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Chapter One
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Tia lay on her back with her eyes half closed against the glare of the sun, lazily watching the few clouds that were scudding across the endless blue of the sky. The clouds trailed long fragile tendrils behind them, which gradually dispersed into fragmented wisps before disappearing into the ether. She spent many an hour gazing up and seeing faces and animals in the clouds that changed even as she grasped the nebulous images. It was a mindless and pleasurable pastime, which took her back to when life was so much less complicated, her childhood. For a few precious moments, Tia felt as though she were still that same carefree little girl. Entering the world of adults brought expectations from the parents, also complications. Namely boys. Fortunately, with time, Tia gained a little more in confidence. Spots, which had once been the most momentous thing that could happen in her self-absorbed life, were now a thing of the past.

As her friends shared the same affliction at the time, it was easier to bear, although still the main topic of despairing conversation. It would be better to die than for boys to look at them with utter revulsion. She laughed at those memories of staring fixedly at her own image in the mirror and groaning in horror at having to go to school with such disfiguring eruptions on her otherwise smooth skin. To adult eyes, that pimple appeared as only a small blemish, but to a teenager, they gained all the proportions of a giant volcano about to vent.

She was an attractive girl with hazel eyes and shoulder-length dark hair, and her full lips gave her an added allure. She wasn’t stunning, but when she smiled, it earned a good few glances from men. Something she only noticed as she grew older and more appreciative of her now unblemished skin and having been gifted with almost perfect teeth. Boys were also something of a problem until she learned how to deal with them. Having three strapping older brothers attending the same school had been a great deterrent against any boy who tried to overstep the mark, and most were remarkably polite to her. Now her life was just as she liked it, and Tia had no wish to change a thing. Work brought satisfaction and the freedom to take a holiday where and when she chose. There was only one small blip on her horizon, and the reason for this impromptu break, although even that was slowly beginning to fade.

It was so hot that everywhere she looked from her prone position, the land shimmered with dust moted heat, distorting her view of the distant surrounding scenery. A few swallows and skylarks were the only birds to disturb her upward gaze and lunch on the wing seemed to be the order of the day, as they dived and rose again in the air after the small insects they were pursuing. There were no buildings to be seen in the near vicinity. Mostly green fields, some planted up with golden corn, and the far-off woods that seemed to stretch endlessly off into the distance. Nature seen at its very best. Tia felt calm and relaxed and far removed from reality.

The hill she lay on commanded an awesome vista of the surrounding countryside when sitting up, and from there she could just make out in the distance the small village where she was presently staying. The random jumble of cottages nestled in the fold of three wooded hills, and the ancient slightly twisted church spire was a landmark picking the village out from its isolated position. It was quite a climb from there to her present position, which was the main reason she was lying flat out on her back among the long cooling grass while she recovered from her walk. By the time she’d reached this spot, she had barely been crawling, let alone breathing. Now the edge of welcome shadow cast from a nearby sturdy branched oak tree gave her some respite from the burning rays of the sun, and she spread her arms out gratefully. She gave a breathless laugh. If anyone walked past and saw her flaked out in complete disarray, they would think she was dying, judging by her deep drawn gasps of exhaustion.

Tia was content for the first since Sam had gone. Nobody, neither her friends or relatives, knew exactly where she was, only that she’d taken time off, and that was just the way she liked it. No interruptions, no pressure, and where nobody knew her. She could lay here forever simply contemplating her life; past mistakes and the future ahead. Mistakes were something she couldn’t rectify, but from now on she would be very careful who she allowed to get too close to her. Sam was a case in point. He carried no blame, and it was entirely her own fault for allowing him to think she felt more than friendship for him. By the time she realised how much his feelings were involved, she found it wasn’t so easy to correct the misunderstanding, because she hated the thought of hurting him.

“Where have you been?” a deep voice thundered, the sound destroying her reverie and making her jerk with shock. It was only as Tia pressed her hand to her palpitating chest that she realised the words couldn’t possibly be addressed to her. She cautiously turned her head sideways and squinted furtively through the long grass, pushing it aside with one hand. An irate looking man was standing glaring down at the ground, and intrigued to know what or whom he was growling at, Tia levered herself up onto one elbow and peered across at the object of his wrath. It was a small brown dog, and it was cowering at his feet in what looked like abject fear.

“Come on, you!” the man barked as he began to walk off, but the dog simply pressed itself flatter to the ground until it resembled a curly rug.

“You won’t get me to follow you with that attitude!” Tia couldn’t stay her ready tongue; she just couldn’t resist it, and suppressed an impish smile as the man whirled around at the lightly called words.

The man stared at the dog in momentary disbelief, then slowly turned his head around seeking for the true culprit. He wasn’t about to believe that his dog had suddenly developed the power of speech. He narrowed his eyes as Tia sat up slowly, giving him glare for glare. No wonder the dog was afraid of him. The man’s face now held such a fierce expression that it even made her think twice about speaking again. Especially as he was tall and well built, and could be violent for all she knew. In fact, he looked ready to pulverise anything and anyone who crossed his path. She wondered what brave soul had the temerity to blight his day. Standing up, she brushed herself down, before straightening up and glancing across critically at him. It might not be wise to prod this sour-faced man. Best to sound confident and friendly, she decided. She was unaware that the grass still tangled in her hair, two long stems standing up like antennae and others caught in the folds of her dress, were not exactly helpful in giving her an air of authority. The man’s lips twitched, then firmed grimly to stem the rising urge to laugh. A female scarecrow came to mind.

“My goodness, you certainly didn’t greet the sun with a smile this morning, did you?” she said brightly, giving a polite smile.

He didn’t smile back. If anything, his eyebrows lowered even further over the piercing blue eyes and he took a step nearer, pushing the dog’s limp body out of the way with his foot. Well, that went down like a lead balloon! Charm obviously didn’t work with him. She paused with a puzzled frown creasing her brow. Who used to say that? It must have been her grandfather. Like her mother, he made many sage utterances.

“Don’t take your temper out on a poor defenceless animal,” she said, unable to stop the sharp words escaping, then took a strategic step back, making ready for flight at the darkening look on his face. Perhaps that was one prod too far? Didn’t you just warn yourself not to do that, she sighed.

“Defenceless? You have to be joking,” he snapped. Any humour fled at her accusing words. “Buster rules my mother and sister with infinite ease, but never me, and he knows it. Which is why he’s playing up now. He’ll soon come to heel if I walk away. Do you always make snap judgements of other people?”

“Not normally, but I hazard a guess that this behaviour is normal for you.” She gave an inward groan of despair as her mouth took over again. What was wrong with her, and why hadn’t she just turned and walked away?

“Would you now?” he said with a faint smile. The man folded his arms and looked her up and down with critical eyes. “I should say, on this first acquaintance, that you are usually an interfering busybody.”

“Really?” She arched an eyebrow and cast him a haughty look. Stop now, she warned herself! “Well, you would think that, wouldn’t you.”

Now it was his turn to question her words. “What do you mean by that?”

“Well, from my first impression of you, I would say that you are totally self-opinionated, and arrogant, not to mention short tempered. So obviously anyone who disagrees with you is automatically wrong in your book.”

“Correct!”

Tia stared at him with her mouth slightly agape, lost for a sneering comeback. “You agree?”

“Only that I’m always right, yes,” he said solemnly. The sparkle in his blue eyes told her that he at least possessed a grain of humour, and it disconcerted her. He put his hands on his hips regarding her with an odd expression. “Are you always this outspoken?”

She had the grace to apologise over her attitude. “No! I’m sorry. I don’t usually talk like that to anybody. It’s just that I can’t stand to see anyone, or anything being bullied.”

“Bullied?” The man gave her a mocking smile, as the dog began jumping up and down playfully beside him trying to attract his attention. “Does Buster look as though he’s used to being beaten?”

“Obviously not, and I never accused you of beating him,” she said stiffly, wishing he would go away and take the treacherous mutt with him. “My mistake.” She bent down, snatching her bag, along with the scattered contents, and water bottle up off the grass. She avoided looking at him as she began to walk away.

“No exchange of names?” he called after her.

She made no answer. What was the point? They were highly unlikely to meet again, and she was determined to keep her treacherous mouth shut.

“Have you even got a name?” he yelled after her.

“Yes, thank you,” she threw back, without turning around.

The man began to smile as he watched her walk stiffly away. She was headed off in the direction of the village. Easy to find, Max guessed, if he wanted to, of course. His smile died. Okay, the girl was very appealing, but he had plenty of woman trouble at home and he certainly didn’t need any more problems in his life. A sense of regret filled him, and he was still standing in the same spot until long after her stiff-backed figure had disappeared over the hill. Max blinked and gave himself a stern reprimand. Why was he even watching the interfering girl? With an acid tongue like that, any man would be wise to avoid her. Probably got some wimp of a boyfriend under her thumb. Bossy type, that was more than obvious! Time to get back and face his mother and sister. Sometimes he felt totally fed up with sorting other people’s problems out. Why did the mess they made in their own lives always seem to rebound onto him? For the first time, he began to wonder if it was his very interference that kept the problems going at home. Perhaps he should leave them to it for a change?

He lingered for a while longer staring off into the distance, and felt the strangest sense of loss. Then gave a soft self-derisory laugh. How could he miss someone he had only just met? More than likely, she would cause just as much trouble as the two warring women back at the house, so why was he even thinking about her? She looked like a firecracker, not something lightly taken on, and he wasn’t about to light her fuse. They would probably spend all their time arguing and he had enough disputes to handle without adding her to the mix. As far as Max was concerned, romance was fleeting, and marriages were forged in hell. His parents bitter relationship a reminder of that unpleasant fact. He was lucky to be free, and no way was anyone ever going to trap him in any kind of partnership. He had the occasional girlfriend, of course, but made sure that they were never allowed close enough to expect more than a casual relationship with him and always took care not to make mistakes. Being forced into a disastrous marriage because of an unplanned child was not on the agenda, not in his life. There was nothing romantic about his brief encounters. They were a means of gaining relief, that was all, and he’d never met anyone who could change that point of view.

Max returned home feeling just as depressed as when he’d left. A walk was supposed to do one good, and usually it did lift his spirits even if only temporarily, but today something had changed. That girl had been sharp tongued, yet he guessed that she was normally light-hearted, and she had a sense of humour, which made quite a pleasant change from any woman he had known thus far. It had come as a surprise to feel his own humour rise to meet hers. That was a first! Max hadn’t even known he possessed one. What did he care, she hadn’t even been interested enough to give him her name! Yes, she was attractive, but he didn’t need further complications in his life. Forget it, he shrugged. Courtship was the last thing on his mind. He wouldn’t think about her again. He slammed the front door shut on the thought.

“Is that you, Max?” his mother called.

“I hope so, unless you have an intruder who appears to possess a key to this property,” he called back sarcastically.

“Don’t be facetious. You seem to have lost sight of your manners lately,” Valerie reprimanded him as she entered the hall. There was no trace of amusement on her pale thin face, just a hint of impatience. “Now then, you must have a word with your sister. Make Cordelia understand that nobody can solve her problems for her, only herself.”

“I thought that was more your role in life than mine,” he said, giving her a critical look.

“You know Cordelia never listens to me. You’re the only one she takes any notice of these days!”

Max wanted to shout, ‘Well, that’s just too bad. Act like a proper mother for once,’ but never uttered the stinging words. It would only end in another flood of tears, and accusations that he didn’t care for anyone but himself. He had tried protesting before, and it always ended up in the same way, his mother acting the drama queen. Quietly though, she was never loud. Not that her tears moved him, but he could do without the hassle of going through the same performance each time and then having to tackle Cordelia anyway. It never got him anywhere, so why bother. No wonder his father had walked away! He ignored the voice of reason inside that whispered, ‘Remember he walked out on you and Cordy as well, and never came back to see you. Not once.’ That thought still had the power to hurt.
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Tia was grateful to get back to her small, rented cottage after that embarrassing interlude, which she had to admit was mainly instigated by her. At least she’d learned one lesson today, apart from the fact that going downhill was a lot easier than going up: keep her lips firmly clamped shut! To face up to a strange man in such a lonely spot had been the height of folly and could have turned into a nasty confrontation. She should have known better, and it would never happen again. His size alone should have been a deterrent. From now on she would avoid that particular route and learn to think before she spoke. She hung her coat up before throwing herself down heavily onto the sofa and sat with her feet up, then opened her book. At least she couldn’t stumble across any more men in the living room. Now, where was she? She had retrieved her novel which had fallen out of her bag as she snatched it up when marching off after encountering that rather unsettling man, but her bookmark was missing and there was no way she was going back to find it. She might meet another man, and in the mood she was in, it might well turn into another argument. She frowned at her own attitude. Why was she so ready to do battle? She was never normally this aggressive, so where had that come from?

Tia laid the book down onto her lap and stared out of the window. Now why did she think of the man as unsettling? Okay, he was quite something to look at, it had to be said. Tall, dark haired, built to all her specifications, and very attractive in a grim sort of way. Until he smiled, and then, my goodness, definitely good looking. Yet she had met plenty of handsome men before, so why the word unsettling? Maybe it was his black-lashed vivid blue eyes? Or perhaps visualising herself being clasped to that broad manly chest might have conjured up the word, which she had to confess momentarily crossed her mind, but then she was given to romantic daydreams at the most inappropriate times, which was why she had hastily left him standing there before she acted on the impulse. Tia gave an amused snigger. If she had followed that thought, he would probably have peeled her off in panic, and thrown her down the nearest hill, and that scenario definitely didn’t appeal. Besides, rolling made her feel dizzy. She tried to analyse her reaction to the man and realised that most of her anger was directed at herself. The poor man had ended up as a target for her own mixed emotions. Her guilt over another man.

Her mood changed as she thought of Sam, and she lay back, closing her eyes as she called up his image. Dear Sam, now forever sealed away in her heart. He had loved her so desperately, and yet she had never been able to return that love. Not that he knew all she felt was fondness and pleasure in his company, so Sam died thinking that she loved him, which went some way to assuaging her guilt. A climbing accident had ended his life, and it was of small consolation to know his death had been almost instant. That had been a disturbing word, because it conjured up what he must have felt when he was falling. It was a thought she tried not to dwell on. His family had leaned heavily upon her, thinking that she felt as desolate as them, and to a certain extent she had, but this break from the past had been balm to a soul which ached with guilt. Although why she felt guilty because of not loving him, Tia hadn’t yet quite worked out. She had never given Sam any reason, apart from friendship, to think otherwise, and before he died, she had been trying to break things gently to him. Now she was glad she hadn’t got around to it. I suppose that’s why the guilt, she thought, because it saved me from having to confront him and see the anguish on his face.

Tia squeezed her eyes tight to block his image out, then opened them again and sighed. At least she was facing up to her demons now and getting things out of her system. The woman she worked for, Kim, had insisted she took a short while off, encouraging her to take a holiday and simply let time temper her grief. She had watched her young assistant over the last few years and noticed how Tia’s usually bubbly personality was slowly deteriorating. Kim knew about Sam’s death, and how it had dragged her friend down. Like everyone else connected to him, she had mistakenly thought that Tia had lost the love of her life and was still pining. Tia let her go on thinking such was the case, because her feelings over Sam were too complex to explain. To put it bluntly, she had used him to fend men off, yet really did enjoy going out with him, so selfishly let their relationship drift along. Sam was so laid back that when she rebuffed any efforts on his part at romance, he simply smiled, thinking they would become closer with time. How could she tell Kim that, or anybody else, for that matter? It would make her look as though she had been heartlessly stringing him along. Tia’s conscience pricked her. Well, didn’t you? That uncomfortable thought left her feeling down again.

Tia decided that tea was in order, and maybe a piece of that nice fruit cake she had bought from the village bakery on her way back. Kim was right. This quiet backwater had been all she needed to regain her peace of mind, and Tia was determined to enjoy the rest of her holiday. The last day would come soon enough, bringing work and small worries with it, but everything had to be faced in the end. There was no avoiding life and all that was entailed. After all, her world wasn’t too bad a place to be. Tia worked in a small gift shop and earned just enough to pay her way at home, but had no wish to search for better paid employment because she enjoyed her job and liked her employer, which was a bonus. The only blot on her horizon was that of Sam’s parents. They were nice enough people, and hopefully given time they would gradually ease away, and set her free. Her own family would help guide them away if they became too much for Tia, and if they were still too persistent, then a visit to stay with her maternal grandmother would be in order.

No hardship for her. Tia loved staying with gran and her pampered dog, which she confessed to being conned by. He was extraordinarily easy to spoil as the tiny animal always seemed so eager to see her and would rest his small round head on her knee, gazing at her soulfully from large soft brown eyes until she paid him some attention. Tia wasn’t really a doggie person, but Pumpkin had her measure and knew exactly how to play on her emotions. A cunning creature, but hardly the guard dog that her grandmother claimed him to be. If a man so much as looked at him, he would roll over on his back and play dead, so no help there if her gran was being attacked. A fact that she had pointed out to her grandmother, who just waved her hand airily, and said, tish-tosh, whatever that meant. It seemed to cover everything her gran had no answer for.

There were still four days left of her holiday, and she would make the most of them. Tia opened the booklet she had purchased from the village store, which were packed with pictures and information of where to go and find places of interest. She lay back in her chair and sorted through them, ticking off the few that appealed to her. One in particular caught Tia’s interest, and that would be her first port of call in the morning. A small pottery barn, not too far from the village, and according to the roughly hand-drawn map, close enough to walk to. It was about time she explored farther afield. Lying in the grass reading every day was all very well, but wasn’t exactly making the most of her holiday. She would buy her grandmother a gift. Maybe a dog figurine, her gran would like that. She had a small collection already, but Tia supposed one more wouldn’t go amiss, unless of course she saw something better that might appeal to her gran. What else had she heard her mention? Ah, yes, hedgehogs, or was it owls? No, it was her mother who liked owls, so she would buy her one while she looked for another animal for her gran.

Tia smiled to herself. All would be revealed tomorrow when she visited the pottery, and pots may be all they made. If she had no luck, then a visit to the nearby town was in order, there was bound to be more than one gift shop, so all was not lost. She picked up her book and read for another hour before preparing dinner, which was easy as it consisted of pricking the plastic on a ready meal and popping it into the microwave. Lazy, she knew, but wasn’t that what a holiday was all about? Make something quick and simple to eat, then out to enjoy her coffee in the garden. Besides, she could always call in at a restaurant in town on occasion and eat what her mother would term a ‘healthy balanced meal.’

*~*~*~*~*
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IN THE MORNING, SHE was in a better frame of mind and felt ready to go exploring. The sunlight playing across her face had woken her, and she stretched contentedly. She had slept so well here, even on her very first night, and always felt refreshed in the mornings. What Tia would love to be able to do was take the bed home with her, it was so comfortable, unlike her own narrow offering, and she wasn’t looking forward to sleeping on it again. The answer, of course, was to buy a new bed. Not so easy when it came to choose one, as she had found before. They were costly, and now even the so-called cheaper ones couldn’t be considered, so Tia had given up on the idea, only temporarily until she’d saved a little more money, then she would go looking. Her mother had plenty of other things that needed replacing in the house, without sparing the money to buy a bed for Tia, so she never asked.

The day couldn’t have started off better. Bright sunshine, and it was early yet. Not a cloud in the sky and hardly a breath of wind. Perfect for her walk to the pottery, which was on the outskirts of the village. It didn’t look too far on the map. A miscalculation, as she would soon find out.

After a quick shower and breakfast on the narrow terrace at the back of the property, where she was almost overcome to the point of sleep by the perfume from a heavily flowering shrub nearby, she made herself ready and set off with a spring in her step. Tia glanced about her as she strolled along between the high wildflower covered banks that stood each side of the narrow road which wound down into the pretty village below. At this point, she could just catch a glimpse of the sea between the undulating hills, which reminded her to plan a day at the beach. Sun, sea, and sand, accompanied by a lunch box and cake, and a leisurely swim to follow. What more could she ask? She smiled in anticipation. Bronzed men on the beach? Yes, that would do nicely. She wasn’t particularly looking for a male at the moment, but it never hurt to assess the potential on show.

Tia felt quite envious as she stared at the cottages set haphazardly among the winding lanes that were leading off in various directions, and wondered what it must be like living in such pleasant surroundings. She could easily be swayed into living here, the only obstacle, of course, being money. There was no way she could possibly afford to rent anything in this area. As for buying, that was only a distant dream. This was a holiday paradise. Some of those pretty cottages almost shouted money with their white painted exteriors and large beautifully tended gardens, with the bonus of being within walking distance of the sea. As she walked further on past some fields, she came upon some larger properties and drew her breath in when she saw the one standing alone on the hill ahead of her. She instantly fell in love. Now, that was her idea of the perfect house. Timeless, in a sense, despite its relatively young age. It had been built to resemble an old country cottage, and whoever had designed it had achieved their aim perfectly. The house was double fronted with shutters at all windows, and the roof had dormer windows facing out onto the woodlands below, and beyond to the sparkling blue shimmer of the sea. She could even see the small white dot of a ferry on the water, and wondered which port it was making for. The view from the house windows must be absolutely fabulous, she sighed. Some people were so lucky.

In the old village where her great grandmother had lived in Hampshire, most of the cottages still retained wooden shutters on the windows, a relic from a bygone age when they were an extra to keep the cold out in winter and also acted as protection against vagabonds and unwelcome callers. Hawkers, as they called them in those days. There was even a small metal plate on each gate carrying the same warning message. They had long since vanished from most villages in England. Tia had stayed in France a few times, and even the more modern houses had kept the tradition up of shutters, which helped keep out the heat of summer. This house held the same tranquil air, and she was suitably impressed. She stopped and regarded it enviously. It also reminded her of her great gran’s old, crocheted tea cosy, which her grandmother had inherited and still used. A family heirloom, she called it. Unfortunately, to other eyes, it just looked like a fraying mound of wool with dark stains marring the surface, which no amount of washing had ever been able to remove. Yet still its presence on the tea pot was always a comforting sight when visiting. Another reminder of her childhood, she supposed. Most people these days were more likely to have a coffee machine on display. Of course, this house was much more appealing to the eye than an old threadbare tea cosy.

Tia was jolted out of her reverie as she heard a car coming along the road behind her and hastily moved closer to the bank and hedge at the side of the narrow tarmac lane. The car swept by and drove on for a short way, before turning into the drive of the very house she had just been admiring. The lucky owner, she presumed. She walked on slowly, drawing level with the entrance in time to see an older woman emerge from the vehicle and gather some bags from the boot of the car. The woman glanced about her, and on seeing Tia watching, a haughty expression crossed her pale face, and she pursed thin disapproving lips.

“Oh dear,” Tia murmured under her breath. Looking was not acceptable, it appeared. She glanced away and strolled on, ignoring the sour face and had soon left the house behind. Nice house, pity about the occupant. Most other villagers had given her a friendly wave as she passed by. It took all sorts, she shrugged.

She was beginning to flag in the growing heat and started to wonder just how far there was left to go. She felt the sun burning down on her head, and the
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