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Chapter One

 


"Plum."

"Go away, I'm not listening." Nikki Plummer,
often called Plum and she hated it, finished emptying her head-high
cupboard and slammed the door—hard. Her boss moved back in a hurry
to avoid her toes, knees, designer shoes, and anything else in the
vicinity being pinched between the door and the jamb. Her numerous
bracelets jangled as she did so, and seemed to add their
displeasure to the wearer's.

"Plum, don't be silly, it was a
mistake."

There it was again. Did the stupid woman
have no sense whatsoever? Plum was for signing her work, nothing
else. Sheesh, she'd told everyone often enough, and most people
accepted it.

Not this one.

The noise of a stiletto tapping impatiently
on the parquet flooring only firmed Nikki's mind up. Her boss could
go to hell. The hard way. On her Manolos.

"No." No to whatever you want. It's over.

"You're overreacting, like I said it’s all a
silly mistake." There was a definite note of panic in the voice
now. "Plum, stop it and listen to me."

Yeah, yours you bitch.

"No one called Plum around
here." Nikki checked her desk drawer. She removed three pens, a
diary, and her hot as Hades red lipstick and threw them in her
kitchen sink-sized bag. Satisfied there was nothing more lurking in
a corner, she grabbed her sprint from the underground—fondly known
as The Clockwork Orange—ballet flats and stood up.
Anything else? Not that
she wanted or needed anyway. The rest of the stuff came with the
job and could stay with it.

The feeling, the glorious feeling of
liberation kicked in. Nikki zipped her bag and put on her
jacket.

"Nikki, for god's sake stop this nonsense."
The voice rose to a screech just one notch short of shattering
glass. The panic in it was evident. "Stop being a drama queen and
vying for notice." The other five or six people in the office gave
up their pretense of not earwigging and listened openly.

Nikki winced at the shrill tone. "No one
could ever even think of vying for attention, Geraldine, in here,"
she said calmly, knowing her even note and lack of concern would
infuriate the other woman. "Yours or anyone else's. You command the
field in that respect, even down to your own attention, weird
though it sounds. Luckily I neither want nor need it. Not now. You
fired me, I'm out of here."

Geraldine Butters stared at her. "I was
joking."

At the back of the room someone coughed,
'bullshit'.

"You should know I didn't mean what I said.
It was said in jest." Now the voice was full of panic. "Take off
your jacket, put down your bag and get on with that project. I need
it by the end of the month. Only you can do it."

Now we're getting to the crux of the matter.
The project, whatever it is and your lack of ability. Well tough.
Too bad, that's one joke that misfired on you then.

"Don’t care, too late, goodbye."

"You little bitch, you'll pay for this. I
gave you a job, I sorted your mess…"

That was the last straw. Nikki picked up the
waste paper basket, full of sweet wrappers, old take away coffee
cups as well as torn bits of paper, old train tickets, and all the
detritus of a busy office and upended it over Geraldine's head.

"You can clear up this one as well then."
Nikki dropped her office pass onto the desk, spun on her three-inch
heels—thank goodness she could now throw them in the bin—and made
her way toward the lift.

Behind her someone started to clap. She
resisted the urge to high-five or curtsey. One of them needed some
dignity.

"You won't get a reference," Geraldine
shouted after her. "I'll see you never get a job in the business
again."

"Won't need to." Nikki pressed the lift
button to go down and turned to her now ex-boss. "I'm off to get me
a life."

****

Six months later

 


Nikki grinned as she got out of the minibus,
fondly nicknamed a reggae-reggae taxi by her best friend Rhonda,
and waved her thanks as with a toot it sped off, Bob Marley
sounding loudly from the open windows. The visit from Rhonda had
been great, and they'd spent two weeks reverting to
twentysomethings, sunbathing, swimming and drinking mojitos. Now
she'd waved Rhonda off at the airport, and was ready to work once
more.

Work in Barbados didn't have the same
connotations as it did in Glasgow. For one thing her commute was
ten yards by foot not ten miles by bus and tube. And she did it in
sunshine and/or warm rain, not cold air and sleet. Yes, she knew
that was an exaggeration, and on one of the rare, hot, sunny days
you got in Scotland you wouldn't want to be anywhere else, but
those days were few and far between. Here, she didn't worry if she
got caught in a shower. You dried off before you got far.

Nikki crossed the road, waved her thanks at
the courteous drivers who had stopped to let her pass without her
fearing for life and limb, and made her way to the house she'd
bought.

In reality, Geraldine had done her a favor
when she threw her hissy fit, over a lack of crisps for heaven's
sake, and merely brought forward Nikki's departure by a few weeks.
At the time, Nikki had been biding her time, until she was certain
her house was sold, her new one safely purchased and her furniture
ready for storage before handing in her notice.

The sweet scent of flowers along one rampant
hedgerow surrounded her as she gave a mental vote of thanks to her
parents for insisting she bought a house as soon as she left uni
and got a job. The gamble had paid off handsomely, and the money
she'd made was enough to leave Scotland, remove to Barbados, buy
her present home, and live without worry until her new business
took off. Which within months, it had.

With no ghastly Geraldine around to hound
her, and no suddenly thrust upon her deadlines and impossible
remits, she had been able to do everything in a seemly manner and
not a rush. The day she flown to Barbados once more, been handed
her keys, along with a bottle of wine and a bunch of flowers to
welcome her home, Nikki felt ten years had dropped off her.

Life was good.

The walk from the mini bus to her house was
only a few minutes, and Nikki enjoyed the amble past the other
homes, and ignored the dogs who insisted on barking as they dashed
up and down the boundary fences. You'd think it would be too hot to
bother. She waved to anyone around, answered a few shouted 'how are
you'? and dodged the potholes in the road. Road was maybe a
misnomer. The lane was generally only used by residents, and not
high on the list of priorities of the roads agency. It was probably
better that way and gave them peace and quiet and no bother from
tourists.

"Hey girl you had a visitor." Kenna, her
next door but one neighbor leaned out of a window, and winked.
"He's gone but said if I saw you to say he'll be back later. If you
don't want him send him my way will you? Hawt." She rolled her
eyes. "You been holding out on us? Hot hunk like that hidden in
your closet?" Kenna roared with laughter. "Fill me in, girlfriend,
who is he?"

Hot hunk? I don't know any
hot hunks, do I? No way could she count
any book boyfriends.

"No idea, but if you see him around and I
don’t appear for a day or so it's either hot sex going on, or I'm
dead. I like daisies, and you can sing ‘All Things Bright and
Beautiful’ over my coffin."

"The little death maybe?" Kenna guffawed.
She had the dirtiest laugh Nikki had ever heard.

"I should be so lucky. Ah well, I guess I
can dream." Nikki sketched a wave and walked the last few yards to
her gate and punched in the security code to allow her access. With
hindsight, she wished she'd asked Kenna to describe the guy. Ah
well he'd either come back or he wouldn't. Nevertheless, a hot guy
looking for her? That'd be right.

Maybe he wanted to avail himself of her
talents? The stupid phraseology made her giggle as she unlocked her
door and let herself into the cool kitchen. And maybe not. But
there was no use speculating. Mr. Whoeverhewas probably had the
wrong house, wanted Chestnut Avenue B instead of A. The street
names were confusing. Or was looking for Marlena and Chester who
used to own the property.

Instead of thinking about it, Nikki changed
into a bikini, and dived into the pool, mindful that if he did come
back it would be easier to answer the intercom and if necessary let
him in, if she wasn't skinny-dipping. Of course she knew it would
be easier still if she stayed fully clothed just in case, but blow
that. It was hot, she was sticky, and she'd been looking forward to
her swim for the past five hours.

The water was like a cool caress after the
heat of the afternoon sun. Nikki kicked off the bottom, surfaced
and did a leisurely, classy crawl from one end of the pool to the
other. A decent sized pool had been one of her priorities when she
went house hunting here, along with aircon, and a spare room to
work in. Acorn Villa, this traditional one story house, fit every
specification and more. She loved it.

Nikki jumped as high as she could and sank
under the water again. Life was brilliant. Crappy bosses and
commuting were a not-so-fond memory. For the sheer hell of it,
Nikki laughed as she surfaced, shook her long brunette hair—now
with sun-kissed streaks in it—out of her eyes…

And screamed.

The sun had gone, the air felt cooler.

The guy who stood towering over her at the
edge of the pool with his shadow long enough to shade the area,
exuded menace.

Hot, sex on legs, menace.

Nikki dived under the water and struck out
for the other end of the pool, even though
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