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Chapter One

GABRIEL STOOD FOR a few moments and stared with a jaundiced expression at the heaving restaurant, if it could be called a restaurant, in front of him.

The Chick’n’Rib Shack.

He figured shack was more on the money than restaurant.

An impressive row of motorbikes was parked directly in front. Various groups of bikers were smoking and drinking by some of the bikes. A couple of interesting ladies in skimpy leather gear were sitting on the pavement, clutching bottles of beer and chatting.

The doors to the restaurant were flung open, pouring light and rock music out into the summer evening. The sun was shining and it was still hot, even though it was after eight in the evening. The place sat squatly in the middle of a parade of shops, two of which were boarded up and the other three closed.

As venues went, it hardly screamed romance.

On the plus side, the atmosphere felt jolly enough. He didn’t expect any imminent fights.

On the minus side…what on earth was she doing here?

Gabriel pushed himself away from the black Range Rover against which he had been leaning and strolled at a leisurely pace towards the restaurant, picking up sidelong, interested glances on the way.

He stood out.

Wherever he went, Gabriel Garcia stood out, and it wasn’t simply because he was so strikingly good-­looking. Yes, he was tall, exotically bronzed and stupidly physically beautiful, but there was also an aura of power and cool, quiet strength about him that made you want to stare at him—and then stare just a little bit more.

He was seldom aware of other people looking at him. Or if he was, he ignored it. He personally was never curious enough about anyone to stare at them.

Except now, he thought wryly, as he stood in the doorway of the restaurant, letting his gaze wander slowly through the crowd in search of her.

It seemed like a million people were crammed into the small space. Wooden tables were scattered in a random fashion in front of a stage where a DJ had set up camp and was throwing himself with gusto into his selection of rock classics. The naked brick walls were cluttered with posters of rock legends playing guitars or sitting with moody expressions on giant motorbikes.

A few tipsy women were dancing, and food was being ferried to tables where people were eating and trying hard to talk over the music and the laughter and the babble of raised voices.

He spotted her.

There she was, sitting with her back to him, her long, dark, curly hair tumbling halfway down her back, earnestly talking to the biker sitting opposite her. Even with her back to him, he would have recognised her from a mile away. Something about the straightness of her posture, the way she held her shoulders and crossed her ankles, tapping with her foot as if impatient for something to happen.

Gabriel didn’t hesitate. He walked briskly towards the table, weaving his way through the crowd, and tapped on her shoulder without a second’s thought as to whether she might be overjoyed to see him or not.

Of course she would be.

They were friends.

Some might say that she was his closest friend and he hers. In a world full of people impressed by his vast wealth and eager to do whatever he asked, she was a constant. She was the woman who had never been impressed by his money or status or…pretty much anything, for that matter.

They went back a long, long way. If, when the starting gun was fired, they were two people who came from two different worlds, then somehow that had never stood in the way of their friendship.

He straightened and waited for her to turn around.

Hell, who was she with?

Bulky guy…thick beard…several chunky chains…fascinating collection of tattoos on both arms…black vest…





Jennifer felt the tap on her shoulder and wasn’t sure whether to be annoyed that someone was interrupting her date night or relieved because she didn’t, actually, want to be on this particular date night and couldn’t understand what had possessed her to swipe right when his photo had popped up.

Maybe she’d been feeling particularly adventurous at the time. Maybe she’d secretly been longing for a change from the sort of guys she was accustomed to dating, unadventurous teacher and accountant types who always seemed to be busy saving to buy a house while life and all its exciting possibilities rushed past them in a blur.

She was by no means a serial dater, but maybe she’d just opted for Hal the biker out of sheer frustration with her love life. How hard was it to find a soul mate? It wasn’t as though she was one of those women in search of Mr Perfect, without whom life wouldn’t be complete! She didn’t have checklists. She didn’t tick off good qualities, weigh them up against bad qualities and then come to an informed decision!

She was happy to go with the flow and see where things led. She was realistic! She knew that she wasn’t perfect and neither were they, but love was about rising above imperfections and finding peace and harmony and fun and acceptance within an imperfect framework.

So where were all these perfectly imperfect guys? It felt like the ones she met only ever managed to make her yawn.

Including this one, despite appearances.

She turned round, and her eyes widened at the sight of Gabriel towering behind her.

Black polo shirt, black jeans…although his uniform of black looked nothing like the black ensemble her date, Hal, was wearing. As always, Gabriel looked effortlessly elegant and sinfully good-looking.

For a fleeting second, the punch of his raw sex appeal hit her for six before common sense quickly intervened, as it always did. This was Gabriel. Gabriel, who was so tightly woven into the tapestry of her life. Yes, he was sexy, but he was also forbidden fruit. It didn’t mean that her heart didn’t sometimes pick up pace when she saw him or heard his voice. She wasn’t a statue, after all!

‘Gabriel!’ she shouted over the noise.

‘Sorry to interrupt your hot date, Jen, but I have to talk to you.’

‘What, this very moment?’ The last person she’d expected to see when she’d turned round had been Gabriel.

She kept in touch with him all the time, but he’d only been to Sussex for a couple of flying visits over the past few weeks, and she hadn’t been around for their usual meet-up.

‘No time to hang around,’ he had told her several times when they’d spoken on the phone.

‘Business,’ he had groaned only a few days before when he had called to catch up. ‘I’ve spent more time out of the damn country than in it.’

‘I guess you could join us!’ she bellowed now, half standing. Out of the corner of her eye, she could tell that her date was none too happy with the interruption while she, on the other hand, could not have been more relieved. Even though…

What on earth was Gabriel doing here?

She felt a sudden ball of dread in the pit of her stomach and stood up fully, frowning and looking at him with consternation.

He was six-foot-three, and she was almost as tall at five-foot-eleven. Tall and busty with rebellious long dark hair in need of a trim and bright blue eyes that came straight from her Irish mother. Blue eyes, dark hair, pale skin and freckles. Her height, on the other hand, was a direct gift from her father, who had been six-foot-four.

‘Is it your mum?’ she asked, pulling him towards her so that she didn’t have to yell to be heard.

‘You could say so.’

‘What’s happened? God, Gabriel, hang on. Let me get my bag.’

‘Probably for the best. Impossible to have a proper conversation in this place.’

She turned to her date, who had also risen to his feet, and flashed him an apologetic smile.

‘Sorry, Hal. Emergency.’

Hal was sulking. She could see it in his eyes. Despite appearances, he really was rather sweet. When he asked her whether he could get in touch, she was loath to be unkindly blunt, so she vaguely muttered something and nothing about getting in touch…who knew what the future held…you’re really nice…maybe I’m not in the right place for a relationship at the moment…but you’re such a great guy…

It was awkward having to half yell her feeble excuses, and she was acutely aware of Gabriel watching keenly from the sidelines.

Flustered, anxious and desperate to hear what Gabriel had to say, she couldn’t wait to leave the too hot and too noisy bar. It was a blessed relief when they were out in the open.

‘Okay, what are you doing here? How did you find me, anyway? Is everything okay with your mum? I’ve had my phone ringer on loud in case she needed to get in touch with me, not that I would have heard it, anyway.’

‘I never pegged you for a rock chick, Jen. My car’s over there. We can go have a chat somewhere a little less hectic.’

‘Just tell me what’s going on. I can’t stand the suspense.’

‘How long have you been seeing the caveman?’

‘That’s a very unkind thing to say about Hal, Gabriel!’

‘That depends entirely on whether you’re interested in meeting someone who hunts for their food. Cavemen have their uses.’

She glanced at him, torn between telling him to mind his own business and knowing that saying that would be pointless because he would just say exactly what he wanted to say. It was the sort of relationship they’d had from the very first time she’d met him when she’d been nine and he’d been twelve.

She’d had to go with her mother during the long summer holidays to his house because the babysitter her mum used had decided to go to Europe for the holidays with her boyfriend, and she was too young to be left alone. Lizzy Carlton cleaned once a week for Gabriel’s mother, who lived in an ancestral mansion on the outskirts of Arundel. The pay was great. She loved the house, loved his mother and would have chopped off her own arm before letting Francesca Garcia down.

Jennifer had been walking in the gardens with her sketch-pad, deciding what flowers to draw for a summer school project, when Gabriel had sneaked up from behind and pulled her hair. She’d spun round and whacked him. Hard. With her sketchbook.

He still mentioned that to this day.

He beeped open the Range Rover, and she hopped inside and slammed the door shut behind her.

‘How did you know where I was?’ she demanded, buckling up but then turning to look at him as he edged the car out of the space.

‘I phoned your friend.’

‘Which friend? I have lots.’

‘The one with the cats.’

‘Caroline. And you know that’s her name, Gabriel. You’ve been to her house with me many times before.’ Jennifer thought that her friend would have gone into a meltdown at the sound of Gabriel’s voice on the phone. She harboured lustful thoughts about him even though she had a very nice boyfriend. She wasn’t the only one of her friends who went a little fuzzy in the head whenever he was around. Jennifer got it. He was rich and gorgeous but…he was also the guy who’d never had a serious relationship in his life before and went through women with such speed that it made her head spin.

Sometimes she thought that her imperviousness to his charm and wealth and staggering good looks was what had kept their friendship so strong and steady. He might be as tempting as the finest of chocolate on a physical level, but on every other level…no. He was the guy who played the field with cheerful abandon, the guy who didn’t believe in love. She was the girl who’d seen the love her parents had shared, had seen the way her mother had kept that love burning even when her dad had died all those years ago. She was the girl who wanted what her parents had had.

The things she and Gabriel found important in life were so very different.

Besides…if she’d ever got it into her head to have some sort of crazy crush on him…

Well, it didn’t bear thinking about. He’d run a mile. Gabriel was allergic to commitment when it came to the opposite sex. She had no idea why and had never asked. Some questions remained out-of-bounds however strong a friendship, and that was one of them.

‘So, you still haven’t told me what’s happening.’

‘It’s about my mother, but don’t start worrying. She’s fine.’

‘Yes, she’s been doing great since her heart op a month ago, but Gabriel…she still seems worried all the time. Mum goes across every day. Now she thinks that perhaps she ought to start staying overnight, just in case…’

‘I don’t think that’s necessary.’

‘Why do you sound weird when you say that?’

‘That’s your imagination playing tricks on you. Have you eaten?’

Momentarily distracted, Jennifer hesitated. Eaten? At the Chick’n’Rib Shack? Hadn’t even been tempted.

‘Thought not. Let’s go have something to eat, and I’ll do my best to explain why I’ve shown up out of the blue.’

‘Maybe,’ Jennifer mused, as he swung away from the brightly lit bar into the darkness of the honeycomb of streets, finally emerging on the outskirts of the town, ‘having had cancer all those years ago, another bout of ill health has made her depressed, even though the consultant has said that she’s doing really well?’

‘I’m sure you’re right,’ Gabriel murmured, ‘but let’s not get lost in speculation.’ She was aware that he slanted a sideways glance at her. She stared through the window with a small frown. ‘I haven’t seen you in weeks,’ he continued. ‘Tell me what you’ve been up to.’

‘You know what I’ve been up to. You’ve been talking to me twice a week since the op so that I can tell you how things are going with your mum.’

‘That’s called you reporting back to me. Our phone calls have been brief, which was not of my choosing. Work. What can I say? It’s ridiculous at the moment. Anyway, back to my mother. As you know, she has a habit of glossing things over when she tells me how she’s doing. I need a variety of data so that I can get a realistic picture. On another note, I had no idea you were dating someone from a Hell’s Angels gang.’

‘I’m not dating Hal,’ Jennifer said irritably. ‘And he’s not from a Hell’s Angels gang. I’m not even sure Hell’s Angels still exist!’

‘Not dating? My mistake. I assumed you were when the cat friend told me that you were on a date, and then I found you with the caveman sharing drinks. Although it’s not much of a date if he can’t even run to buying you a meal.’

‘You’re impossible.’

‘Have you missed me?’

He was grinning, but just for a second, a split second, Jennifer felt that something again, a twinge somewhere deep inside her. An unerring gut instinct told her it had to be firmly stifled.

‘Nope.’

His grin widened.

‘I’ll take that as a yes.’

At this hour of the night, the traffic was light. They were at the local Italian restaurant within several minutes of leaving the Chick’n’Rib Shack.

He killed the engine, but instead of swinging open his door, he leaned against it and looked at her in silence for a few seconds.

The atmosphere was suddenly charged. Or maybe, Jennifer thought, that was her imagination playing tricks on her because she was starving, and because her date with Hal had been a resounding disappointment.

‘You’re staring at me,’ she said after a while. ‘I’m shocked you don’t know that that’s rude.’

‘I always miss your caustic sense of humour when I’m away from it for too long.’ He grinned with lazy amusement. ‘I have no idea what would have possessed you to date the caveman.’

‘Stop calling him that!’

‘Will you be seeing him again?’

‘That’s currently under review.’

‘Say no more.’

‘He’s really nice,’ Jennifer said a little too defensively.

‘Not your type.’

‘You have literally no idea what my type is, Gabriel.’ She briefly wondered if she knew what her type was. If she did, then how was it that she was still in the dating game at the ripe old age of twenty-nine?

She decided that it was an advantage not to have a type. Having a type was very restricting. Gabriel had always had a type. Small, blonde and beautiful. She slanted a sideways look at him and shivered at the thought of him with a woman.

‘Don’t I? Actually, maybe I don’t, but I’m guessing you’d go for someone intelligent,’ Gabriel said thoughtfully.

‘Hal happens to be very intelligent. He’s a car mechanic. Just because he doesn’t run around making billions like you, Gabriel, doesn’t mean that he isn’t smart.’

‘Say the word and I could introduce you to any number of my friends.’

Jennifer burst out laughing.

She rested her hand on the button to open her door but looked at him for a few seconds with genuine amusement.

‘I’ve met a few of your friends before, Gabriel,’ she said dryly. ‘They’ve always seemed to have small blonde things hanging on to their arms for dear life. A bit like you, if I’m honest. Not for me, I’m afraid.’

She was even more amused when Gabriel flushed. He so rarely allowed anything or anyone to get under his skin, but her remark had clearly hit home, and she wasn’t going to apologise about that.

If he could make judgement calls on her love life, then she could make similar calls on his.

She usually kept her opinions to herself, aside from the occasional sarcastic comment, because his choice of women was his concern, but now and again a little prod didn’t go amiss.

‘Small blonde things can be fun,’ he pointed out, recovering quickly and grinning right back at her. He reached across to open her door, and Jennifer tensed at the feel of his arm brushing her breasts.

She was suddenly hot and bothered—and annoyed with him for making her feel hot and bothered.

‘I’m sure they can. Now, are we going to go have some food and actually get down to talking about what you interrupted my date to talk to me about? Or are we going to carry on sitting here, getting hotter and hotter by the second?’

When he burst out laughing, she went bright red. Belatedly she heard the double entendre in what she had just said.

‘And you know I don’t mean what…what you’re cackling about!’

He was still chortling, though, as they made their way into the Italian restaurant, which they had both been to many times over the years.

She, of course, had been there a lot more often than Gabriel, because although she’d left to go to university three years after he had, she had returned to Sussex afterward. Whereas he had spread his wings and taken up residence in London before collecting places in New York, Hong Kong and Dubai like properties on a Monopoly board.

There had been no need for him to fly anywhere to earn a living because he came from money. His mother had lived in the same house forever, a vast ancestral country pile with acres of land.

He could easily have returned after university to run the estate, but instead he had got people in to do it, had sold off some of the acreage so that it was more manageable and had done his own thing.

He had concentrated on making his billions.

He had entered the lucrative world of property development, focusing on commercial property and specialising in warehouse space and land for out-of-town retail parks. Then, from that springboard, he had begun an inexorable process of eying up lucrative startups, buying them, investing in them and turning them into goldmines.

Without the need to initially think about financing what he wanted to do, he’d had the freedom to do whatever he wanted, to explore what made him money, safe in the knowledge that if he failed, he wouldn’t end up sleeping under newspapers outside a shop.

He had gone exploring and had never returned to being the presence in her life she had become accustomed to over the years.

To his credit, though, he did come back to check in on his mother at very regular intervals. He was a devoted son.

She knew that the past few weeks had been rough for him because he hadn’t physically been able to visit as much as he’d wanted, especially considering his mother’s operation. But Jennifer knew that he’d kept in touch—not just with her for catch-ups, but over Zoom with his mum and with her consultant.

Which brought her back to the business of his mother and the mysterious reason he had suddenly appeared without warning earlier on.

She would wait until they were seated. She felt his hand on the small of her back as he ushered her ahead of him into the restaurant, which was packed to the rafters.

She had a flashing image of them together. He, so tall, so sinfully beautiful, dressed in the sort of uber-expensive label-free clothes that oozed sophistication, power and wealth.

While she, the very opposite of one of his tiny, Polly Pocket beautiful blonde little things, was in suitably appropriate gear for a date with a biker. Faded skinny jeans, flat lace-up ankle boots and a burgundy T-shirt that stretched over her abundant breasts. She’d resisted the temptation to complete the look with a bomber jacket, only because it was way too hot.

Jennifer privately felt that she had the sort of figure that very easily looked matronly if her clothes were too baggy, so she was happy to wear snug tops and damn the consequences.

Occasionally she wondered what Gabriel thought of her when they were together, whether he made mental comparisons to the petite blondes he was always out with, but she never lingered over those thoughts, never felt at all insecure, because they were so comfortable in one another’s company.

‘So…’ she opened as soon as they were sitting. The waiter had somehow magicked up a table for them by the window that overlooked expansive gardens at the back.

‘So…’ Gabriel parroted. ‘Does this mean that the pleasantries are over? There was something a little final about your tone of voice. Is it because you’re annoyed that I interrupted your night of searing romance?’

Jennifer sighed elaborately and decided to ignore his shameless fishing for information. ‘I guess I should be polite and ask you how you’ve been, but if you tell me that all you’ve been doing is working, then I’m going to yawn and talk about too much work and high blood pressure.’

‘How is a guy supposed to run an empire and make money if he takes time off to go for country walks and put his feet up in front of a fire?’

‘You don’t have to work as hard as you do, Gabriel. In fact, you don’t actually have to work at all. You never have.’





Gabriel didn’t visibly react. He was accustomed to her gentle chiding when it came to his pressurised work life. It was a familiar backdrop to many of their conversations, and he knew that he would miss it if it ever disappeared, but for the first time, he really thought about what she’d just said.

Jen saw a lot of him and knew a lot about him. They shared a long history of friendship, but there were things even she didn’t know and never would. Things he kept to himself. Secrets that only his mother could access.

Yes, there was the big house with the land and the family fortune.

But no one knew how that fortune had been ruthlessly depleted by his father, the man who had walked away from his own flesh and blood three decades ago, when Gabriel had been little more than a toddler.

To the outside world, it had been an amicable parting of ways. It was the story his kind-hearted mother had spun to everyone, including him. Retrospectively, he had realised that it had been to spare him the hurt of knowing just how comprehensively they had both been abandoned.

Gabriel had found out the bitter truth about the kind of man his father was when he was thirteen. But it was only after he had graduated from university, when he had begun to look, in detail, at financial records that went back over the years, that he’d discovered the full extent of what his father had done. His mother had reluctantly explained the divorce proceedings, and the picture painted had been of a bastard who had manipulated his devastated wife into handing over far more of her personal fortune than she had been legally obliged to. She had inherited her wealth from her parents, who had long since died, and had naively trusted the running of the estate to her husband. He, in turn, had squirrelled away money, and when he’d finally cut loose from them had successfully hidden vast assets in overseas accounts. He hadn’t openly denied it to lawyers and had politely challenged them to find any such sums of money anywhere. They couldn’t.

Gabriel had come from money, yes, but there was no way he could have ever sat back and enjoyed a life of doing nothing, even if he had wanted to.

He’d had to put his nose to the grindstone to make sure his mother was financially secure for the rest of her life, to make sure she didn’t lose her family home, which was the only one she had ever known. His father had left great gaps in the savings and investments, and between theft, embezzlement and greed, what had been a fortune had been reduced to almost nothing.

His ability to work hard had come at a cost.

‘Anyone there?’

Gabriel surfaced to find Jen reminding him of the waiter, who had sidled over to their table and was waiting for them to place their orders.

‘Since when did you start daydreaming?’ she teased. ‘Wait, are you going to start turning into a real man?’

‘Define real man,’ Gabriel said absently. He glanced at the menu and ordered a complicated salad and a bottle of Italian red.

‘Oh, the usual. Someone in touch with his feelings…expressive…knows how to talk about emotions…isn’t ashamed to cry during a soppy romcom…’ she said.

‘Oh, yes, that sounds like exactly the sort of guy I’m turning into. How well you know me.’ He sat back while red wine was poured for both of them and looked at her in silence for a few seconds.

She was so familiar to him and yet, right now, as he gazed at her with his head tilted to one side, he felt as though he was seeing her for the first time.

She might not be the sort he usually went for, because he invariably dated small, blonde, kittenish women who loved nothing more than to please him, but there was an intelligence about her and also…a strong, assertive attractiveness that was linked to that. In actual fact, she was really rather beautiful, with all that striking dark hair and dark eyebrows and those cornflower-blue eyes.

‘Have your eyes always been that colour?’ he suddenly asked, frowning.

‘Sorry?’

‘I don’t seem to have noticed the colour of your eyes before. Unusual shade of blue.’

He continued to look at her as she reddened, temporarily flummoxed.

‘Well, Gabriel, believe it or not, they’ve always been this shade of blue. Maybe you haven’t noticed before because, if you recall, I used to wear glasses.’

‘So you did.’

‘Then I had laser treatment six months ago and hey, presto, no more glasses.’

‘That explains it.’

‘We still have to get down to why you’ve shown up out of the blue,’ she pressed.

‘I’ve decided to invest in a vineyard.’

‘Sorry?’

‘All my other business concerns are ticking over nicely, and I’m young enough to think about taking a few risks.’





Not at all what she had been expecting him to say. Jennifer frowned. Their gazes collided, and her tummy flipped at the thought of him noticing her eyes. The way he’d said that…not a throwaway compliment or a jokey, teasing observation. His voice had been a little bemused, as if he was seeing her for the first time instead of the millionth.

‘Ah, I understand. That’s where your mother comes in. You came to tell her first hand about this plan of yours, and then you decided to pay me a visit. Not exactly urgent enough for you to interrupt my date, though…’

‘But you’re not unhappy that I did,’ he returned shrewdly.

‘I suppose,’ Jennifer admitted grudgingly. ‘Hal wasn’t going to get past the first post.’

‘Thought not. You would have eaten him alive.’

‘That’s not very nice!’ Jennifer objected, patches of colour staining her cheeks.

‘It’s actually meant to be a compliment, Jen, but moving on from that, that’s only partially why I’m here.’ He paused and shifted, and for the first time since he’d appeared from nowhere, he actually looked uncomfortable.

Jennifer was suddenly on red alert. Gabriel wasn’t the sort of guy who ever looked uncomfortable. Even as a kid, he’d always had the air of someone who, at a push, could run the country.

She looked at him narrowly. Her heart sped up, and a thousand awful, frightening scenarios flashed through her head.

Was something wrong with him? Was he ill? Why a vineyard? Lord, what if he’d decided to permanently relocate to wherever this so-called vineyard was? What if he was going to completely disappear from her orbit? Selling up the family home and taking his mother with him?

She whitened.

‘Have you actually put money down on this vineyard?’ she quizzed sternly, diving into her glass of wine and gulping down so much that she nearly choked on the mouthful. ‘There’s such a thing as being rash! You’re not a rash person! In fact, how many times have I told you that you need to be more spontaneous? But that’s not who you are! Where is this place, anyway?’

‘Italy, now that you ask, and Tuscany, to be more specific. Rolling hills…cypress trees…warm sunshine…rustic villages by the shedload… Have you ever been to Tuscany?’

‘No,’ Jennifer said shortly.

‘Ever wanted to go?’

‘Why do you ask?’

‘Because I’m going in two days’ time, and I’m asking you to come with me.’

‘Sorry?’

‘My mother will also be coming. I think it would do her good.’

‘Gabriel, I’m not following you.’ Jennifer was genuinely lost. She’d barely remembered what she’d ordered until it was now put in front of her. Calamari. He sat back as some kind of salad was placed in front of him, but then he immediately leaned towards her and looked at her with an intensity that instantly made her wary. Mostly because she felt as though she was missing some kind of vital link in the conversation.

His eyes were intent and serious. Up close like this, she could see the flecks of gold in the dark, dark depths. His dad had been a strikingly handsome Italian, so her mother had once absently told her, and Gabriel had obviously inherited those looks.

She frowned and tried to join the dots.

‘You’re asking me to come with you?’ Her frown deepened. ‘To look at a vineyard?’

‘I always welcome input,’ Gabriel murmured. ‘Although now that you mention it, I’ll admit that isn’t the only reason I’m asking.’

‘Gabriel, I wish you’d just tell me what’s going on. First of all, you show up without warning, tell me that there’s nothing to worry about and that you’re not here because of your mother except…you might be, and now you’ve decided that you want me to drop everything and head to a vineyard in Tuscany with you in a couple of days for no apparent reason. Can you get why I’m a little puzzled?’





Gabriel nodded.

He got it. Rarely was he at a loss as to what to say, but he was now, because he was about to wade into uncharted territory. He and Jennifer had a relationship that had grown over the years, had become firmly rooted in mutual respect and honesty. From kids through adolescence and into adulthood, with breaks in between when they weren’t in the same place at the same time, they had settled into a rhythm that worked for them both.

The relationship was quite unlike any relationship he had ever had with another woman.

But now…he was about to introduce change, even if that change wasn’t really going to alter anything.

He sighed and raked his fingers through his hair.

He pushed his plate to one side and looked at her carefully. In return, she pursed her lips in confusion.

‘My mother’s depressed,’ he said flatly. ‘She hasn’t let on anything of the sort to me over the phone in the past couple of weeks, and I’ve spoken to her daily, as you know, but on the last call, she couldn’t quite keep up the façade. You touched on it earlier. It seems that the combination of cancer all those years ago and now this situation with her heart…’

‘Oh, Lord,’ Jennifer said with a wince.

‘She said she’s staring mortality in the face, and she’s scared.’

‘But the consultant has said that everything is going great!’

‘You and I both know that, but the mind…’ Gabriel said drily, ‘…the mind can be irrational once fear takes hold, and that seems to be the case now. She’s getting lost in thoughts of past regrets and, more importantly, things she feels she will die without achieving.’

‘Like what?’

‘Seeing me find myself a good woman and settle down.’





Jennifer didn’t say anything, but personally, she thought his mother had a point. Would Gabriel ever find himself a good woman and settle down? He’d certainly never shown a single sign of doing any such thing in all the years she had known him. In fact, he’d always given the impression of being actively turned off by the idea.

She’d never asked him what, exactly, his problem was with commitment. She raised both eyebrows now and tried not to smirk.

‘Well, you’d best start looking, then,’ she advised tartly. ‘I’m sure your pool of potential candidates is extensive. Might take you a few years to wade through it and narrow down your options.’

‘I have no intention of doing anything of the sort, but it’s important my mother doesn’t lose sleep over this. With her recent heart problems, the last thing she needs is stress. And so here’s where you come in.’

Jennifer was busily imagining what tiny blonde pocket rocket he might consider making his wife and quickly discovered that she didn’t like the thought.

Was she so averse to the status quo between them changing? If so, then that was ridiculous. Everything in life changed over time. Certainly things would change between them anyway just as soon as she found herself a suitable partner! Gabriel might be a commitment-phobe when it came to women, but she had no such hang-ups when it came to men. If she hadn’t found Mr Right yet, then she was looking in the wrong places.

She only surfaced to hear the back end of what he was saying. When it finally registered, her eyes widened, and she stared at him open-mouthed.

‘A charade,’ he was telling her smoothly. ‘Just until my mother is back to her normal self.’

‘Sorry…what?’

‘She needs something to lift her spirits.’

‘Okay, you’ve lost me.’

‘How have I lost you? Have you been listening to a word of what I’ve just said?’

‘My mind may have drifted.’

‘How you manage to be such a great teacher is a mystery if you lose focus after five seconds.’ He looked at her indulgently with fond amusement, but then the smile dropped, and he was utterly serious. ‘My mother needs something to look forward to, Jen—and you and I? We could give her that. Together. Two people in love, in just the sort of relationship she wants for me. The two of us ready to settle down…’




Chapter Two

JENNIFER’S JAW DROPPED. About to stick a piece of yummy calamari into her mouth, she paused and stared at him with incredulity.

She was still staring in gaping silence as he gently lifted the fork with the calamari out of her startled grasp and returned it to the bowl.

‘You look like you might need to take a minute or two to digest what I just said. No problem. I’ll just continue with the rabbit food on my plate until you regain your power of speech. By the way, I get it that you might be a little surprised at my solution.’

Jennifer finally found her voice. Her head was whirling. Yes, she’d heard what he’d just said, and yes, she knew from the expression on his face that he wasn’t kidding, but she still feverishly wondered whether she had missed something in translation.

She looked at him narrowly.

‘You’re kidding, right?’

‘You know I’m not, Jen.’

‘How can you think that it would be a good idea to actually lie to your mother about something as big as this?’

‘Lie is a very contentious word.’

‘There’s only one definition for lie, Gabriel, and it’s not telling the truth. You want me to agree to lie to your mother, who is someone I love!’

‘But look at it this way…it would be for the greater good.’

Jennifer returned to the calamari, but her appetite had disappeared, and her thoughts were all over the place.

Suddenly, the easy course of their friendship seemed to have nosedived into unknown territory. Compared to Gabriel, she knew that she was very straightforward. No broken family background to deal with, although millions of children were the products of a divorce. Until her father had died, her parents had been blissfully happy.

She wanted the uncomplicated things in life—a man she loved who loved her right back, marriage, kids. No drama, no chaos, no ups and downs. She might not have found the right guy just yet, but she would get there. She wasn’t riven with doubts about what she was looking for or eaten up with pointless worries about whether she would ever find him. She knew she would.

Gabriel, with his chequered love life, his disinterest in settling down, his crazy prioritising of work, represented a lifestyle she could roll her eyes at, whilst also disapproving of it—insofar as it went against everything she held dear.

But she loved him as a friend. She knew him and she never judged him, because none of his choices had ever affected her personally.

But now? There was the distinct whiff of danger, of lines being crossed. Pretend to a relationship that didn’t exist? Everything inside her fought against that idea because it was so much the polar opposite of the kind of relationship she craved. It would feel like a travesty.

No way.

‘For the greater good? That’s a stupid reason,’ she said flatly. ‘Anyway, it doesn’t matter what you say, I’m not going to lie to your mother about us and pretend that we’re some kind of item.’ She glowered and carried on with her calamari. He nabbed a piece from her plate but continued to look at her in silence.

‘She’s really not in a good place, Jen.’

‘I know what you’re trying to do, Gabriel. You’re trying to guilt-trip me into going along with some insane idea that wouldn’t work in a million years.’

‘Of course it’ll work.’

‘Look, I understand that you’re worried about your mother. We’re all worried about her! And I also understand that she might be in an anxious place, keen to see you happily settled with someone before she…goes, which she won’t be doing for Heaven’s sake, but your idea is preposterous.’

‘Is it really?’

‘If you’re that desperate to convince your mum that you’ve suddenly become the guy who can’t wait to settle down, then good luck to you. Like I said, you can head straight to your little black book and get one of your many women to fill the role.’

‘That’s not going to work.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I have no intention of settling down, and if I get in touch with anyone else, I run the risk of them…’ He hesitated, and Jennifer raised both eyebrows.

‘Ah…say no more, Gabriel. I get the picture.’

Gabriel raked his fingers through his dark hair and flushed.

‘I’ll rescue you from your discomfort, shall I? You run the risk of whoever is on board with your scheme actually thinking that it’s the real deal, that you might actually put a ring on her finger and start planning a big white wedding. I already feel sorry for the poor woman.’

‘Big white weddings aren’t my thing, as you know. Nor are little off-white ones. I’m allergic to the thought of any weddings at all, actually.’ Gabriel scowled. Jennifer looked at him calmly and continued eating her calamari, which had now gone tepid. She gave up and pushed the plate to one side, folding her hands on the table.

‘Have you thought,’ she mused, ‘that you might actually use this opportunity to really think about settling down? I mean, I’m sure your mother wouldn’t expect you to produce a fiancée from thin air like a rabbit from a hat, but she would be so happy if you simply told her that you intended to finally settle down.’

Deafening silence greeted this.

‘Then there would be no having to lie, no having to pretend anything.’



Gabriel met Jennifer’s bright blue eyes in stony silence. She was the only woman on earth who would ever be allowed to ask him that question, serene in the knowledge that he wasn’t going to completely shut her down and sever the relationship forever.

Intensely private when it came to anything personal, Gabriel thought, just for a second, about a past he had never been able to escape and the way it had dictated the course of his entire future.

His father walking out on him and his mother had been the start of a long journey towards the disillusionment that had sealed him off from the possibility of ever taking a chance on love.

His mother had loved her husband. The small, beautiful, blonde English rose had been infatuated with the tall, dark, handsome Italian. Gabriel had gleaned that over the years, seeing the faraway look in her eyes whenever his name had been mentioned.

She’d lost her heart to a guy who’d turned out to be a complete bastard, and she’d never quite managed to get that heart of hers back, which was probably why she’d never had another man in her life.

He’d been aware she was hiding something, which was why, at the age of thirteen, Gabriel had bunked off school and taken a train to visit his father. If he was the good guy his mum never complained about, wouldn’t he want to see his son? The need to find out had been overwhelming. His mother’s silence had left a void that had demanded filling.

Finding out where Vincenzo Garcia lived had been a case of ingenuity and downright breaking and entering. He had fiddled with the lock on one of the drawers in the study his mother used for her admin. There, at the bottom of a stack of paperwork, he had found the divorce papers and the address where his father lived.

Would he still be there?

Gabriel hadn’t given that a passing thought. He had worked out the trains and gone to his dad’s house when he should have been at school. There he had found a half brother two years older than he was, who had been at home studying for exams and had barely raised his head to look at him, and a father who had been coldly unwelcoming. ‘Didn’t she tell you?’ he had asked with malice. ‘Still playing the saint, is she? You upper-class English people with your stiff upper lips. No wonder I couldn’t stick it out with your cold-as-ice mother.’

And there the conversation had ended.

Why had he gone?

It was a question he had asked himself over the years. Because he had carried the weight of guilt that he, as a toddler, had somehow been responsible for the break-up of their marriage? Or had he wanted to find out if, after all those years, there might have been a father/son bond there waiting to be explored?

He had returned home to a desperately worried mother, but had kept his visit to Vincenzo and his second family a secret.

And then, several years later, the truth about the wrecked finances had emerged. A man who had married for money and then betrayed his wife in the worst possible way.

Love, for Gabriel, resided in a place where only pain was the eventual outcome.

Love, marriage and pointless fairy tales about happy-ever-afters were for other people. Not for him.

He would never allow himself to be vulnerable enough to be hurt by anyone.



Jennifer was sucked into the dragging silence as she watched him disappear into a place where she couldn’t follow, and for the first time, she knew that she had been locked out.

‘Okay,’ she said as the silence continued to stretch between them with an electric charge that brought her out in goose bumps. ‘I get it. No to the settling down.’ She shrugged. ‘I still won’t be taking part in any charade, Gabriel. I’m sorry to let you down, but I just…couldn’t do that to your mother.’ She didn’t add how, in some weird way, she would have felt as though she might be betraying her own principles, her own dreams, by claiming a love that wasn’t real.

For a couple of seconds, Jennifer wondered whether he was hearing her at all or whether he was still lost in the place to which he had retreated.

A place whose existence she had known nothing about. Hard on the heels of that realisation came something else—a stirring curiosity to find out what had commandeered his attention to the point where he had completely shut her out.

She knew so much about him.

She’d always smugly thought she knew everything. She was the one woman in his life who occupied a special place because she knew him much more deeply than any of the women he’d dated who flitted in and out of his life, never staying long enough to make a mark.

On a platonic level, she was his soulmate.

Except, she thought now, was she? Really?

‘I should be heading back,’ she said abruptly.

‘Why?’ he asked, suddenly snapping out of his introspection.

‘Because I have lots of things to do.’

‘Interesting. Such as what?’

‘Such as recovering from my date with Hal.’ She smiled, keen to get away from the suddenly alien place in which she had found herself, a place where her relationship with Gabriel had taken on a different and confusing dimension.

‘Yes, I understand that that might have been a disturbing experience. But I thought you said that he was one of the smartest guys you’d ever met?’

Jennifer laughed and followed suit as Gabriel stood up, nodding to a passing server and tapping his phone to pay without bothering to look at the bill.

He really was stupidly sexy, she absently thought. Tall, dark and handsome to the ultimate degree. No wonder women flung themselves at him.

How on earth he could ever have imagined his mother would have bought into the fiction that they were an item was a mystery. She just wasn’t his type physically, and men always went for a type.

‘Here’s why it wouldn’t have worked anyway,’ Jennifer mused aloud as they headed back towards his car.

‘Are we off the topic of the caveman?’

Jennifer ignored the question and slipped into the passenger seat, waiting until he slammed the door after her. When he was behind the wheel, she turned to him as she fastened the seat belt.

‘Look at the kind of women you go out with, Gabriel.’

‘Rapid change of topic. Okay. Let’s see where you’re going with this.’

‘I mean, you date tiny little blonde things who think you’re the greatest thing since sliced bread.’

‘Now I’m hurt.’ But he was grinning as he started the engine and began pulling away. ‘You mean you don’t think I’m the greatest thing since sliced bread?’

‘So your mother,’ Jennifer continued, again ignoring his interruption, ‘would never in a million years fall for some tall tale about the two of us…what? Suddenly discovering that we’re a match made in Heaven?’

‘Why not? People believe what they want to believe. And honestly, in many ways, we are a match made in Heaven.’

Except, Jennifer suddenly thought, for those bits of you I know nothing about…those bits of you I’ve only just glimpsed…except for the fact that I believe in love and marriage, and you don’t…

‘I can’t say Mum has ever approved of any of my girlfriends,’ Gabriel admitted as he began driving off.

‘That’s because you only give them five minutes before you get bored and move on to newer models. How could she ever actually get to know any of them in any depth? Where are we going, by the way? Are you dropping me home?’

‘Back to mine. I bought you a present.’

‘Will your mother be up?’

‘Doubtful.’

‘What present? You can give it to me another time, can’t you? How long will you be staying?’

‘Long enough, and I could, but I want more time to try and persuade you to see my point of view and climb on board with my plan.’

‘That’s never going to happen, Gabriel.’

‘I dislike the word never. And speaking of types, why do you think that I’m only capable of going for one particular type of woman?’

‘I can’t recall ever seeing you with any woman who wasn’t small and blonde and adoring.’

With a start, Jennifer realised that despite their long, long friendship—a friendship that had covered so many things, a friendship filled with laughter, heated debates and downright teeth-clenching arguments—despite all of that, this was the very first time they were touching on a subject that they had both mutually shied away from.

They had never seriously discussed each other’s love lives in any depth.

‘I like women to be soothing additions to my life,’ Gabriel explained now. ‘I’m not unusual in that. A lot of men in high-pressure jobs can’t face a shrew on the home front.’

‘That a very polarised view. Why does the opposite of an undemanding plastic doll have to be a nagging shrew riding on a broomstick? Can I say that I’m disappointed in you?’ Her voice was light, but somewhere inside she really was a little disappointed. Did he really mean that? ‘What about someone who challenges you intellectually?’

‘I deal with enough intellectual challenges on a daily basis. Besides, if I want a woman to intellectually challenge me, I always have you.’

‘That’s another reason your mother would burst out laughing if we were to produce this piece of fiction out of thin air. She knows you like docile women, and we argue all the time.’

‘Not all the time, and I wouldn’t say we ever really argue.’

‘You always have a point of view on the guys I go out with.’ Jennifer sniffed. ‘And it’s hardly ever flattering.’ But those weren’t arguments. He teased her just like she teased him, and they always kept it superficial.

Until now.

They were approaching Gabriel’s home, which was set amid countless acres of gently undulating open land with spectacular views of the South Downs.

Jennifer never failed to be impressed by the size and elegance of the estate every single time she approached the family mansion along a long, tree-lined drive bordered with towering ancient oak trees and open fields.

It revealed itself slowly.

In the fading summer light, the vast, stately Georgian manor house was always so impressive with its honey-coloured stone and the banks and banks of sash windows. Creeping ivy clad the south-facing walls, and the entrance was through a porticoed, sheltered outer area where wellies and brollies were dumped on wet, cold days.

Behind the house there were formal gardens and an orchard and various stables, once used but not anymore.

The car swung round the courtyard, and he stopped just by the fountain.

‘Gabriel, how will I get back to my house? I mean, I could walk…’

She shared a small three-bedroom bungalow on the outskirts of the town. It was her family home, and she still lived there with her mother while she saved for a deposit on a place of her own.

‘I have no idea why you won’t let me buy you somewhere to live, Jen.’

This was a familiar bone of contention between them.

‘You know why.’

‘Remember the saying that pride comes before a fall?’ Gabriel levered himself out of the car and swung round to open the passenger door before she could get to it. ‘There’s another way to consider what we discussed at the restaurant,’ he said in a thoughtful undertone, standing close to her so that she was obliged to stare up at him.

Jennifer could breathe him in. The backdrop of his family home, silhouetted against the open land like a proud, impressive matriarch, framed him, and he looked truly like the lord of the manor.

She blinked away the oddest feeling that a part of her was seeing him for the very first time.

‘Really?’ She raised her eyebrows and folded her arms.

‘Really.’ He turned away and began moving towards the door, fishing in his pocket for the solid front door key but leaning into her alongside him so that his voice remained low and husky and persuasive.

‘You could look at it as a job, of sorts.’

Jennifer stopped dead in her tracks and stared at him.

‘A job? You mean a sort of holiday job because I have the summer off from teaching? Somewhat like extra out-of-school tuition for one of my pupils, but with slightly different ground rules?’

‘I’m ignoring the sarcasm. You can frame it any way you like, Jen, but think about it for a minute. For the sake of a couple of months of doing what I know would really help my mother emerge from the doldrums that threaten to consume her, you would be paid. Like any job. Magnificently. You would be able to buy yourself the house you’ve been saving to buy for the past fifty years.’

‘That’s really coming at it from a different angle.’

‘Damn it, Jennifer!’

Their eyes collided, fathomless black clashing with cornflower blue. Jennifer shivered, because there was nothing amused or light-hearted or indulgent in his dark, angry, frustrated gaze.

‘You’re not listening to me,’ he
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