwdriver, with a dash of blue curacao.’

      ‘What is it to the customer you’re serving it to?’

      ‘It’s the house special.’ He nodded towards the brightly lit green sign on the wall behind the bar, and then to the one in the window. ‘Green is our colour, but then you knew that.’

      ‘I did?’

      His eyes skimmed over her. ‘Your highlights were for our benefit, yes?’

      His attention was caught by someone at the end of the bar and he murmured an ‘excuse me’ before heading off. And yes, her eyes did stray to his bum. It was … damn, it was perfect. No wonder the clientele were mainly female. The sexy, flirty bartender was a total cliché, but it also worked. Even if she didn’t talk to anyone else all evening, already this was better than sitting on her own in her flat.
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      Luke served the next customer quickly, keen to get back to the newcomer. There was something about her that appealed. She wasn’t his type – he tended to go for tall, slender women who dressed up to go out, and who flirted back – but she intrigued him. Turning up to a bar by herself, dressed in clothes she might have gone to bed in, not a trace of make-up, she was … unusual. Different from the women he saw in the bar most nights.

      And he’d enjoyed sparring with her.

      Indicating to Mateo, currently picking up empties from the tables, that he wanted him to take over at the bar, Luke headed back to the girl with the green stripes in her hair.

      ‘Ready for something radioactive yet?’

      Her gaze jumped to his and she smiled. ‘I like my brain unscrambled, thank you.’

      Freckles. How had he not noticed them earlier? A cute dusting of them across her nose. Bending to pick up a beer from the fridge, he twisted off the cap. ‘Mind if I join you?’

      ‘Aren’t you supposed to be working?’

      He grinned. ‘The boss is very understanding.’

      She angled her head, scrutinising him, and he wondered what was going on behind those big blue eyes. He was used to being appraised by women, but usually it was accompanied by a flirty smile and a glint in their eye. Not this sober appraisal. ‘Let me guess,’ she said finally. ‘You’re the understanding boss.’

      He laughed. ‘Why do I get the feeling nothing gets past you?’

      A cloud seemed to cross her face. ‘That would be great, if it was true.’ Her eyes fell to the beer bottle and she wiped at a drop of water before glancing back up at him. ‘So how long have you worked here?’

      ‘Too long, probably.’ He worked the dates out in his head and experienced a small jolt. Where had the time gone? ‘Worked behind a bar since I left school, and behind this bar for nearly ten years. Took it over from Bill a month ago, though you’ll still see him here when he covers my days off.’ He flashed a grin. ‘Older guy, bit of a belly. Hopefully you’ll notice the difference. Assuming you come back, of course.’ When she didn’t reply, he added, ‘I promise not to force a cocktail on you if you do.’

      She laughed and he liked the sound of it; warm, natural. Some of the women he’d met laughed to get attention. This one seemed to laugh for her own joy, just as she seemed to dress how she wanted to, not to please others.

      ‘I suspect I’ll be back.’ She shrugged. ‘I’m new around here, so it’s been good to talk to an actual person for a change. I’ve been relying on Facetime and Skype for the last three weeks.’

      ‘Ah, I thought I hadn’t seen you before.’ He made sure to catch her eye. ‘You’re kind of hard not to notice.’

      She didn’t blush, or give him a coy smile. ‘It’s the green hair.’

      He shook his head, gaze not leaving hers. ‘It’s more than that.’

      Her eyes widened. ‘You’re really going to call me out on my tracky bottoms?’

      ‘What?’ He could honestly say he’d forgotten what she was wearing.

      She gestured down her body. ‘Come on, nobody else in here is wearing their slob-in-front-of-the-TV clothes.’

      He glanced around him and nodded towards the group who were sitting at the back. ‘How do you know they don’t watch TV wearing a tight dress and five-inch stilettoes?’

      ‘Because they couldn’t breathe?’

      ‘You make a good point.’ Leaning against the counter behind him, Luke took a mouthful of beer. This didn’t feel like work, not now. ‘So … wait, I don’t know your name.’

      ‘Mia.’

      He smiled. ‘Nice. Pretty, easy to spell, but not ordinary. So, Mia, what brings you to this metropolis, beside the lure of a great bar?’

      ‘Ah.’ She avoided his eyes and took a slow drink of her beer. ‘I fancied a change of scenery.’

      He could bullshit with the best of them, and frequently had done. Mia’s evasive reply wouldn’t fool anyone. Just because he knew there was a story behind her move though, didn’t mean he had a right to prize it out of her. Even if he was surprisingly interested. ‘A change from where?’ he asked, figuring it was less contentious than the question he wanted to ask: why?

      ‘Somerset. Famous for cider, Cheddar cheese, Glastonbury and the country’s smallest city.’ Her face relaxed as she spoke, seeming to back up his theory that her move was more about getting away from something or someone, than moving to Manchester.

      ‘They’re quite compelling reasons to stay. Then again, we have got Coronation Street, Oasis, Vimto and the best football club in the world.’

      She grinned, pointing her bottle at him. ‘Now that’s what sold me.’

      ‘You’re a fan of the reds?’

      Laughter spluttered out of her, her eyes crinkling with mirth. ‘You’re sadly deluded if you think the reds are the best club in the world, when they haven’t won a Premier League title in ten years. Arguably right now the blues are the best.’ He wanted to butt in, tell her Man U had won other trophies since then, but even diehard United fans like him had to admit, as of now, that she was right. ‘What is indisputable,’ she continued, her face as animated as he’d seen it all evening, ‘is that Oasis are a brilliant rock band.’

      It was his turn to be amused. ‘Thank God you went for that. If you’d said you were a fan of Corrie, I’d have to assume you were drunk on one bottle of beer.’ From the corner of his eye he saw Mateo waving at him. Yep, he was drowning under a sea of punters wanting another drink. ‘Sorry, looks like duty calls.’ He gave her his best, slow smile. ‘What do you say we carry on this chat another time, when I’m not working?’

      Surprise flashed in her eyes, and she gave him another of her quiet appraisals. ‘Maybe.’

      Before he could push any more, she’d slipped off the bar stool. For a moment he thought that was that, but as he watched her head towards the ladies, he relaxed. Hopefully he’d get his date before the end of the evening.
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      As Mia washed her hands with green liquid soap, the green walls of the ladies reflected back at her in the mirror. He’d not been kidding about it being their colour. She stared at her face; flushed cheeks, bright eyes. Yep, for the first time in months, over a year’s worth of months, certainly since she’d begun to realise Pete wasn’t as advertised, she looked excited. That’s what a little light flirting with a dishy guy could do.

      The door pushed open and two women almost fell inside, giggling away.

      ‘Ooops, sorry.’ The dark-haired one glanced over at her. ‘Hi.’

      Mia smiled back. ‘Hi. I’m Mia.’ Her mum would be proud of her, she thought wryly. That’s two people she’d spoken to tonight.

      ‘Donna,’ she pointed to herself, ‘and the wasted one with me, is Chloe,’ she added, nodding to the blonde standing next to her.

      ‘Four cocktails doesn’t make me wasted,’ Chloe complained. ‘Just makes me horny.’

      Donna groaned. ‘Oh God, don’t get her started. One more and she’ll be hitting on Luke again.’

      Mia wasn’t sure why her heart jumped at the sound of his name. ‘The bartender?’

      Chloe raised her perfect eyebrows. ‘You know him?’

      ‘He served me, that’s all.’ He hit on you. For a few minutes he made you feel special.

      ‘Did he flirt with you?’ Chloe asked, then shook her head. ‘Don’t know why I bothered asking, he must have. He flirts with everyone.’

      ‘He was friendly, yes.’ He basically asked you on a date. Maybe he hadn’t though. Maybe he’d suggested meeting up because he’d taken pity on the new girl.

      ‘That’s Luke for you. Friendly and flirty.’ Chloe sighed. ‘And sooooo dreamy. He’s got this sexy as fuck smile. And a body a girl just wants to get her hands on.’ Leaning against the wall, she closed her eyes. ‘Tanya says he’s great in the sack, too. Like he really knows what to do with his hands, his mouth and his—’

      ‘We got the message.’ Donna opened the door to one of the loos. ‘Go and pee some of those cocktails out.’

      Chloe staggered into the cubicle and the door bounced shut behind her.

      ‘Excuse her.’ Donna smiled. ‘She’s a nightmare when she’s drunk.’

      ‘Hey, I heard that. I’m not drunk.’ There was a loud curse from the cubicle and a roll of loo paper rolled under the door, landing at Mia’s feet.

      Donna frowned and bent to push it back under before turning to face Mia. ‘I don’t think I’ve noticed you here before. Are you local?’

      Mia pulled down a paper towel and dried her hands. ‘I am now. I moved here from Somerset a few weeks ago. I live in one of the flats.’

      ‘Ah. Not far to stagger home then eh? Result.’ She gave the closed cubicle door a wry look. ‘Maybe Chloe should buy one.’

      The toilet flushed and Chloe lurched out, cursing again. ‘Bollocks. I’ve caught me bleeding nail in the frigging door. I think it’s broken.’

      Mia’s eyes widened as Chloe waved the offending nail at Donna. She had talons on the end of her fingers. Honest to God, talons.

      ‘Don’t panic.’ Donna gave the nail a quick glance. ‘It’s not that bad. We can fix it with glue and a teabag. But first, I’ve got to pee.’

      A tea bag? Mia’s mind boggled.

      ‘Cool.’ Disaster seemingly averted, Chloe turned to wash her hands. ‘We’re staying for one more, yeah?’ She called over her shoulder.

      ‘Maybe.’ Donna pushed open the cubicle door. ‘As long as you’re still on your feet when I come back out.’

      Chloe shrugged at Mia in the mirror. ‘She used to be a right laugh. But then she,’ Chloe raised her fingers and mimed quotation marks, ‘fell in love. Now she’s a party pooper.’

      ‘Up yours, Chlo’.’

      Donna’s voice echoed from behind the door and Chloe giggled. ‘Don’t take notice of her, I’m not wasted. Just got my happy on.’

      Mia watched as Chloe proceeded to take out her lipstick and draw a wonky line around her lips. ‘Err, you’ve kind of missed a bit.’

      Chloe frowned, and rubbed her lips together, spreading some of the vivid pink lipstick even further from her lips. ‘Better?’

      Mia winced and pulled out another paper towel. ‘Can I?’

      ‘Go for it. Make me look so gorgeous Luke’s gonna want to shag me.’

      Ignoring the twist in her gut, Mia carefully rubbed off the smudges. ‘There you go.’

      ‘Fab, thanks sweetheart.’

      Donna emerged from the loo and after washing her hands, she turned to Mia. ‘Are you here with anyone?’

      ‘Nope, just me.’

      ‘Then you have to come and join us.’ She nodded towards Chloe. ‘We’re not all as bad as this one.’

      ‘I’d love that, thanks.’

      Wait till she told her mum, Mia thought a few minutes later as she was introduced to Michele and Tanya. She now knew the names of five more people. And so what if one of them had slept – or was it present tense? – with the guy who, for a few moments, had made her feel a little bit special?

      ‘Who’s for another drink?’ Michele looked like a model. She had shiny auburn hair, like they did in shampoo adverts, and though Mia wasn’t an expert on nails, unlike everyone else’s Michele’s perfectly varnished red nails actually looked like they could be real.

      ‘I’m gagging for one.’ Chloe winked. ‘But I’ll get them in. It’ll give me another shot with Luke.’

      Tanya – tall, endless legs and long red hair she must have ironed flat, because no way did anyone have hair that straight – sighed. ‘Leave it, Chlo’. I know you’re just trying to wind me up.’

      ‘Maybe I am.’ She shrugged. ‘Or maybe I figure as you guys aren’t actually dating, I’ve got as much right to chat him up as you have.’

      Mia watched as she sashayed off to the bar. When Luke turned to flash Chloe the same wide, sexy smile he’d given her, the tiny kernel of excitement she’d felt earlier, shrivelled.

      She shrugged the disappointment off. The bar owner was clearly a major player. One of those men who flirted with anything in a skirt, and possibly slept with them all, too. She didn’t need a man like that in her life. What she did need, was friends. And maybe she didn’t have much in common with these girls with their high heels, fake tans and long, painted nails, maybe she’d found it easier talking to the guy behind the bar, but at least their company was real.
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      Luke kept the smile on his face as he served Chloe. It wasn’t that he didn’t like her, he did. Recently though, she seemed to have got it into her head that she fancied him. Wrong. Sure, he had a pretty solid ego, he knew to many women his smile and his muscles were attractive, but that wasn’t what Chloe saw in him. She only saw a chance to prove she wasn’t cut up over being dumped by her ex.

      How did he know all this? He was a bartender, people talked to him, especially once they’d had a drink.

      ‘So, when do you get out of here?’ Chloe fluttered her long false eyelashes at him as he poured the house cocktail into the waiting glasses.

      ‘When the last customer has left, the rubbish cleared, glasses washed, bar wiped down and the floors mopped.’ He smiled. ‘Nobody said owning a bar was easy.’

      Though her face fell a little, she gave him a valiant smile. ‘I can wait. Help you out, you know, if you like.’

      Oh Christ. He ran a hand down his face, wondering if there was an easy way to do this that he hadn’t discovered yet. ‘That’s a great offer, Chloe, but you’ve got better things to do than hang out here.’

      Her eyes dropped to the credit card she clutched. ‘What if I haven’t?’

      He took the card from her, placing it on the bar before wrapping his hand around hers. ‘Chloe, don’t do this.’ Her gaze snapped to his and she tried to pull her hand away, but he held on. ‘You’re better than me, better than this.’ He indicated between them. ‘Clive was too dumb to realise what he had, but other guys won’t be. Give them a chance to realise you’re single again, and they’ll come running.’ He smiled. ‘You’ll be able to take your pick.’

      ‘Yeah, right.’ She sighed. ‘That’s just your way of turning me down.’

      ‘No. It’s my way of telling you that if we started anything, you’d regret it.’ He looked her straight in the eye. ‘I want you to keep coming to my bar, Chloe. I enjoy chatting with you, serving you. I don’t want that to stop because we got into something you regret and were too embarrassed, or too angry to come back.’

      ‘You sleep with Tanya.’

      ‘Sometimes, yes. But she’s different to you. She’s happy keeping things casual. You’re not that kind of girl, Chloe.’

      She stuck out her bottom lip. ‘I could be.’

      He dropped a kiss on her knuckles before letting her hand go. ‘No, don’t go changing. You stick out for what you really want. There are plenty of guys looking for a gorgeous woman to settle down with. Plenty who’d bend over backwards for a chance with you.’ He winked. ‘You never know, maybe you’ll meet him here. And if you do, you’ll thank your lucky stars you didn’t chuck away your principles and tumble into bed with the bartender.’

      ‘Chuffing Nora, Luke. You sure know how to turn a girl down.’ After a long exhale, she gave him a sly look from under her lashes. ‘Can’t promise I won’t stop flirting with you.’ Then she leant across the bar and flung her arms around his neck. ‘But ta for the ego massage.’

      As he peeled Chloe off him, Luke caught sight of Mia, waiting behind her. A dart of satisfaction shot through him; she was still here. He smiled over. ‘I’ll be with you in a sec.’

      To his disappointment, she shook her head. ‘I’m just here to give Chloe a hand carrying the drinks back.’

      Chloe started to giggle. ‘Bummer, I nearly forgot yours, Mia.’ She turned to him. ‘And a—’

      ‘Bottle of beer. Got it.’ He bent to retrieve one from the fridge, looking again at Mia. ‘Sure I can’t tempt you to the radioactive cocktail?’

      She smiled, shaking her head, but though it was friendly, he sensed a wall that hadn’t been there before. ‘I don’t want my hair going any greener.’

      Chloe’s mouth fell open. ‘You’re kidding, right. I mean this stuff,’ she looked down at the tray of vivid green cocktails, ‘it isn’t going to turn me green, is it?’

      ‘Only if you have too many.’

      ‘What?’ Then she burst into laughter. ‘Oh right, you mean because I’ll be sick. No flaming way. I’m not chucking them up, not after all the money I’ve spent on them.’

      Picking the card off the bar, Luke quickly took payment for the drinks. As Chloe reached for the tray, he put his hand on hers. ‘I’ll take them over.’

      She gave him a wide, flirty smile. ‘Such a gentleman.’ Then tottered back to join the others.

      Mia set off behind her, but Luke touched her shoulder, only realising then how short she was. ‘Hey, wait a sec.’ Slipping round the bar, he fetched the tray of drinks. ‘Good to see you still here.’

      ‘I met up with Chloe and Donna in the ladies. They persuaded me to stay.’

      He gave her a crooked smile. ‘So it wasn’t the lure of continuing our conversation?’

      ‘Which conversation was that? The one about Somerset versus Manchester, cocktails—’

      ‘The one where I suggested meeting up outside this place,’ he interrupted, wondering if he’d got this totally wrong. He’d been certain there’d been a spark between them earlier. Sure, she was different from the women he usually chatted up at the bar, but that was part of the interest. He didn’t meet many women who had the confidence to come into a bar alone, and without the need to squeeze into a tight dress or put on make-up for the occasion.

      Nor did he meet many people who outsmarted him in the banter.

      ‘Oh, that conversation.’

      He was interrupted by Helen, one of his regulars, who gave him a smacker of a kiss on his cheek. ‘Luke, I’ve not seen you all evening.’ She darted a look at Mia. ‘Seems others have claimed your attention. I’m going to be upset if you don’t drop by our table when you’ve finished here. Lizzie, I know, will want to say hi. She was telling us how much she missed your pretty face.’

      ‘You’re busy.’ Mia’s eyes followed Helen as she walked back to her table.

      ‘Yeah, sorry, Saturday nights are usually mad. It’s quieter during the week. Easy to talk.’ When she didn’t reply to his opening, he gave it one last shot. ‘So, can I have your phone number? Maybe meet for coffee one day?’

      ‘Umm.’

      ‘I’ve lived here most of my life. I could be a pretty useful guide while you settle in.’ He grinned. ‘Cheapest coffee, best take-out, prettiest place to eat outside, most scenic running route if you’re into that.’ Crap, he sounded desperate.

      Her eyes flicked over to where Chloe and … damn, Tanya was there. Was that what had put Mia off? She thought he was dating Tanya? ‘Look, I don’t know what you’ve heard, but—’

      ‘They’re waiting for the drinks.’ She gave him a small smile. ‘Thanks for the offer. I know where to come if I decide to take you up on it.’

      ‘Okay.’

      She took the tray from him and nodded to where Helen was watching them. ‘Thanks, I’ve got it from here. You’d best go over there before she gets upset.’

      He was left feeling confused, a little put out and, yeah, he had to admit, a lot disappointed.
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      Sunday was quiet. Mia went running – surprise, surprise, she was capable of finding her own routes, quiet and short being the key criteria. Who needed scenic when it took all her effort to put one foot in front of the other? After that, she tried out Lidl, thanks to Stan’s recommendation. She’d keep the excitement of ready meals for one at Sainsbury’s until she’d been here at least a month.

      If she thought, just occasionally, about the guy from the bar, it was because it had been a long while since she’d enjoyed chatting to a member of the opposite sex quite so much. Not because she regretted not giving him her phone number.

      Pete had taught her a valuable lesson. No longer was she giving her number out easily. And considering her track record of dating men who appeared decent, but turned out to be total jerks, no way was she about to date a man who seemed like a bit of a jerk at the outset. Sure, Luke was gorgeous, charming and easy to talk to, but God, the bar seemed littered with women who’d either slept with him (Helen had to be an ex), were sleeping with him (Tanya, for one), or wanted to sleep with him (Chloe, plus all the girls who had sat at the bar and fluttered their eyes at him).

      Monday, Mia woke to the usual routine. Drag herself out of bed, eat breakfast (Frosties) while checking on Immaculate Woman (dressed today in navy, her hair coiled in a bun). Take mug of coffee to desk. Turn on computer while glowering at Immaculate Woman. Work.

      At 10 a.m. she stopped everything to ogle Mr Hot Guy Opposite … damn, she guessed she’d have to say ogle Luke. The idea felt uncomfortable because even though he was undeniably still hot, now she knew who he was.

      Opposite her, Luke picked up the bar of weights and jerked it above his head. As his muscles bulged, Mia felt her pulse quicken, her blood heat, and she huffed out a resigned sigh. Fine, when it came to ogle worthiness, apparently she could overlook his womanising ways.

      She sat and stared as he bent to put the bar back on the rack. When he straightened, his head angled in her direction and … shit no, please say he hadn’t caught her looking. Mia pushed her chair back, away from the window, and the connection, if there had been one, was lost. Breathing a sigh of relief, she pulled her desk towards her and watched the rest of the show from the shadows.

      When it was over, she worked solidly until her stomach complained, then ate a sandwich at her desk while trying to avoid crumbs falling onto her keyboard. Later in the afternoon she took a call from her sister.

      ‘Yes Elle, you can tell Mum I’m still alive.’ Absently she glanced down and winced. Balls, she’d forgotten to shower and change. Wearing a dressing gown and pyjamas at three in the afternoon was not cool.

      ‘Please tell me you got out at the weekend. And going to the supermarket doesn’t count,’ Elle added, ruining Mia’s witty reply.

      ‘Actually, you’d be proud of me. I went to the local bar on Saturday and had conversations with actual people.’

      There was a pause. ‘Sorry, can you repeat that? I thought I heard you’d gone to a bar.’

      ‘Very funny.’

      ‘So, who are these actual people you spoke to? Any dishy men?’

      It was Mia’s turn to pause. ‘Sort of.’

      Elle gasped. ‘OMG Mia, come on, spill.’

      Damn, why was she chronically incapable of keeping her big mouth shut when it came to her sister? ‘Chill Elle, there’s nothing to spill. I went to a bar, met a few local girls and had a nice evening.’ Nice, pleasant. Funny how it had felt a lot less bland than that.

      ‘But where did the dishy men come in?’

      ‘Man,’ she corrected. ‘There was a dishy man.’ For the first time since this morning, when she’d nearly got caught ogling, Mia allowed her gaze to drift over to the flat opposite her. And her jaw dropped open. ‘Whoa, what on earth?’

      ‘Err, Elle calling Mia. What’s happening up there?’

      Mia shook her head, but when she stared back at Luke’s flat again, the sheet of paper was still there in the window.

      One simple word:

      
        
        Hi

        

      

      It couldn’t be meant for her. Could it?

      ‘Mia? Do I need to call 999?’

      ‘What? No.’ Heart racing, she stared at the message. It probably wasn’t for her. Luke was clearly well known round here. He could be saying hi to anyone. And God, since when did she attract men like him? Flashy, good-looking men? He asked for your number. Her palms felt sweaty, her heart loud in her ears. So what if it was for her? He’s a player.

      She paused to take a breath.

      ‘Mia, will you tell me what the pissing hell is going on before I get really fucking angry, really sodding worried or both.’

      Ouch. Elle didn’t often swear, but when she did, it wasn’t pretty. ‘Sorry sis.’ She drew in another breath, organised her thoughts. ‘The dishy man I mentioned was the bar owner. He chatted to me, like bartenders do, and he sort of flirted a bit and I was sort of interested for a bit. Then I found out he was sleeping with or had slept with half the women in the bar – slight exaggeration, but you see where I’m coming from. So I said no to his offer to meet up.’

      ‘Holy shit, give me a minute to work that through, it’s a lot to digest.’ Mia imagined Elle shifting on the sofa, rubbing her hands across the hugely swollen belly that was keeping Mia’s nephew safe until he decided to pop out.

      ‘While you’re digesting that, the reason I went radio silent on you was because I’ve just noticed a sign in his window saying “Hi”.’

      ‘Err, you know where he lives?’

      Ah. ‘Yes, kind of, because it’s the flat directly opposite mine.’

      ‘You’ve been spying on him?’

      ‘No, of course not, that would be all sorts of wrong.’ Guiltily she remembered spending one sad evening looking at binoculars online. She hadn’t bought a pair though, that was the important part. ‘But if he decides to work out slap bang in front of the window, people are going to see and, well, watch.’

      ‘By people, you mean you.’

      She guessed, given he lived directly opposite, she probably was the only one with such a clear view. ‘Okay, yes, me.’

      Elle’s voice went quiet. ‘How big are his muscles? Are we talking just starting out, or Dwayne Johnson?’

      ‘Why are you whispering? Is Dave around?’ Dave was Elle’s saint of a husband.

      ‘What, no? I don’t want The Wriggler to hear me asking about a man who isn’t his dad.’

      Mia snorted with laughter. ‘I thought he was Turnip?’

      ‘God, you’re so out of date. That was week seventeen. After that we went through Pepper, Mango and Cauliflower. By the time we got to Cabbage, Dave said he’d had enough and nicknamed him The Wriggler.’

      ‘For which I’m sure my nephew will be eternally grateful.’

      ‘All of which is a distraction from my original question about the size of the muscles on the dishy bar owner who lives opposite you.’

      Mia bit into her lip as she thought. ‘I guess, if we’re going with your food analogy, we’re talking melons for his biceps.’

      ‘Melons? Wow, honeydew, or watermelon, or—?’

      ‘Stop! God, Elle, maternity leave is clearly making you even more bonkers than usual.’

      Her sister sighed. ‘Okay, yes, good point. I shall stop thinking of my sister’s hot neighbour. But I will ask if you’re going to reply to the sign.’

      ‘It’s probably not for me.’ Men like Luke, cocky and good-looking, didn’t go for geek girls, she reminded herself. She attracted the shier, solid guys, who then turned out to be flakier than a Danish pastry.

      ‘You’ve just said your flat is dead opposite his,’ Elle protested. ‘And presumably this is the first time he’s put up a sign since you moved in, or you’d have noticed. Quite a coincidence that, you meeting him, him wanting to take you out, and now a message popping up in the window that looks directly into yours.’

      Crap, maybe he had seen her.

      ‘Sounds like he’s trying to attract your attention.’ Elle’s voice took on that sort of excited hush again. ‘Just think of it, Mia. Running your hands over all those straining muscles.’

      Mia burst into laughter. ‘Err, hello pregnancy libido. I think it’s time you made yourself a chamomile tea and went to lie down. And I did some more work.’

      ‘So you haven’t thought about sex with the hot guy opposite?’

      Nope, she wasn’t getting suckered into answering that one. ‘Bye Elle, talk to you later in the week.’

      Mia put down her phone and stared back at the sign.

      Then she shook her head and pulled down her blind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The kick of disappointment he’d felt on Saturday night when Mia had turned down his offer to meet for a coffee had rolled through Luke again on Sunday when, despite his constant checking, she’d not walked through the door of the bar. He’d had to acknowledge it was possible his chance of seeing her again had all but disappeared.

      But then this morning, when he’d been lifting weights and looking out of the window, which he did because lifting on his own at home was boring as shit, he’d spotted a flash of green hair opposite him.

      No mistaking that hair, that face. The fact she’d still, as far as he could see, got her dressing gown on.

      So he’d shifted even closer so she could see him, and he could see her. And yes, he’d flexed, pumped his muscles harder than usual. Some girls dug a guy who worked out, others preferred lean. As he had no hope of being the latter, he had to make the most of what he had, and hope Mia liked it.

      Had she watched? He wasn’t sure. After that initial glance at her, she’d disappeared into the shadows.

      Still, not being the sort to give up, before he’d left for work he’d scribbled a quick Hi on a sheet of paper.

      Then he’d stuck it to the window with Blu Tack and gone off to the bar feeling mildly hopeful.

      Falsely hopeful, it turned out, as there’d been no reply in Mia’s window when he’d come back last night.

      Worse, she’d pulled down the blind.

      He supposed that could be construed as a big f-off sign in itself.

      Of course, there was a chance the blinds were down because it was too sunny. Also a chance she hadn’t replied as she didn’t realise the message was intended for her, though he couldn’t believe a smart woman like Mia wouldn’t have connected the dots.

      ‘What do you reckon, Pickles?’ He bent to give the creature a scratch behind her long floppy ears. ‘If she pulls the blind up at ten, that has to mean she’s interested, yes?’

      Pickles twitched her nose and stared back at him. A brown and white lop-eared dwarf, she had the run of the flat and was the only girl he’d ever lived with. Maybe that was how his life was destined to be. And hell, it wasn’t a bad life. Pickles was easy, undemanding company and helped with the occasional loneliness he felt coming back to an empty flat. Even if it did mean he had to clean out her poo tray. For adult conversation, he had the punters at the bar, and for those times he wanted to unwind in the arms of a willing woman, well, he had numbers on his phone he could call; women who were happy to see him, no strings asked for or given.

      It wasn’t how he’d pictured his life evolving when he’d been cramming for his exams, university only a few months’ hard study away.

      ‘No point looking back though, is there girl?’ Pickles angled her head, whiskers bobbing up and down as she chewed on the treat he’d given her. ‘Life’s what we make it, and I’m not about to complain. Not when I’ve got the day off.’

      Rising to his feet, he ducked into the bedroom, shrugged on his shorts and headed for the spare room where he’d set up his weights.

      His note was still stuck on the window. With a sigh he tugged it off, his shoulder dropping, just a little, when he saw the blinds opposite were still down. Before he could think twice about it, he picked up the pad of paper and scrawled a new one:

      
        
        Hi Mia

        

      

      Not eloquent, not clever. But at least now there was no doubt who the greeting was directed towards.

      Yet as he sweated through his work out, the blinds to her room remained down.

      Feeling out of sorts, he headed for the shower where he gave himself a strict talking to. He had a damn bar to run now. Complications, and women definitely came in that category, were not what he needed right now.

      He’d been at his makeshift desk in the spare room – a plank of MDF laid across two dumb-bell racks – for ten minutes, poring over invoices and orders, when his phone rang. Seeing Sandy’s ID, he picked up.

      ‘Hey, what’s up?’

      ‘Me and Mateo have been waiting here for ten minutes, that’s what’s up.’

      ‘So, why are you telling me? Isn’t Bill there?’

      ‘Why would Bill be here? He’s down for Wednesday. Today’s Tuesday.’

      Luke glanced at the rota he’d stuck on the wall – Blu Tack was mighty handy – saw she was right, and swore. ‘On my way. Don’t kill me when I get there.’

      There was a long suffering sigh. ‘I guess I can promise that, though there might be some serious dismembering.’

      Unconsciously, he placed a protective hand over his groin. Then he grabbed his keys, wallet, jacket and legged it out of the flat.

      Notes to a woman he barely knew. What the shit was he playing at? He couldn’t even cope with the stuff he already had going on in his life. He didn’t need adding to it.
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