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Dedication


In memory of my mum, 

who passed away while I was finishing this book.
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The New Jersey mob arrived in the Scottish Highlands four months after Jena Morgan. The three men strutted down Invertary high street, looking for something—or someone. Dressed like cast members of The Sopranos, the men fit in about as much as a shark would blend at a pool party.

Jena didn’t spot them straight away. The famous go-go dancer was too busy haggling with the owner of the local hardware store.

“Please.” She wasn’t above pleading. Or flirting. She batted her eyelashes at the old man. He laughed. “I’m desperate and I can’t afford your quote. It’s going to rain and I need to patch the holes in the roof before I end up swimming around the house.”

“This is Scotland, Jena, it’s always going to rain. Rain does not constitute a desperate need.” Gordon Stewart folded his arms over grey, paint-splattered overalls and grinned. The sparkle in his eye told her he was eager for her next argument. It was a dance they did every time she came into his store.

Brenda, Gordon’s wife, came in from the back of the store sipping a mug of tea. “Stop messing with the girl; give her what she needs. She’s got enough on her plate sorting out the wreck she lives in without dealing with your dodgy sense of humour as well.”

Brenda winked at Jena, who beamed back. Part of her wished Brenda would adopt her. If she’d had parents like the Stewarts she might have developed the ability to make smart decisions. Instead she’d grown up with a missing father and a mother obsessed with becoming the next Mariah Carey.

“Look,” Jena said to Gordon. “We both know I can’t afford the full price. What about a payment plan?”

He shook his head, earning an elbow in his ribs from his wife. He grunted at her before stroking his grey beard. It was his thinking pose. Jena crossed her fingers behind her back.

“Fine,” he said. “How about you give me what you can afford and then work here two mornings a week to make up the difference?”

Brenda nodded her encouragement.

Jena’s jaw dropped. “You can’t be serious. I don’t know what half this stuff is.”

“I know.” Gordon laughed so hard he had to wipe tears from his eyes. “It’s the funniest thing I’ve ever seen. I read somewhere that laughing can add years to your life. Having you around will make me immortal.”

“Gordon!” Brenda scowled at him. It had no effect.

Jena took a deep breath. “Okay.” Like she had a choice. She pointed at him. “But you’re delivering the materials for free.”

“Done. You start in the morning.”

“And you supply lunch.”

“Only if you don’t eat that rabbit crap.”

“I eat anything.” She couldn’t afford to be fussy. “I’ll see you in the morning.” She pulled the heavy door open and cool October air made her skin tingle. “You evil old blackmailer,” she muttered, and heard him laugh.

Waving at Brenda, Jena stepped out into the high street and was stunned anew at the picturesque quality of her new home. Streets lined with crooked whitewashed buildings, quaint little shops and a cobble-stoned road. All surrounded by emerald-green hills and reflected in a gentle blue loch. She took a deep breath and felt something settle within her. Her whole life she’d wanted a proper home, a place to belong, and she’d finally found it.

And that was when she saw them. The three men who were looking for her.

She almost fell on her backside scrambling to get back into the hardware store. “Going out the back way,” she shouted, sounding more than a little hysterical.

She passed the stunned faces of the store owners as she ran straight through the shop and out the back door.

“Oh no, oh no, oh no...” She stumbled her way up the back alley in three-inch neon pink wedges, grateful she’d worn her lowest heels to town.

Her heart almost burst from her chest when she spotted her destination—the ancient grey Presbyterian church. Someone called her name. She didn’t turn to see who. Instead, she picked up her pace, flying up the street on legs toned by years of dancing.

“Oh no, oh no, oh no...”

It took all her upper body strength to pull open the heavy church door.

“Coming through,” she shouted at the vicar as she ran past him into the ladies’ toilet.

“Jena?” His voice carried after her.

She slammed the old wooden door, bolted it and wedged a chair under the handle. Then she sank to the floor, curled her knees to her chest and rested her cheek on them. This was not happening. It was a hallucination brought on by too much DIY and not enough Pop-Tarts.

There was a thump at the door. She squealed before smacking her hands over her mouth.

“Jena, what do you think you’re doing? Is this some weird American thing I don’t know about?” It was the vicar, sounding grumpy—as usual.

She let out a shaky breath. Her hands fell to her knees.

“I’m claiming asylum,” she shouted.

There was a pause. “You’re claiming what?” the minister boomed.

Jena pulled her iPod out of her handbag, inserted her earbuds and pumped up the volume. She needed some Taylor Swift. Life was always better with Taylor.

There was more thumping. Jena closed her eyes and pretended that she hadn’t seen her ex-boyfriend walking up Invertary high street.

And he definitely wasn’t flanked by two goons.

With that thought, she closed her eyes and let Taylor work her magic.
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Matt Donaldson, Invertary’s entire police force, was already fed up with his day and he’d only been working for twenty minutes.

After dealing with yet another missing cat report, he’d been called out to the Presbyterian church. He found the ancient vicar blocking the main door, glaring up at three huge strangers. It didn’t take a genius to spot that two of the men were muscle-for-hire. Although the fact one of them wore a T-shirt with the word “goon” on it helped clear things up. The third guy was obviously the boss. He looked like he’d walked straight off the set of an American mob movie. His black suit screamed custom made. The black silk shirt beneath it was open at the neck, where it flashed the obligatory gold chain. As Matt approached, Mr Suit grinned unnaturally white teeth and splayed his hands in a conciliatory gesture. The afternoon sun glinted off his pinkie ring.

Matt cocked an eyebrow at the guy, before dismissing him as he turned to the aging vicar. “What’s going on?”

“The new American girl has locked herself in the toilet. She’s claiming asylum.” Reverend Morrison pointed to the men. “These three want to have a word with her. They were chasing her up the street when she barrelled in here.”

“Frank Di Marco.” The guy in the suit held out his hand. Matt didn’t take it. Frank shrugged like it meant nothing. “Jena is my fiancée. We had a disagreement and she moved country. We’re reconciling.”

Matt didn’t buy his harmless buddy routine. “Aye, I can tell by the way she’s hiding in the toilet that she’s eager to reconcile.” He nodded to the goons. “You brought a couple of bodyguards with you to talk to your fiancée?”

Another wide smile, just as fake as the first. “These are friends of mine.” He pointed at the guy wearing the goon T-shirt. “That’s Joe; the big guy is Grunt.”

“Grunt?” Matt looked at the big guy. He grunted. Matt nodded. That answered that.

Joe folded his arms over his joke T-shirt. His eyes betrayed an intelligence that wasn’t obvious in his boss.

“So.” Matt rubbed his chin. “If this is a misunderstanding, why didn’t you visit Jena at her home instead of chasing her into a church? Better yet, why not call her and set up a meeting?” He hardened his eyes. “Preferably somewhere public.”

A muscle ticked at the edge of Frank’s jaw. “I don’t have her number; she changed phones when she moved. Get her to call me, will ya? Tell her I’m real eager to see her.” He put on his black sunglasses, even though the day was overcast. “Good meeting you, officer.”

Frank nodded to his men, turned and sauntered back down the high street. Matt could have sworn that Joe smothered a grin as he passed.

“What the hell was that?” Matt muttered.

“Although I don’t appreciate the language, I’m with you on sentiment. Looks like our newest resident is in it up to her eyeballs.”

Matt allowed a small smile. “In what exactly, vicar?”

“Why, manure, boy—thick, smelly manure.”

Matt let out a sigh. Jena Morgan was currently number one on the list of reasons he’d compiled for why he needed a proper police job. One far away. In a city where real crime happened. Where he wasn’t called out to talk strange American women out of toilets.

“Did you ask her why she’s claiming asylum? Maybe tell her that her actions aren’t legal? That the church doesn’t offer any more protection than she’d find in the pub?”

“Are you comparing the house of God to the local pub, son?”

Matt grinned. “I’ve heard better sermons in the pub.”

The vicar smacked him on the back of the head. Matt rubbed it, but chuckled at the same time. “Have you talked to Jena or not?”

Reverend Morrison threw up his hands in disgust. “I tried. It’s impossible. She’s singing at the top of her lungs. Something about shaking herself all night long. I can’t get through the door. You’re going to have to deal with this.”

Matt smothered a groan. “Do you have a spare key for the toilet?”

“Son, that door is about a million years old. I didn’t even know it locked.”

“Brilliant.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Will it bother you if I kick it in?”

The vicar laughed. “No, but it might bother you when you break your toes. The door is several inches thick.” He beamed with pride. “They don’t make them like that anymore.”

“Window?” Matt was quickly losing what little patience he had left.

The vicar pointed to the side of the church. “You’ll know you have the right one when you hear the toneless wailing.”

The vicar was right. It didn’t take long to zero in on the right window. He could hear singing, or wailing, coming from inside the room. The window was level with Matt’s shoulders and it wasn’t locked. He peered into the darkened room, but couldn’t see Jena. The ladies’ toilet was the old-fashioned type, combining a room for women to wait and fix their makeup with a room for them to do their business. Matt could only see a portion of the waiting room. With a sigh, he heaved himself up and launched his body into the room.

He turned the corner and found Jena sitting on the floor beside the main door. His breath stuttered in his chest, as it usually did when he saw the woman. It was easy to understand why the men of Invertary were falling over themselves to date her. Unfortunately, after about ten minutes in her company, you also realised why none of those first dates led to a second—the woman was chaos personified. He’d never met anyone so easily distracted and accident-prone. She was a one-woman weapon of mass destruction.

But she was stunning. Waist-length honey-brown hair that fell in waves over golden skin. Curves, voluptuous but toned, that made a man itch to touch her. Her lips were the colour of a ripe peach and just as lush. But it was her eyes that undid him. Wide eyes the colour of warm honey. Eyes a man could melt into. He shook himself from the daze she induced.

Matt crouched down in front of Jena and tapped her knee.

Her shriek had him covering his ears.

“Stop that right now!” Matt watched as comprehension dawned in those sinful eyes. It was followed closely by relief.

“Matt.” Her shoulders sagged. “I’m sorry, I thought...” She looked around nervously. “You startled me.”

“Yeah, I got that from the screaming.” Matt stood. “Come on, we need to get out of here.” He turned towards the door.

“No.” Jena scrambled to her feet. She pulled the earbuds from her ears and stuffed them into her massive canvas bag. “I claimed asylum. I’m staying here. I have water. A toilet. I can order pizza and they’ll deliver through the window. I’m all set.”

Matt took a deep breath and looked down at her. In her platform shoes, the top of her head made it just past his shoulders. She blinked up at him, wide-eyed and earnest. It took him a minute to figure out who she reminded him of, and then it hit him—the cat from Shrek. He closed his eyes for a second to regroup.

“Number one.” Matt held up a finger. “This is Invertary. There is no pizza delivery. Number two. You can’t claim asylum. There’s no such thing.”

“Of course there is. I saw it on TV.”

“Those are political asylum seekers. Generally they register with the government, who then reviews their case. They live in houses the councils provide. They don’t hole up in church toilets.”

She seemed confused. The cutest little lines appeared between her brows. “I didn’t see that show. I was talking about the movies. Clint Eastwood. That sort of thing.”

He stared at her as his brain rebooted. “You mean cowboy movies. Westerns?”

She smiled widely. “Exactly. But if you need me to register, hand the paperwork through the window and I’ll sign it.”

For a minute he was tempted to give up on the conversation and leave her in the bathroom. “Jena, those movies aren’t real. They’re fiction.”

“Those movies are based on historical fact. They have to research them and stuff.”

“They’re also based in America. You’re in Scotland. Even if they were real, we don’t let you claim asylum in churches over here. Come on, it’s time to leave. The Weight Watchers group meet in half an hour and they like to use the toilet before the weigh-in. They won’t be happy to find the door locked.”

She eyed him suspiciously. “How would you know something like that?”

“I have a mother and two younger sisters. I know everything there is to know about needless weight loss and insane diets. Now, let’s get out of here.”

She grabbed his arm. “I can’t leave. I...” She looked around, maybe hoping that an excuse would present itself. At last her shoulders slumped and she seemed resigned. “There’s someone in town looking for me and I need to hide. Or run.” A thought occurred to her. Her eyes went wide. “Wait a minute. Are you going to arrest me? Did he send you in here to take me to the big house?” Her brow scrunched. “No, that can’t be it. He wouldn’t send in the cops.” Her face went white. “Those have to be Rizzoni’s men he’s got with him. There can only be one reason he brought mob lackeys to Scotland.” She took a deep breath. “He’s going to kill me. I claim asylum.”

With a screech, she ran into a toilet stall and locked the door.

***
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Jena slammed the toilet lid down and sat on it. She was going to die. She knew it. Why else would Frank come all the way to Scotland? It wasn’t as though he loved to travel. He thought New York was too far to visit, and that was only a two-hour drive from Atlantic City.

“Jena.” Matt sounded like he was gritting his teeth.

Jena felt instantly guilty. It wasn’t his fault she’d brought all this trouble to town. He was doing the best he could, but a small-town cop in the Scottish Highlands wasn’t equipped to deal with the Atlantic City mob.

“Tell me what’s going on right now.” His commanding tone sent shivers down her spine. Still, she didn’t answer.

“Jena? Why did you think I was going to arrest you? Why do you think Frank wants to kill you?”

Jena chewed down on her thumbnail before stopping when she remembered she would never be able to afford another manicure.

Matt sucked in an irritated breath. “I’m ten seconds away from ripping that door off its hinges, dragging you to the station and putting you and Frank Di Marco in a room until someone tells me what’s going on.”

Nausea assaulted her at his words. At least she was in the right place if she wanted to vomit.

“Jena. Talk. Now. Why do you think your fiancé is going to harm you?”

She sat up straight. “Fiancé? What fiancé?”

He let out an exasperated sigh. “Frank Di Marco.”

Jena shot to her feet and pointed at the door. “He is not my fiancé. He’s a cheating man-whore, that’s what he is. He’s never even proposed. Not that I would have accepted. But there has to be a proposal for there to be a fiancé.”

“Okay, so he isn’t your fiancé. Why would he say he is?”

“Insanity?” She was pretty sure that was the underlying reason for everything Frank did.

“Tell me what’s going on or I can’t help you.” A vision of Officer Donaldson’s deep blue eyes looking all earnest and stern flashed in her mind. She wavered.

“Can you have him kicked out of town? Maybe deported?” She tried not to sound too hopeful.

“Possibly. If I know the truth.”

Jena bit her bottom lip as she shuffled foot to foot.

“It will be okay.” The cop’s soothing brogue almost undid her. “Tell me what the problem is. Trust me, Jena.”

Jena felt herself cave. She took a shaky breath, grateful she was telling her stupid story from behind a door where she couldn’t see the judgment in his eyes. “Frank and I lived together for a while. He cheated on me with a series of strippers. I’m pretty sure they were all called Candy.” She couldn’t keep the snide tone out of her words, which made her feel ashamed. She was better than that. She was better than Frank Di Marco. “Anyway, when I found out about the strippers, I lost the plot a little. I kicked Frank out of the house, sold everything we owned and used the money to move here.”

She took a deep breath while waiting for his reaction.

“Okay, so far I’m not hearing anything that has me worried. I don’t see why the man would come all this way to get revenge over you selling his stuff.”

She bit her bottom lip. “I also sold his perfectly restored 1966 Chevrolet Chevelle. He loved that car more than anything. Definitely more than me.”

There was a pause. “You sold the man’s classic car?”

Jena frowned at the door. “Should I have hit it with a baseball bat and set fire to the seats instead?”

“Point made. Carry on.”

Jena rolled her eyes. Men and their cars. “That’s all there is to tell. Once everything was gone, I surfed the net looking for a new place to live. I remembered my mom talking about Invertary—she’s a huge Josh McInnes fan and gives me updates on what he’s doing. Next thing I knew, I was looking at the town website. Then the town’s real estate site. After drowning my sorrow in a bottle of tequila, I bought a house.” She paused. “And here I am.”

There was silence for a minute. If it wasn’t for the sound of his breathing, she would have thought he’d left her.

“Let me get this right. You sold everything the guy owned, without his knowledge, and bought a house in Scotland with the proceeds?”

She felt her cheeks burn. “I had a holiday in Paris too. But bear in mind that he isn’t really a guy. He’s a scum-sucking man-whore.”

For a moment she heard nothing, and then deep laughter echoed throughout the room.

“Remind me never to piss you off,” the cop said between gasps.

Jena frowned at the closed door, wondering what the correct response was to that statement.

“Am I going to be arrested for selling his stuff?” It had been worrying her.

“You didn’t do it in Scotland, Jena.”

“Will they extradite me?”

The cop started laughing again. “I only talked to Frank for a couple of minutes, but I figure the cops in Atlantic City will give you a standing ovation rather than charge you with theft. I don’t know much about American law, but in Scotland if you live with someone for a couple of years you’re considered to be in a common-law marriage and your property is shared. Over here the stuff you sold would have legally belonged to you too.”

“I did put a lot of money into our relationship. I kept us afloat for years while Frank tried to make it big.”

“Well, there you go, then. Can you come out of the toilet now?”

“I can’t leave here, Matt. Frank must be here for revenge. He’ll want his money back. Along with his car. And I don’t have either.”

“Come out of the toilet, Jena. I’ll deal with Frank.”

She cracked the door open and peered up at him. Instead of the usual disapproval, his eyes were sparkling with amusement. It wasn’t an improvement.

“Let’s get you home,” he said.

She shook her head. “He has to know where I live. I can’t go back there.”

“Are you afraid he’ll hurt you?” His features turned to stone. “Has he ever hurt you?”

“No.” He didn’t look convinced. “No, he’s never lifted his hand to me.”

“Then why are you afraid? Why not just talk to the man?”

“Didn’t you hear me in there?” She gestured to the toilet stall where she’d spilled her guts to him. “He’s here with Vince Rizzoni’s boys.”

Matt held up his hands in exasperation. “So?”

“They’re the mob. Frank got into bed with the guy about a year ago—along with every other skanky woman in stilettos on the East Coast.”

His huge hands clasped her shoulders. “Focus, Jena.”

For a few seconds she was too mesmerised by his perfectly squared jaw and deep-set eyes to focus on anything other than the man in front of her.

“You were telling me about Frank and the mob,” he prompted.

Jena felt herself blush. “Yeah, he started hanging with Vince’s men. He changed. Became harder, more cagey. He kept secrets, other than the women. I didn’t like the men who started to visit. Some of them scared me.”

“Those guys here today, were they the ones visiting?”

She shook her head. “Other guys. Rougher. I felt like I didn’t know Frank anymore. I was worried and he wouldn’t listen to me. He’d get angry. Real angry. I would like to think he isn’t capable of harming me, but he changed, and I don’t know for sure what he’s capable of now.”

Matt let out a heavy sigh. “Okay. There’s no need to worry. You aren’t in America anymore. The mob doesn’t have a lot of pull here. I’ll deal with Frank and find out what he wants.”

“I think it’s best if I stay here until you have a chat with him.”

“You can’t hide in here.”

Jena disagreed. She wasn’t proud. She could definitely hide. Hiding was exactly what she needed to do. She took a step back into the toilet stall and slammed the door shut.

“Thank you for helping me. I really appreciate it, and I hate being rude like this, but I think it’s best if I stay here until you sort out Frank.”

“Jena.” Matt’s tone was a threat.

Jena swallowed hard as she put her earbuds back in place. She’d do something nice for the cop later as a thank you. Something that didn’t involve money, as she had none. She’d bake him cookies but she couldn’t cook. Maybe she’d teach him to dance? Everybody could use some dancing skills. Yeah, that was a great idea.

She sat on the toilet lid, tuned out Matt’s shouting and let Taylor Swift’s voice calm her racing heart.​
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After informing a disgruntled vicar that he had a temporary resident in the ladies’ loo, Matt headed down the high street towards the town’s only pub and hotel. If the wannabe Sopranos weren’t staying there, he’d eat his hat.

“Hey,” Josh McInnes called as Matt entered the restaurant area. “We thought you weren’t going to make it. We already ordered.”

“I’m not here for breakfast, guys. I’m dealing with another Jena Morgan mess.”

The men grinned.

“Who did she date this time? Is the poor guy still alive?” Josh said. “Dougal, get the board. Jena’s at it again.”

There was a murmur of delight amongst the breakfast crowd as a grinning Dougal flipped the smaller of the two chalk menu boards over. The pub owner rubbed out the name of the last guy Jena dated and poised ready with his chalk for the next.

“Who’s the latest victim?” he said.

“I don’t care who it is,” one of the old guys at the bar said. “I’ll take ten to one on a concussion. We haven’t had one of those for a while. We’re about due.”

“Concussion it is.” Dougal marked the board.

Matt took off his hat, ran his fingers through his hair and frowned. “You do realise you’re running an illegal betting pool right in front of a cop?”

Dougal grinned, making him look even more like Father Christmas than usual. “You’ll be wanting to place your usual bet on a broken leg, then?”

“Not this time.” Matt let out a sigh. “This latest mess isn’t about her love life. I’m looking for some American guys. They’re in town asking after Jena. She ran away from them and claimed sanctuary in the church.”

There was a disbelieving pause before the room was filled with laughter. Dougal flipped the board back over after promising the old guy he could still bet on the next of Jena’s victims getting concussion.

“You look stressed. Tell Uncle Joshy all about it.” Josh patted the empty bench beside him. “You might as well eat now you’re here.”

Matt shrugged. Jena wasn’t going anywhere. In fact, she didn’t want to go anywhere. Suddenly, he didn’t feel such an urgent need to sort out her latest mess. He plopped into the seat beside Josh.

“For the record,” he told the American singer, “that whole Uncle Joshy thing is seriously creepy.”

“Told you.” Mitch pointed at his friend.

Lake Benson, the retired English soldier, poured a mug of coffee and handed it to Matt. That was what Matt appreciated most about Lake—he was a man of action, not chit-chat.

“So, what’s the story?” Josh was bouncing around on the seat beside him, reminding Matt of an overgrown puppy. A really annoying puppy. “Is Jena on the run from the law? She killed someone she was dating in the States, didn’t she? But then, that would only be manslaughter. Do they extradite for manslaughter?”

The men gaped at the hyper singer for a minute before Mitch confiscated Josh’s coffee mug. “That’s it. We’re cutting off your caffeine.”

“Hey, not fair. I'm sleep deprived.”

Mitch rolled his eyes. “Last I heard it was Caroline getting up through the night to deal with the baby, not you.”

“Yeah, but she disturbs my sleep when she gets up.”

Lake laughed. “I'm telling her you said that.”

Josh grimaced. “Don't even think about it. What happens in the breakfast club stays in the breakfast club.”

They all groaned.

“We keep telling you,” Mitch said, “this isn't a club. It's food.”

“It could be a club. I got us matching T-shirts. If we all wear the shirts it will feel more like a club.”

“You can wear your T-shirt if you want. We can't stop you. But we aren't a club.”

“We could be.” Josh stroked his hand down the front of his vintage Breakfast Club T-shirt. “This is a great shirt. It was a great movie. Iconic.”

The men ignored him.

“There they are.” Matt pointed to the Americans coming through the door that led to the upstairs hotel.

Before he could get up and approach the men, Mr Suit spotted the group. He grinned widely and headed straight for them.

Frank Di Marco stopped in front of their booth, flanked by his bodyguards. “If it isn’t Atlantic City’s favourite crooner. How you doing, Josh?”

“Good, Frank, good.” Josh and Mitch both stood to shake hands with Frank.

“It’s been what?” Frank spread his hands. “Twenty years? You were just a kid, working the clubs.”

“If I remember rightly”—Mitch sat back down with a grin—“you were working the clubs too.”

Frank laughed. “True. Too true.” He shrugged. “Talents lie in different areas, eh, boys? You did what you were good at and I did what I was good at. Such is life. And here we are, in our prime, men of influence.”

“I don’t know about that,” Josh mumbled.

“Did you move up in the world, Frank?” Mitch arched an eyebrow at the man.

Frank shrugged. Matt assumed it was supposed to look humble. It just looked fake.

“Got myself a club. Remember Legs? Acquired it a year ago. I’m turning it around. Also got myself a partner. You mighta heard of him.” He paused for effect. “Vince Rizzoni.”

Mitch let out a low whistle. “I hope you know what you’re doing, man.”

“I told you when we were kids,” Frank said, “we were destined for greatness. Now look at you two—Josh here is setting underwear on fire all over the globe and you’re watching his back, making sure that talent of his earns the money and respect it deserves. Now I have someone watching my back too. It’s taken a lot of work, but now I have the capital and the backing I need to implement my plans. Legs is just the beginning. I’m aiming for world domination, boys.”

Matt watched as Joe, the guy wearing the goon T-shirt, turned a laugh into a cough.

“Tell me, officer,” Frank said. “Did you manage to get Jena out of the church? We have a lot of catching up to do.”

Matt studied the guy before speaking. “No. She’s still in there. She doesn’t want to talk to you. Or see you. She’s wondering why you’re calling her your fiancée. I’m kind of wondering the same thing.”

Frank chuckled, like the whole conversation was deeply amusing. “What can I tell you? We lived together for four years. She’s been here a while; you know what she’s like. Kooky. Isn’t that right, Grunt?”

Grunt grunted. Helpful guy.

Matt felt his jaw clench. “She’s worried you might be here for payback.”

Another fake laugh. Matt was getting seriously sick of Frank’s we’re-all-guys-together routine.

“Now why would she think that?”

“Maybe because she cleared out your house, sold everything that wasn’t nailed down and when she was done there found a buyer for your car.”

Frank wasn’t smiling now. Matt stood. Pleased to see he had a couple of inches on the guy. “A 1966 Chevelle, wasn’t it? Perfectly restored, I hear.”

Josh let out a low whistle.

“Ouch,” Mitch said with a wince.

Frank’s fists clenched. “A misunderstanding. That’s all, officer. This is a domestic issue. Nothing for you to concern yourself with.” He tugged at his cuffs, flashing gold cufflinks that would have cost Matt more than a month’s salary. “I’m here to take Jena home. She belongs to me.”

“Don’t you mean with you?”

Frank shrugged. “Tomato, tomahto—isn’t that how the song goes? Jena and me, we got history. She’s the girl for me and I’m taking her home. Where she belongs.”

“I think it’s best if you leave Jena alone. You two have nothing to talk about. Your relationship is over. The fact she moved country without telling you should have clued you in.” Matt took a step towards Frank, invading his space. “There’s nothing for you here. I suggest, strongly, that you go home.”

Frank’s eyes hardened. “It’s a free world. No law against me visiting with my woman. No law against me persuading her to come home with me. No law against seeing the sights while we’re here. Last time I checked, this town welcomed tourists.” His smile was cold. “I’ll be seeing you around, officer.”

Matt clenched his teeth as he watched him go. Apart from warning him off, there was nothing he could do. Once the door closed on the men, he sat back down and glared at Mitch and Josh.

“Talk,” he ordered.

A plate loaded with a cooked breakfast appeared in front of him. The smell of sausages, black pudding, baked beans and potato scones made Matt’s mouth water. There were even locally grown mushrooms and home-baked soda bread. It was heart attack heaven. Dougal, the pub owner and the town’s unofficial mayor, clasped his shoulder. “Thought you could use that, son.”

Matt half expected the man to hang around and insinuate himself into the conversation, but he left as quickly as he’d arrived. Matt suspected it was the murderous look he knew was in his eyes that deterred Dougal.

Josh and Mitch shared a look. Matt read it loud and clear: trepidation.

“Looks like Frank got what he wanted,” Josh said.

Mitch rubbed his chin. “No kidding, if he’s in bed with Rizzoni, he’s on his way to being a made man.”

Matt held up his hand. “Explain. From the beginning.”

Mitch sighed. “We were teenagers when we knew Frank Di Marco. He was a hustler back then. A guy trying to make a buck and a name for himself. He talked big, but was harmless. He was decent enough, funny, entertaining. He had a code. You could trust him.”

“That doesn’t sound like the guy we just had a chat with,” Matt said.

“No.” Mitch glanced towards the door Frank had disappeared through. “He’s changed. He’s managed to get into bed with the big boys.” He looked back at Matt. “Vince Rizzoni is well connected; he’s high up in the Rizzoni family. We’re talking Jersey mob. I don’t know where Vince sits in the structure of things; we’re out of touch. But he’s definitely mob.”

Matt felt a throbbing start in his temple. “What’s this club he’s talking about?”

“Legs? It’s a strip club. Used to be the strip club. Sounds like Frank’s got plans to take it to the top again.”

Matt relaxed slightly and forked some baked beans into his mouth. It took a lot more stress than this current fiasco to ruin his appetite. “So, he’s not mob, only connected to the mob. American mob, which is far, far away.” He looked at Mitch. “I don’t have to worry about him, then?”

Mitch was grim. He shook his head. “No, it means you have to worry more. Sounds like he’s trying to impress the Rizzonis to get in deep with them. It doesn’t look good if his woman ran out on him.”

“Especially if she cleaned him out beforehand,” Josh added.

Mitch nodded. “Something like that will make a man lose face. Trust me. If you want to impress the mob, you sort that crap out pretty damn quick. I saw this a lot when I was studying law. Mob guys up on charges over something that started out as a loss of respect and ended with violence, and bodies with cement shoes.”

Everything within Matt stilled. “Is Jena in danger?”

“I honestly don’t know,” Mitch said. “With the Frank I used to know I’d say no, but that Frank didn’t make deals with the mob. I don’t know what this Frank is capable of.”

Matt didn’t like that answer one bit.

“I wouldn’t trust him,” Josh said. “His image has taken a hit. For a guy like that, image is everything. A good image promotes respect. I would guess that’s why he hooked Jena—she’s gorgeous. That kind of woman gives a man status. It’s also probably why he’s pissed about his car as well. A pristine Chevelle is nothing to sneeze at. They sell for what? A hundred grand?” He looked at Mitch, who nodded.

“They can go for that much, but around about the fifty-k mark is more common.”

Matt buttered his toast. “Why the hell would Jena hook up with a guy like that?” He wasn’t sure why any woman would date Frank.

Josh shrugged. “Money? Lifestyle?”

No. No way. Matt shook his head. “Does she strike you as the gold-digging type? She’s out there fixing a house that’s beyond repair. Doing it all by herself. If she was into money and lifestyle, she’d have hit on a wealthy single guy or cosied up to someone willing to do the work for her.”

“You’re forgetting about the dates—she’s had a lot of them since coming to town.” Josh pointed his fork at Matt. “Men are falling over themselves to get at her. Maybe she’s looking for a sugar daddy.”

Lake laughed. He’d been so quiet that Matt almost forgot he was there. “If she was looking for a sugar daddy she wouldn’t have gone out with half those guys. She went fishing with George the mailman last week. He isn’t exactly rolling in it.”

Matt sighed heavily. “I don’t like this.” He went to eat his black pudding, and his plate was empty. What the hell? Did he eat it without noticing? He looked up and found Josh trying to appear innocent.

“I’m telling Caroline,” Matt told him. “Didn’t she put you on a diet? I remember her lecture on how you need to be fit for your new tour. She won’t be pleased you’re eating a fat-filled Scottish breakfast. And she definitely won’t be impressed that yours wasn’t enough for you and you had to steal mine.”

“Have a heart, man. That’s plain evil.” Josh paled, and the men laughed.

Matt pulled out his phone and dialled his computer genius cousin, Harry. “Can you run a background check for me?”

“Sure thing. Let me get a pen. Who’s the lucky victim whose privacy gets invaded this time?”

“Three guys, new in town. Joe something. Grunt, that’s a nickname, I don’t have a real name for him. And Frank Di Marco.”

There was a pause. “Tell me you mean ‘something’ is Joe’s last name, otherwise this is a needle in a haystack scenario. I mean, seriously, Joe? It’s right up there with John Smith. And you want me to run a search on somebody called Grunt? Are you running a fever? Do I need to call your mum and get her to check on you?”

“I thought you were the genius? You have computer superpowers. Nothing is too hard for you. Isn’t that what you keep telling me? That you’re king of the cyber world?”

Josh and Mitch laughed, while Lake’s top lip twitched.

“You’re an annoying pain in my backside, you know that, right?” Harry said in resignation. “Do you know anything else? Or is this all I’m getting?”

“They all come from Atlantic City. They have mob connections. And Frank was Jena Morgan’s boyfriend. Emphasis on was. He owns a club called Legs.”

Harry let out a heavy sigh. “You owe me for this.”

“I’ll offer my services to check under your bed for rats. I know you still have nightmares about them. Don’t worry. Your big cousin will protect you and we’ll call it even.” Matt grinned as he hung up on Harry’s blustering threats. He sobered as he turned to Lake. “I know your security business is busy right now, but we need to keep an eye on Jena. Can you spare anyone?” He winced. “There’s no money in it.”

“I’ll cover the costs,” Mitch and Josh said at the same time. They laughed and high-fived each other.

Josh saw Matt’s querying look. “Caroline would kill me if I didn’t help out.”

“Damsel in distress,” Mitch said by way of an explanation.

Matt looked at Lake. “So we’re good?”

Lake nodded. “We’ll work out a rota. I’ve got a couple of guys I can spare until we know what’s going on, but they won’t be free before the weekend. You okay to pitch in?”

“Aye,” Matt said. “I probably should, seeing as this is my idea.”

Lake’s lip twitched in an approximation of a smile, and he cocked an eyebrow at Matt. “Still planning on leaving town for a more exciting job in the city?”

Matt made his thoughts on that comment clear with a gesture.

The men laughed and Mitch signalled for more coffee.

***
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Jena was bored. For some reason she thought claiming sanctuary would be more exciting than the reality. Since she was no longer sitting in the main restroom area, but locked in one of the toilet cubicles, the Weight Watchers group were able to use the toilets. For a while she was kept busy answering questions as to why she’d moved into the ladies’ loo, then the meeting started and she was alone again. Alone and hungry. Yet the thought of snacking while sitting in a toilet cubicle was less than appealing.

“Aunty Jena? Are you doing a poopy?”

Jena grinned widely at the sound of her young neighbour. “No, honey.”

“Good, they’re stinky and I don’t want to come in if it’s stinky.”

The next thing Jena knew, a brunette head appeared under the door and a little body shimmied in. The four-year-old was dressed head to toe in pink, with a headband that looked like Minnie Mouse ears. Without blinking, she climbed up on Jena’s lap and kissed her cheek. Jena’s heart melted, as it usually did any time she was around Katy.

“Muma says you’re stuck in here. Why don’t you go under the door?”

Jena hugged her close. “I’m a little bigger than you, honey. I can’t fit under the door. But I’m not stuck. I’m hiding.”

The little girl frowned. “This isn’t a very good spot, Aunty Jena, I found you really fast.”

“Good point.” Jena snuggled her. “Where’s your mum?”

“Right here, you dingbat. What crazy mess are you mixed up in now?”

At the sound of her friend Abby’s voice, Jena felt her eyes tear up. Stupid. She blinked them away. She was so grateful for her neighbour. They’d hit it off the minute Jena had arrived in town. Abby was the sister Jena had always wanted.

“If you lock the main door, I’ll come out and tell you,” Jena said.

“Already done.”

Jena put Katy on her feet and unlocked the door. Katy held her hand tightly.

“Look, muma, I found her.”

Abby’s face melted as she smiled at her daughter. “Yes, you did. You’re super clever. Now let’s go next door and eat.” She held up a large bag and shook it at Jena. “Figured you’d be hungry by now.”

“You’re a saint.” Jena hugged her friend.

“Yeah, so I hear. Come on, let’s go have a picnic in the waiting area.”

“Picnic!” Katy rushed off into the other room.

The women followed, although with a lot less enthusiasm. Abby reached into her bag and produced a red tartan shawl. She spread it flat on the floor before emptying the contents of the bag onto it. It mainly contained pies and cakes from Morag’s bakery.

Abby winced as she looked at the spread. “We’ll have to live on vegetables for the rest of the week to make up for the lack of vitamins in this meal.”

Jena grinned at her before reaching for a meat pie and a can of Pepsi. She plonked into one of the old armchairs and sighed with contentment. Food made all things better. Just like Taylor.

“Are you going to tell me what’s going on?” Abby made sitting in a church restroom look elegant.

Her friend’s ability to ooze class and refinement no matter the situation made Jena smile. She cast a glance at Katy to make sure she was occupied before she spoke. Katy had emptied her Minnie Mouse handbag of soft toys. The Disney characters were arranged in a semicircle and were “eating” some of Morag’s cake. With a deep breath, Jena turned to her friend.

“Frank is in town and he brought a couple of the Rizzoni boys with him.”

Abby stopped eating, the pie halfway to her mouth. “You need to stay with us until he leaves.”

Jena’s heart melted. She reached over and gave Abby’s hand a squeeze. “I can’t, honey. You have the kiddo to think about. It’s best if I keep away from you two. It’s safer.”

“I don’t like this. Not one bit. You don’t owe that guy anything.”

“I did sell everything he owns and ran with the money,” Jena pointed out.

Abby’s eyes lit with fire. “You spent years helping to fund every cockamamie scheme that man came up with. You bailed him out of trouble time and again. He owes you.”

Jena actually managed a laugh. She grabbed her friend’s hand. “See? This is why I love you.”

Abby squeezed her back. “I don’t understand why he’s here. Surely he’s figured out by now that you’ve spent the money. He can’t think you’re going to return with him. That’s insane.”

“Frank isn’t known for his sharp mind. I should probably talk to him and find out what he wants, but I don’t like arguments. I have a tendency to cave when people shout at me. I think I’d rather stay here in the toilet until he goes back to the States. I mean, he can’t hang out in Scotland forever.”

Abby’s lips pursed and her eyes hardened with determination. “You can’t stay here. You’ll be all alone in a big building. There are too many ways to get into this place. It’s easy access. It isn’t safe.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” a deep voice said from the window.

The women’s heads snapped in the direction of the words. Jena’s heart calmed slightly when she found Matt staring in at her. As they watched, the local cop pulled himself up and effortlessly climbed into the room. Jena felt a little bit of drool escape at the sight of all that flexing muscle. She wiped her lip and hoped no one noticed.

“Mattie!” Katy launched herself at the cop, wrapping her arms around his legs. He chuckled, picking her up to give her a cuddle.

Jena felt a pang of envy that she wasn’t the one in Matt’s arms. It made her question her sanity. Obviously she was feeling insecure and needed a hug. Any strong arms would do. It wasn’t just because it was the grumpy control-freak cop who was doing the cuddling.

Matt put Katy back on the floor and ruffled her hair, making her scowl at him. He nabbed a meat pie. “I spoke to Frank,” he said between mouthfuls. “I don’t like this situation. He won’t tell me why he’s here and I don’t trust him. I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to be alone while these guys are in town.”

Jena chewed her bottom lip. She couldn’t stay with Abby, not with Katy around. If anything happened to that baby, Jena would curl up and will herself to die. She couldn’t stay at the pub—even if she could afford it, Frank was probably staying there. She didn’t know anyone else well enough to impose on them. And even if she did, she wouldn’t want to for fear it would put them in danger. She was out of options. It was the church or nothing. At least the church was in the centre of town, surrounded by people. Her house was on the outskirts by the hills—no one ever came there, not unless they meant to. No. The church was her best option. She looked up at the cop.

“I’m staying here. I can’t go home alone.”

His smile unnerved her. “Who said anything about going home alone? Say hello to your new roommate, princess.” He gave her a finger wave.

Jena’s jaw dropped as Abby choked on her soda.​
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For some reason, Matt thought being in Jena’s house would be more comfortable than bunking down in the church. He was wrong. As he looked around her kitchen, he felt the hairs on his arms stand in protest. Even a night on the vicar’s old couch was better than this.

“We can’t stay here.” Just standing in the house was giving him hives. He’d never be able to sleep in it.

“Sure we can.” Jena threw her huge bag on the rickety old dining table, making it wobble. “I stay here every day.”

“In this?” Matt looked around in disgust.

Jena’s cheeks flushed slightly. “It’s a work in progress.”

“Is that what you call it?” Matt would call it a disaster zone. Then he’d cordon off the area and call in a demolition crew.

The state of the overgrown garden—complete with the burned out shell of a car—should have been a hint at the horrors to be found inside the house. Unfortunately, Matt missed the hint. And now he was standing in the aftermath of a war zone. Wallpaper, turned brown with age, peeled from the walls. Cracked linoleum curled up under his feet. Cabinet doors were missing. The counter was chipped and warped, making it look more like a rollercoaster track than a place where you prepared food. The ancient electric cooker had lost the oven door. Three mismatched metal bistro chairs sat beside the table, and two of the seats had been mended with duct tape. A pane of glass in the window was covered with card. The fridge was about a million years old, the white stained yellow with age, and it made the same noise as an airplane engine.

Matt shook his head in wonder. “You’ve been living here?”

Jena opened the fridge. It took two hands and a hefty yank. “Where else would I live? This is my house. I bought it.”

Matt noticed that every surface, no matter what state it was in, was scrubbed clean. There wasn’t a cobweb or a smidgen of dust anywhere. The knowledge that she’d cleaned the place made him relax—slightly. “Even after you saw a picture of this?” He motioned around the room.

Instead of handing him a can of Coke, Jena slammed it into his stomach. Her face an irritated scowl. “They didn’t post photos of this room on the real estate site. And the exterior photos they did post turned out to be years old. I talked to a lawyer about suing, but the sellers had covered their asses in the fine print and I don’t have the money to fight the case.”

“I can see how you’d need every penny you have to fix this place.” He popped the can and took a long drink. It was icy cold. At least the fridge worked. He eyed it suspiciously. If it wasn’t so solid, it could possibly fly too. “Why don’t you pay someone to renovate for you?”

She let out an exasperated sigh. “Because, Einstein, I don’t have the money to pay someone. I didn’t know the house needed this much work, so I went on holiday on my way to Scotland. If I’d known what I was coming to, I’d have skipped Paris.”

She motioned at a chair for him to sit. Matt tested its strength before trusting it with his weight. Jena rolled her eyes at him.

“Do you think I’d give you a chair you couldn’t sit on?”

“Hey.” He held up his hands. “Men have a tendency to get injured around you. Better safe than sorry.”

She pursed her pretty lips before turning her attention to the cupboards behind her. “Are you hungry? Have you had dinner? Do you like Pop-Tarts?”

“What’s a Pop-Tart?”

She beamed at him, back to being perky and bubbly. “Only the best snack food in the universe. You’re in for a treat.”

It was amazing to watch her sunny personality bounce back into place. An evil part of him wondered what it would take to keep Jena in a bad mood for any length of time. Then he remembered Frank and decided all it took was cheating on her. For some reason he had a sudden urge to break the man’s nose.

♦♦♦
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If Jena had to pick a movie role for the hunky cop sitting in her kitchen, it would be Wolverine—without all the hair and the claws. He definitely had the same bulk as Wolverine and, unfortunately, the same surly, sarcastic attitude.

“Okay, so I have strawberry, chocolate and s’mores Pop-Tarts. What do you want?” Matt looked at her blankly. “Chocolate it is.” She tried to keep her voice light and cheery. Normally it didn’t take this much effort.

She opened one of the last few boxes of Pop-Tarts she’d had shipped from the States and put four in the toaster. While they were heating, she grabbed another couple of cans of Coke from the fridge. A minute later, the little pockets of sugary goodness were sitting on plates in front of them. Jena grinned with delight as she pulled her chair closer to the table.

Matt stared at the food. He poked it with a fingertip. Suspicion oozed from him when he turned to her. “What is this?”

“Dinner.” She lifted one of the brown rectangles. “Be careful, the filling is hot.” She took a bite from the corner. Her eyes shut in delight. Delicious.

When she looked back at him, Matt was holding a Pop-Tart in front of his nose. He sniffed. “Are you sure this is food?”

“Take a bite, you big coward. It won’t hurt you.”

He frowned at her before biting into the tart. It was as though she’d asked him chow down on live worms.

“Good, right?” She reached for the second tart.

He chewed laboriously, swallowed hard, reached for his can of Coke and gulped until it was empty.

“That”—he pointed at the tart—“is the most foul thing I’ve had in my mouth since my cousin Flynn dared me to eat mud when I was a kid.” He gave her a look of utter horror. “It’s like sugar-coated cardboard.” He pushed the plate away. “It doesn’t taste anything like chocolate. I’m not sure it even qualifies as food.”

Several thoughts fought for prominence in Jena’s head. One—he’d dissed her all-time favourite food. Two—he was being rude in her home. Three—she’d tried Scottish food, and he had a damn cheek calling Pop-Tarts cardboard. Four—she’d just wasted two of them on the jerk. She felt her fragile grasp on a good mood snap. She pointed a finger at him.

“That criticism is hard to take when it’s coming from a guy whose country thinks deep-fried Mars bars are a gourmet treat. The same country that gave us haggis-flavoured chips. The people who claim that blood-soaked oats fried in fat is breakfast. You wouldn’t know decent food if it bit you on the ass. Give me that.” She reached for his rejected Pop-Tart and took a bite out of it. “Mm, mm, delicious.”

“There’s nothing wrong with haggis or black pudding.”

She shuddered before cramming her mouth with more rejected tart.

“Mature.” His censure was ruined by his grin. “Do you have any proper food in here?”

She waved at the fridge. “Be my guest. Make yourself some proper food.” She had no idea what constituted proper food for the surly Scot, but she was pretty sure she didn’t have it. Since money was tight, she’d been living on Pop-Tarts, and the mushrooms and eggs Abby gave her.

He opened the fridge, peered inside then turned to her in disgust. “One egg and a handful of mushrooms?” He stretched up to his full height, which had to be way past six foot, because, at five foot four, Jena felt dwarfed in his presence.

He folded his arms over his black T-shirt, making his muscles bulge, and for the first time in memory, Jena was distracted from her Pop-Tarts. Her mouth watered. There was actually something out there that was more enticing than a warm chocolate tart.

“What do you normally eat?” he demanded, breaking the spell his muscles had cast on her.

Jena pointed to the empty plate in front of her, while wondering if there was an IQ test to become a cop. Had he passed?

“I don’t understand how you manage to look the way you do,” he said. “The problems must be hidden under the skin. You’re probably a walking time bomb for diabetes and heart disease.”

“Well, thanks for that cheery thought.” She stuffed the last of the Pop-Tart into her mouth.

“While I’m here, I’ll take care of the food
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