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  CHAPTER ONE


  Jake O’Donnell didn’t swear. Normally. Today, however, he made an exception. Stopping his jeep at the gate of the third field of cows the grating voice on the sat nav directed him to, he uttered a couple of expletives before stabbing at the button and switching it off. He could do a better job without it, despite not having a clue where he was, or being able to rely on that old-fashioned time-served method of following a map: his misjudged faith in modern technology meant he hadn’t brought one. Oh well, he couldn’t be any more lost so he might as well carry on driving until he stumbled upon his destination of Buttersley, or met someone who could point him in the right direction. Still, there was one consolation he concluded, as a waft of warm June air scented with manure drifted through the open window: he was - however inadvertently – discovering the delights of the Yorkshire countryside and, with the sun beating down from the dazzling cloudless sky, he couldn’t have chosen a better day for it.


  Annie Richards’s calves ached. And she had a stitch. And she could feel a blister bubbling on her left foot. But she was determined not to stop running. If she could just make it back to Buttersley, she would have completed five miles - the longest distance she had ever run in her entire life. Visualisation! That was what the running magazines recommended. She needed to visualise herself completing the Buttersley 10k race in a few weeks’ time. Oh yes. She could imagine it now: the deafening roar of the huge, flag-waving crowd spurring her on – although, given how small Buttersley was, it would more likely be a low-key rumble from a handful of pensioners flapping their bus passes. Still, that rumble would, hopefully, make all the hours of training, the blisters and the aching muscles worthwhile. If it didn’t, Annie knew exactly who to blame: her best friend Portia Pinkington-Smythe.


  Were it not for Portia, Annie would never have contemplated running anything other than the bath. She often wondered why she couldn’t have a normal female best friend instead of a gorgeous war correspondent, who also happened to be a member of the super-rich aristocratic Pinkington-Smythe family. But, for all their differences, the two of them had forged a bond which had lasted three decades – ever since their first day at boarding school. Had it not been for the nominal fees Annie’s mother’s head teacher post entitled her to, it was likely the two girls’ worlds would never have coincided. But Annie was immensely grateful they had. Particularly over the last few years. Indeed, without Portia she had no idea how she would have coped. The girl had proved a lifesaver, although, given that this running business had been her suggestion, she might well be a life-ender if Annie dropped down dead with a heart attack.


  ‘Oh, look – a list of forty things to do before you’re forty,’ Portia announced a couple of months ago, sitting in Annie’s kitchen cradling a mug of coffee and flicking through a magazine. ‘I’m going to pick ten for you and you have to make sure you do them in the next five years.’ She rummaged around in her handbag and pulled out a red pen.


  Across the table, Annie spluttered on her herbal tea. ‘Er, don’t forget that it’s not just me turning forty in five years’ time. We’re in this together remember. And you’re a month ahead of me.’


  ‘I’m perfectly aware of that, thank you,’ replied Portia, shaking back her mane of glossy dark hair. ‘But I’m not the one who is in a rut.’


  ‘Neither am I.’ Annie set down her cup with great purpose.


  Portia began circling things on the list. ‘Oh no?’ she asked, without looking up. ‘When was the last time you had a proper night out? Met someone new? Did something … exciting?’


  Pushing back her chair from the table, Annie stood up and took the four steps necessary to reach the kitchen sink. ‘I don’t want to do anything exciting,’ she said, turning on the tap and squirting washing-up liquid over the dishes in the bowl. ‘I’m perfectly happy with my life as it is.’


  ‘So you keep saying. But it’s not normal for a gorgeous woman in her prime to sit in every evening watching TV and playing with Lego®.’


  ‘Um, in case you had forgotten,’ pointed out Annie, frothing the bubbles in the bowl with her hand, ‘I am a single mother with a five year old child. And I think you’re overegging it with the “gorgeous”.’


  ‘No I’m not. You are gorgeous. Or at least you would be if you made more of an effort; wore some make-up every now and again. There are lots of yummy mummies around these days. The celeb mags are full of them..’


  ‘Those mummies have wall-to-wall hairdressers, wardrobes full of designer clothes and a squadron of personal trainers. This one owns a tiny cake shop which just about funds a bi-monthly cut-and-blow and her daughter’s shoes.’


  ‘Well, it’s not right,’ huffed Portia, putting down her pen and taking another slug of coffee. ‘You’re always putting yourself last. It’s time you did something for you.’


  Annie rolled her eyes. Honestly, as much as she loved her best friend, it was glaringly obvious sometimes that they inhabited completely different worlds. ‘And when do you suggest I find time to do that?’ she asked archly.


  ‘You could leave Sophie with your parents for a couple of weeks and fly over to Majorca. Stay at the villa. You’d have a great time. And … you might even find a sexy rich man.’


  Annie turned off the tap and spun around to face her friend. ‘You know I can’t leave Sophie with my parents. They’re far too old to cope with an energetic five year old, who, incidentally, now has to go to school. Besides, I don’t want a sexy rich man. Or a man of any description. Do I need to remind you how my last relationship ended?’


  Portia sniffed derisively. ‘That’s because Lance is a louse. They’re not all like that. I know you find it hard to believe but there actually are some decent men out there. You’ve just got to give them a chance. Look here – number thirty-eight on this list: fall madly in love.’


  ‘Written by a deluded romantic,’ tutted Annie. ‘I’d rather trust a funnel-web spider than another man. Life is much more straightforward without them. Now, what else is on that list?’


  ‘Run a marathon.’


  ‘Now that –’ Annie chuckled, ‘– is a much more tempting proposition.’


  And so Annie had seized that last challenge and ran with it – literally. Given that anything remotely resembling aerobic activity until that day had been a trot around her bijou lounge with the vacuum cleaner, she was building up gradually, starting with the 10k. Needless to say, the first sightings of her in her running shorts, puce-faced and dripping with sweat, caused much consternation amongst the village residents, several of whom questioned her sanity. But Annie was relishing the challenge. It was a long time since she’d set a goal and thrown herself into achieving it. All goal setting belonged to a former life, one which now seemed a million light years away. Things had changed dramatically since then. She had changed dramatically since then. Yet, despite these dramatic changes, she was determined to complete this race – even if they had to carry her over the finish line – which, given her stitch, blister and aching limbs, was more than a remote possibility.


  The glorious sunshine, dazzling blue sky and stunning Yorkshire countryside still abounded but Jake’s appreciation was waning. Rapidly. It felt as though he’d been driving for days – weeks even – instead of the six hours it actually was. He drove so rarely these days, he wasn’t used to it. Nor was it an activity he enjoyed, which was hardly surprising given what had happened five years ago. And on roads just like these - apparently innocuous, idyllic country roads where fatal disaster seemed unimaginable. Yet Jake could imagine it all too well – even now, years on. Still, now wasn’t the time to dwell on that. He shook his head in an attempt to temporarily dislodge the memory of that fateful day. He would never erase it permanently. It was etched on his mind like the words on Nina’s marble headstone – something else he did not want to think about just now. He took a deep breath in and concentrated on his driving. Tension gripped his shoulders and his back ached. All the roads were beginning to look the same and he hadn’t seen a signpost for miles. He desperately needed a pint and something to eat. He glanced at the clock on the dashboard. Almost two o’clock. No wonder he was starving. At this rate he may have to resort to boy scout tactics and go and catch a fish or something. But no – there was hope. He pushed his sunglasses a shade higher up the bridge of his nose. He could see a runner in the distance. There was life out there after all. His spirits lifted as he applied a little more pressure to the accelerator.

  



  A serious stitch pierced Annie’s left side. But she couldn’t stop running. She only had a mile to go. That should take her approximately ten minutes. Ten minutes before she could kick off her trainers and sink into a steaming hot bubble bath. She attempted to visualise that scenario but failed. The stitch was too bad. Instead, she turned up the volume on her iPod. Fleetwood Mac’s Tusk flooded her ears – the perfect tune to spur her on. Taking a deep inhalation, she gritted her teeth and continued running.

  



  Jake eased off the accelerator as he approached the runner. It was a girl, with a ponytail of honey-blonde curls swinging from the back of a pink baseball cap. Courtesy of her black running shorts, though, it was her legs that really caught his attention – long, toned and tanned legs, moving at an impressive rate. Manoeuvring the jeep parallel to her, he pressed the button to lower the passenger-side window.


  ‘Excuse me,’ he ventured, one hand on the steering wheel as he leaned towards the open window.


  The girl appeared not to notice him. Jake could see that she had earphones in. He rolled the car a little further ahead. As it hit her eye-line, she started slightly and turned to face him, still running. He could just make out the lower part of her face, the rest obscured by the rim of her cap.


  ‘Excuse me, but I’m looking for Buttersley. You couldn’t point me in the right direction could you?’


  She pulled out her right earphone. Fleetwood Mac’s Tusk drifted out. ‘Sorry,’ she puffed, holding out the earphone to indicate she hadn’t heard him.


  ‘Buttersley?’ repeated Jake, raising his eyebrows optimistically.


  ‘Left at the junction and you’re there,’ she replied, tossing him a cursory smile.


  ‘Great. Thanks.’


  She didn’t look at him again, but held up her hand in reply, before stuffing the earphone back in.


  Well, thank goodness for that, mused Jake. He was on the right road – at long last. He glanced in his rear-view mirror as he drove away. The girl was still running – with those legs. He swiped a bead of sweat from his brow and suddenly felt quite peculiar.


  An hour later, eventually arriving at his destination via the village pub where he’d tucked into a hearty portion of fish and chips followed by apple pie and custard, Jake almost had to pinch himself. Fate had definitely shone on him the day he bumped into Jasper Pinkington-Smythe at the London airport a few weeks ago. Jake was flying home to Scotland after a meeting with his literary agent. Jasper had been en route to his family’s villa in Majorca. He asked Jake what he was up to and Jake muttered something about having a stab at writing a book. The predictable ‘what about?’ followed. Never comfortable talking about his writing, Jake mumbled something vague about a murder-mystery set in a medieval castle.


  ‘If you’re looking for somewhere atmospheric to write it, you could always use Buttersley Manor - our family pile in Yorkshire,’ Jasper chuckled. ‘Not quite a castle, but it’s medieval and even has the obligatory ghost apparently.’


  ‘That’s very kind,’ Jake replied. ‘But I couldn’t.’ He hadn’t seen Jasper for years. It didn’t seem right. Jasper, on the other hand, didn’t seem remotely bothered by that fact.


  ‘Why not? The place will be empty for the next six weeks. Seriously. You’d be doing us a favour. Always better to have someone in it. Security and all that.’


  ‘It’s really good of you to offer, but I couldn’t,’ Jake insisted.


  And the subject had been dropped. Or so Jake had thought. Emptying his rucksack at home later that evening, he’d discovered a large brass key wrapped in a brown paper bag. On the bag were a couple of blobs of strawberry jam and scribbled directions to Buttersley Manor. Jasper had obviously hidden it in the bag when Jake wasn’t looking.


  Jake’s initial reaction was to return the key. But, bitten by curiosity, he couldn’t resist Googling the manor. The images had blown him away. Seeds of inspiration had sprouted just looking at them. But he couldn’t possibly take Jasper up on his offer. It didn’t seem right. Then again, hadn’t he said the place would be empty for the next six weeks? Hadn’t he insisted Jake would be doing them a favour? And, if the man had been resourceful enough to slip Jake the key, didn’t that provide some indication of how much he wanted him to go? Flicking through the pictures Jake decided he did want to go. Very much. Six glorious uninterrupted weeks in a majestic setting, where he could write to his heart’s content. What more could an author ask for?


  Now, inside the manor, wandering from wonderful room to wonderful room, breathing in the heady mix of wood polish, dust, and centuries of Pinkington-Smythe family history, Jake couldn’t believe his luck. The place was a writer’s heaven, a creative paradise oozing atmosphere from every knot of wood, stone fireplace and panelled wall. Excitement bubbled in his stomach. He would stock up on provisions, find the perfect writing spot – a small drawing room on the ground floor overlooking a lawn looked promising – and he would absorb himself in the writing of his next book. Lose himself, once again, in another imaginary world – one infinitely preferable to the real world.


  Of course, Jake had not always harboured such reclusive tendencies. A short time ago such an existence would have seemed complete anathema to him. A life without the buzz and banter of the office – without the adrenalin rush of split-second, multi-million pound decisions, and without the constant need to keep one step ahead, to keep one’s pulse on world affairs and second-guess the markets – would not have seemed like a life worth living. But that had been five years ago. Before Nina’s death. Before her beautiful young life had been abruptly ended on a country road by a cocky seventeen year old.


  At first people blamed shock for Jake’s change in behaviour. Time is a great healer, they said. But it wasn’t. Jake could still remember opening the door to the chubby policeman as if it had been yesterday. The man’s hands had been covered in flecks of white paint. For some unfathomable reason it was those flecks of paint Jake had focused on as the devastating news had drifted from the constable’s mouth. The words had bounced off him like hailstones off a tin roof. He’d heard them but couldn’t take them in. It wasn’t until Nina’s funeral ten days later, as he stood in the graveyard watching the mahogany box which contained her beautiful body – the body he had known so intimately – being lowered into the hole in the ground, that the implications of what had happened struck him. Nina was dead. And so, too, was the child she’d been carrying, the child they’d created together, the daughter he would never now hold in his arms. That evening he cried until the tears ran dry. Then he sat up all night and made some life-changing decisions.


  ‘But you can’t sell the business,’ his second-in-command, Mark, protested the following day. ‘You’ve spent years building it up. Look at all the blood, sweat and tears you’ve put into it. You’re exactly where you wanted to be – the most successful fund manager in Europe.’


  ‘Well, maybe I don’t want to be there any more,’ Jake countered. ‘Maybe now I want something completely different.’


  ‘You’re rushing into things. Why don’t you take a few months off? Go travelling or something? Do … I don’t know … whatever you feel like doing.’


  ‘This is what I feel like doing.’


  ‘But you’re in shock. It’s only days since Nina … since Nina … ’


  ‘Died, Mark. Nina is dead,’ Jake cut in, amazed that such a tragic incident, which had ended two lives and touched so many others, could be summed up in three short words.


  ‘Exactly. Which is why this is not a good time to make any decisions, never mind one so drastic.’


  ‘It’s what I want to do.’


  And so, despite the media furore and industry speculation, Jake organised a management buyout, offloading the business to his employees. He sold his Chelsea apartment and bought a small cottage in Scotland on the banks of Loch Tay - a modest, peaceful house in a secluded spot, nestled amongst the heather. After a few months the invitations to London parties and requests to visit dwindled. Jake had been relieved. London – and his old life - seemed a million miles away, as if it had all belonged to someone else.


  Becoming accustomed to his own company, Jake spent weeks exploring the Scottish countryside, days walking from dawn ‘til dusk. Then, as winter drew nearer and the days grew shorter, he looked for something to occupy his time indoors. He decided to write a book.


  From a germ of an idea, a dark mystery set in Victorian London sprouted. With only a vague idea of the plot, once Jake began to type, the words flowed and flowed - at an astonishing rate. It took only ten weeks for him to complete the book. Ten weeks in which he completely absorbed himself. He didn’t listen to the radio, he didn’t watch TV, he didn’t read a newspaper, he scarcely set foot outside the house. Then he looked at the four hundred pages filled with neatly typed words and wondered what to do with them. In the absence of any better ideas he emailed them to a literary agent in London using the pen name Martin Sinclair. To his amazement, he received a reply eight weeks later, saying they were very interested and would like to meet him.


  It had been strange flying down to London for the meeting. There was a whole world out there he’d completely forgotten about: a bustling, busy world he no longer belonged to. He made his way to the agent’s office in Mayfair where he was introduced to Tanya. He had intended to say little about his past but, to his dismay, Tanya recognised him immediately.


  ‘Oh my god,’ her glossy red lips gasped. ‘This is fantastic. Marketing will have so many angles to go at. Jake O’Donnell – billionaire financial genius – now a successful author.’


  ‘No,’ Jake protested. ‘I want the book published under my pen name.’


  As if addressing someone of below-average intelligence, Tanya’s voice adopted a quelling edge. ‘Now that would be silly. Using your real name we could triple sales, quadruple them even. You could make a fortune – well, another fortune,’ she added, with a knowing titter and a flutter of heavily-mascaraed lashes.


  Nausea engulfed Jake at the mere thought of all the media hype. ‘I don’t care,’ he maintained. ‘Either the book goes out under my pen name, or it doesn’t go out at all.’


  And so, despite Tanya’s pouting and whingeing and unsubtle attempts to use her feminine wiles to persuade him otherwise, Jake won. His first novel had been published under his pen name, as had his subsequent two books. And in each one the author biography merely stated Martin Sinclair lives in rural Scotland. Unlike other authors Martin Sinclair had no website, no blog, and, most significantly of all, no media photograph. The agency remained unimpressed but, with the books contributing significantly to their profit margin, on the whole they kept quiet. It was a situation Jake was more than content with. And now, at Buttersley Manor, he itched to start work on his next offering, to lose himself in a new book. To erect yet another temporary shield to protect himself from his feelings. Feelings he had had never admitted to another living soul.


  CHAPTER TWO


  ‘Mum, can we go to Disneyland for our summer holiday?’


  Icing a cake, with her back to her daughter, Annie’s heart sank. She caught her bottom lip between her teeth and closed her eyes for a moment. As much as she loved being a single mother – the privilege of having her daughter all to herself; the luxury of no one interfering with her child-rearing decisions – occasionally it was just, well … hard. Especially at moments like this. She took a deep breath in and plastered a smile on her face before turning around to face the child.


  ‘We can’t go this year, sweetheart. But remember we are saving up to go when you’re a little bit older.’


  Sophie didn’t look up from her colouring-in at the kitchen table. ‘Bethany Stevens is going in the summer holidays.’


  Well, she would be, Annie resisted saying. The Stevens’s hot-tub business was doing so well they were struggling to keep up with demand. ‘We’re going to that lovely little cottage at the seaside like we did last year,’ she said, cramming as much enthusiasm as she could into her voice. ‘Remember the great time we had on the beach every day - looking for crabs, and building sandcastles, and throwing the ball for Pip?’


  Sophie nodded but Annie could see the disappointment written all over her pretty little face. She blinked back tears. Honestly, she could kill Lance at times. If he hadn’t run off to Japan, then, between the two of them, they could have given their daughter everything she wanted. Not that she wanted to spoil the child. Far from it. She did her best to ensure Sophie appreciated the value of money. But, as much as she could merrily strangle Lance with one of his designer ties, it would have been good for Sophie to have her father in her life: a father she saw for more than a few hours a year, and one who contributed more to her upbringing than a monthly cheque. Not that, according to Lance, being a part-time father had been his original intention. Oh no. Much to Annie’s amazement, he appeared overjoyed when she eventually plucked up the courage to tell him she was pregnant. It was, after all, a mistake; a slip up after a boozy night out. It was she who had been most shocked at the discovery. At twenty-nine she hadn’t been ready for babies, she had a successful career as a museum conservator and she loved her job. But having a baby didn’t have to interfere with her career, Lance assured her. Between the two of them they could have it all. And Annie believed him. She sailed through her pregnancy with Lance super-glued to her side. He attended every scan, every hospital appointment, every ante-natal class. And at the birth he held her hand and mopped her brow – just like in the films. He continued in this perfect supportive partner role for eight weeks after the birth. Then, arriving home from work one evening, he made an announcement that turned Annie’s perfect world on its head. He was taking a new job – in Japan. Alone. Naturally he came up with a raft of excuses and reasons – not one of which Annie understood. She had been too dazed to argue with him. Too stunned to plead or question. Motherhood alone was enough of a shock. Combined with the desertion of what she’d thought was her perfect partner, Annie felt as though she had been run over by a tank.


  Weeks later, when she could think more logically, she recalled seeing the advert for Lance’s new job. She’d accidentally knocked his industry magazine off the coffee table on her way out to her six monthly ante-natal check. It fell open at the Vacancies page and the ad had been circled in red. Floating around in a pregnancy-induced bubble of happiness, her baby kicking in her belly, Annie hadn’t given it a second thought. Lance, on the other hand, while acting out the role of The Perfect Father To Be, had seemingly given the matter a great deal of thought; planning and plotting behind her back, attending interviews and negotiating start dates and salary, without allowing her the slightest indication of his intentions. ‘Betrayed’ didn’t come close to how she felt, but that emotion had been overridden by another: foolishness. How could she have been so stupid, so gullible, not to have realised what he was up to? How could she have placed so much trust in one man? Trusted him with both her future and her child’s?


  Had it not been for Portia, Annie had no idea how she would have coped those first dreadful few months. Given that Lance had abandoned his daughter, Annie had no wish to do the same. She couldn’t face the thought of leaving her child with minders every day. Consequently, she shelved all plans to return to work, and somewhere cheaper than London to live became a priority. Portia offered her the little gatehouse to Buttersley Manor – the Pinkington-Smythe’s ancestral family seat.


  ‘But I can’t live there rent-free,’ Annie insisted. ‘I’ll have to pay something.’


  ‘There’s no way I could even consider taking money from my best friend,’ Portia tutted. ‘How about you keep an eye on the place for us when it’s empty?’


  And so that was the deal. While Buttersley Manor was empty, which was – shamefully – more often than it was occupied, Annie kept an eye on things. When visitors were due, she ensured it was cleaned and aired, the beds were made up, and the fridge and cupboards stocked. It was an arrangement that had worked well for five years. And one Annie was more than happy with. She loved living in the gatehouse. It was only two-bedroomed with a tiny kitchen and living room downstairs, but it was perfect for her and Sophie. They were very happy there – normally – except when questions about trips to Disneyland arose.


  ‘How about some fresh strawberries?’ she beamed, desperate to make amends.


  Sophie’s little mouth stretched into a wide smile. ‘Can we dip them in melted chocolate?’


  Annie rolled her eyes in mock despair. ‘I suppose so. But only if you promise not to feed them to Pip. However much he drools.’


  ‘I promise,’ giggled Sophie.

  



  Jake was exhausted. And hungry. It seemed an age since he’d eaten at the pub. Thank goodness he’d stopped off there before heading over to the manor. If he hadn’t, he probably wouldn’t have bothered with food at all. Inspiration had consumed him the moment he set foot through the door. Subsequently, he’d been writing solidly for the last four hours and now desperately needed some fresh air, a shower, and some sustenance. Leaning over the mahogany desk, he threw open the latticed windows and filled his lungs with the warm evening air. Instantly he felt better. But no less hungry. He really couldn’t be bothered going out again. Besides, the handful of village shops he’d driven past earlier had most likely closed for the day. He would take a quick shower then go and root around in the kitchen. There might be something there he could nibble on.

  



  While Sophie dipped her strawberries in the bowl of melted chocolate and Pip, their scruffy white Jack Russell, sat
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  The truth is that Annie Richards is just too busy to fall in love!



  Running a successful cake-making business, acting as caretaker to a grand country house, not to mention single-handedly raising her five-year-old daughter, is more than enough to keep Annie’s - –flour-dusted – hands full! So can someone please remind her why she agreed to train for a marathon as a ‘Forty things to do before you’re forty’ pact with her so-called best friend?!



  With every hour of the day already taken up, the arrival of crime writer Jake O’Donnell at Buttersley shouldn’t really have any impact on Annie’s life at all. There’s definitely no time in her carefully scheduled day for dreaming about drop-dead gorgeous authors. Is there?



  But between whipping up batches of her signature limoncello cupcakes, Annie realises that Jake, and his twinkling dark eyes, can’t just be ticked off her mental to-do list as easily as she thought. Especially when it seems that no. 40 on her list could be creating a truly decadent wedding cake – for her very own wedding…



  Forty Things To Do Before You’re Forty
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  CHAPTER ONE



  Jake O’Donnell didn’t swear. Normally. Today, however, he made an exception. Stopping his jeep at the gate of the third field of cows the grating voice on the sat nav directed him to, he uttered a couple of expletives before stabbing at the button and switching it off. He could do a better job without it, despite not having a clue where he was, or being able to rely on that old-fashioned time-served method of following a map: his misjudged faith in modern technology meant he hadn’t brought one. Oh well, he couldn’t be any more lost so he might as well carry on driving until he stumbled upon his destination of Buttersley, or met someone who could point him in the right direction. Still, there was one consolation he concluded, as a waft of warm June air scented with manure drifted through the open window: he was - however inadvertently – discovering the delights of the Yorkshire countryside and, with the sun beating down from the dazzling cloudless sky, he couldn’t have chosen a better day for it.



  Annie Richards’s calves ached. And she had a stitch. And she could feel a blister bubbling on her left foot. But she was determined not to stop running. If she could just make it back to Buttersley, she would have completed five miles - the longest distance she had ever run in her entire life. Visualisation! That was what the running magazines recommended. She needed to visualise herself completing the Buttersley 10k race in a few weeks’ time. Oh yes. She could imagine it now: the deafening roar of the huge, flag-waving crowd spurring her on – although, given how small Buttersley was, it would more likely be a low-key rumble from a handful of pensioners flapping their bus passes. Still, that rumble would, hopefully, make all the hours of training, the blisters and the aching muscles worthwhile. If it didn’t, Annie knew exactly who to blame: her best friend Portia Pinkington-Smythe.



  Were it not for Portia, Annie would never have contemplated running anything other than the bath. She often wondered why she couldn’t have a normal female best friend instead of a gorgeous war correspondent, who also happened to be a member of the super-rich aristocratic Pinkington-Smythe family. But, for all their differences, the two of them had forged a bond which had lasted three decades – ever since their first day at boarding school. Had it not been for the nominal fees Annie’s mother’s head teacher post entitled her to, it was likely the two girls’ worlds would never have coincided. But Annie was immensely grateful they had. Particularly over the last few years. Indeed, without Portia she had no idea how she would have coped. The girl had proved a lifesaver, although, given that this running business had been her suggestion, she might well be a life-ender if Annie dropped down dead with a heart attack.



  ‘Oh, look – a list of forty things to do before you’re forty,’ Portia announced a couple of months ago, sitting in Annie’s kitchen cradling a mug of coffee and flicking through a magazine. ‘I’m going to pick ten for you and you have to make sure you do them in the next five years.’ She rummaged around in her handbag and pulled out a red pen.



  Across the table, Annie spluttered on her herbal tea. ‘Er, don’t forget that it’s not just me turning forty in five years’ time. We’re in this together remember. And you’re a month ahead of me.’



  ‘I’m perfectly aware of that, thank you,’ replied Portia, shaking back her mane of glossy dark hair. ‘But I’m not the one who is in a rut.’



  ‘Neither am I.’ Annie set down her cup with great purpose.



  Portia began circling things on the list. ‘Oh no?’ she asked, without looking up. ‘When was the last time you had a proper night out? Met someone new? Did something … exciting?’



  Pushing back her chair from the table, Annie stood up and took the four steps necessary to reach the kitchen sink. ‘I don’t want to do anything exciting,’ she said, turning on the tap and squirting washing-up liquid over the dishes in the bowl. ‘I’m perfectly happy with my life as it is.’



  ‘So you keep saying. But it’s not normal for a gorgeous woman in her prime to sit in every evening watching TV and playing with Lego®.’



  ‘Um, in case you had forgotten,’ pointed out Annie, frothing the bubbles in the bowl with her hand, ‘I am a single mother with a five year old child. And I think you’re overegging it with the “gorgeous”.’



  ‘No I’m not. You are gorgeous. Or at least you would be if you made more of an effort; wore some make-up every now and again. There are lots of yummy mummies around these days. The celeb mags are full of them..’



  ‘Those mummies have wall-to-wall hairdressers, wardrobes full of designer clothes and a squadron of personal trainers. This one owns a tiny cake shop which just about funds a bi-monthly cut-and-blow and her daughter’s shoes.’



  ‘Well, it’s not right,’ huffed Portia, putting down her pen and taking another slug of coffee. ‘You’re always putting yourself last. It’s time you did something for you.’



  Annie rolled her eyes. Honestly, as much as she loved her best friend, it was glaringly obvious sometimes that they inhabited completely different worlds. ‘And when do you suggest I find time to do that?’ she asked archly.



  ‘You could leave Sophie with your parents for a couple of weeks and fly over to Majorca. Stay at the villa. You’d have a great time. And … you might even find a sexy rich man.’



  Annie turned off the tap and spun around to face her friend. ‘You know I can’t leave Sophie with my parents. They’re far too old to cope with an energetic five year old, who, incidentally, now has to go to school. Besides, I don’t want a sexy rich man. Or a man of any description. Do I need to remind you how my last relationship ended?’



  Portia sniffed derisively. ‘That’s because Lance is a louse. They’re not all like that. I know you find it hard to believe but there actually are some decent men out there. You’ve just got to give them a chance. Look here – number thirty-eight on this list: fall madly in love.’



  ‘Written by a deluded romantic,’ tutted Annie. ‘I’d rather trust a funnel-web spider than another man. Life is much more straightforward without them. Now, what else is on that list?’



  ‘Run a marathon.’



  ‘Now that –’ Annie chuckled, ‘– is a much more tempting proposition.’



  And so Annie had seized that last challenge and ran with it – literally. Given that anything remotely resembling aerobic activity until that day had been a trot around her bijou lounge with the vacuum cleaner, she was building up gradually, starting with the 10k. Needless to say, the first sightings of her in her running shorts, puce-faced and dripping with sweat, caused much consternation amongst the village residents, several of whom questioned her sanity. But Annie was relishing the challenge. It was a long time since she’d set a goal and thrown herself into achieving it. All goal setting belonged to a former life, one which now seemed a million light years away. Things had changed dramatically since then. She had changed dramatically since then. Yet, despite these dramatic changes, she was determined to complete this race – even if they had to carry her over the finish line – which, given her stitch, blister and aching limbs, was more than a remote possibility.



  The glorious sunshine, dazzling blue sky and stunning Yorkshire countryside still abounded but Jake’s appreciation was waning. Rapidly. It felt as though he’d been driving for days – weeks even – instead of the six hours it actually was. He drove so rarely these days, he wasn’t used to it. Nor was it an activity he enjoyed, which was hardly surprising given what had happened five years ago. And on roads just like these - apparently innocuous, idyllic country roads where fatal disaster seemed unimaginable. Yet Jake could imagine it all too well – even now, years on. Still, now wasn’t the time to dwell on that. He shook his head in an attempt to temporarily dislodge the memory of that fateful day. He would never erase it permanently. It was etched on his mind like the words on Nina’s marble headstone – something else he did not want to think about just now. He took a deep breath in and concentrated on his driving. Tension gripped his shoulders and his back ached. All the roads were beginning to look the same and he hadn’t seen a signpost for miles. He desperately needed a pint and something to eat. He glanced at the clock on the dashboard. Almost two o’clock. No wonder he was starving. At this rate he may have to resort to boy scout tactics and go and catch a fish or something. But no – there was hope. He pushed his sunglasses a shade higher up the bridge of his nose. He could see a runner in the distance. There was life out there after all. His spirits lifted as he applied a little more pressure to the accelerator.


  





  A serious stitch pierced Annie’s left side. But she couldn’t stop running. She only had a mile to go. That should take her approximately ten minutes. Ten minutes before she could kick off her trainers and sink into a steaming hot bubble bath. She attempted to visualise that scenario but failed. The stitch was too bad. Instead, she turned up the volume on her iPod. Fleetwood Mac’s Tusk flooded her ears – the perfect tune to spur her on. Taking a deep inhalation, she gritted her teeth and continued running.


  





  Jake eased off the accelerator as he approached the runner. It was a girl, with a ponytail of honey-blonde curls swinging from the back of a pink baseball cap. Courtesy of her black running shorts, though, it was her legs that really caught his attention – long, toned and tanned legs, moving at an impressive rate. Manoeuvring the jeep parallel to her, he pressed the button to lower the passenger-side window.



  ‘Excuse me,’ he ventured, one hand on the steering wheel as he leaned towards the open window.



  The girl appeared not to notice him. Jake could see that she had earphones in. He rolled the car a little further ahead. As it hit her eye-line, she started slightly and turned to face him, still running. He could just make out the lower part of her face, the rest obscured by the rim of her cap.



  ‘Excuse me, but I’m looking for Buttersley. You couldn’t point me in the right direction could you?’



  She pulled out her right earphone. Fleetwood Mac’s Tusk drifted out. ‘Sorry,’ she puffed, holding out the earphone to indicate she hadn’t heard him.



  ‘Buttersley?’ repeated Jake, raising his eyebrows optimistically.



  ‘Left at the junction and you’re there,’ she replied, tossing him a cursory smile.



  ‘Great. Thanks.’



  She didn’t look at him again, but held up her hand in reply, before stuffing the earphone back in.



  Well, thank goodness for that, mused Jake. He was on the right road – at long last. He glanced in his rear-view mirror as he drove away. The girl was still running – with those legs. He swiped a bead of sweat from his brow and suddenly felt quite peculiar.



  An hour later, eventually arriving at his destination via the village pub where he’d tucked into a hearty portion of fish and chips followed by apple pie and custard, Jake almost had to pinch himself. Fate had definitely shone on him the day he bumped into Jasper Pinkington-Smythe at the London airport a few weeks ago. Jake was flying home to Scotland after a meeting with his literary agent. Jasper had been en route to his family’s villa in Majorca. He asked Jake what he was up to and Jake muttered something about having a stab at writing a book. The predictable ‘what about?’ followed. Never comfortable talking about his writing, Jake mumbled something vague about a murder-mystery set in a medieval castle.



  ‘If you’re looking for somewhere atmospheric to write it, you could always use Buttersley Manor - our family pile in Yorkshire,’ Jasper chuckled. ‘Not quite a castle, but it’s medieval and even has the obligatory ghost apparently.’



  ‘That’s very kind,’ Jake replied. ‘But I couldn’t.’ He hadn’t seen Jasper for years. It didn’t seem right. Jasper, on the other hand, didn’t seem remotely bothered by that fact.



  ‘Why not? The place will be empty for the next six weeks. Seriously. You’d be doing us a favour. Always better to have someone in it. Security and all that.’



  ‘It’s really good of you to offer, but I couldn’t,’ Jake insisted.



  And the subject had been dropped. Or so Jake had thought. Emptying his rucksack at home later that evening, he’d discovered a large brass key wrapped in a brown paper bag. On the bag were a couple of blobs of strawberry jam and scribbled directions to Buttersley Manor. Jasper had obviously hidden it in the bag when Jake wasn’t looking.



  Jake’s initial reaction was to return the key. But, bitten by curiosity, he couldn’t resist Googling the manor. The images had blown him away. Seeds of inspiration had sprouted just looking at them. But he couldn’t possibly take Jasper up on his offer. It didn’t seem right. Then again, hadn’t he said the place would be empty for the next six weeks? Hadn’t he insisted Jake would be doing them a favour? And, if the man had been resourceful enough to slip Jake the key, didn’t that provide some indication of how much he wanted him to go? Flicking through the pictures Jake decided he did want to go. Very much. Six glorious uninterrupted weeks in a majestic setting, where he could write to his heart’s content. What more could an author ask for?



  Now, inside the manor, wandering from wonderful room to wonderful room, breathing in the heady mix of wood polish, dust, and centuries of Pinkington-Smythe family history, Jake couldn’t believe his luck. The place was a writer’s heaven, a creative paradise oozing atmosphere from every knot of wood, stone fireplace and panelled wall. Excitement bubbled in his stomach. He would stock up on provisions, find the perfect writing spot – a small drawing room on the ground floor overlooking a lawn looked promising – and he would absorb himself in the writing of his next book. Lose himself, once again, in another imaginary world – one infinitely preferable to the real world.



  Of course, Jake had not always harboured such reclusive tendencies. A short time ago such an existence would have seemed complete anathema to him. A life without the buzz and banter of the office – without the adrenalin rush of split-second, multi-million pound decisions, and without the constant need to keep one step ahead, to keep one’s pulse on world affairs and second-guess the markets – would not have seemed like a life worth living. But that had been five years ago. Before Nina’s death. Before her beautiful young life had been abruptly ended on a country road by a cocky seventeen year old.



  At first people blamed shock for Jake’s change in behaviour. Time is a great healer, they said. But it wasn’t. Jake could still remember opening the door to the chubby policeman as if it had been yesterday. The man’s hands had been covered in flecks of white paint. For some unfathomable reason it was those flecks of paint Jake had focused on as the devastating news had drifted from the constable’s mouth. The words had bounced off him like hailstones off a tin roof. He’d heard them but couldn’t take them in. It wasn’t until Nina’s funeral ten days later, as he stood in the graveyard watching the mahogany box which contained her beautiful body – the body he had known so intimately – being lowered into the hole in the ground, that the implications of what had happened struck him. Nina was dead. And so, too, was the child she’d been carrying, the child they’d created together, the daughter he would never now hold in his arms. That evening he cried until the tears ran dry. Then he sat up all night and made some life-changing decisions.



  ‘But you can’t sell the business,’ his second-in-command, Mark, protested the following day. ‘You’ve spent years building it up. Look at all the blood, sweat and tears you’ve put into it. You’re exactly where you wanted to be – the most successful fund manager in Europe.’



  ‘Well, maybe I don’t want to be there any more,’ Jake countered. ‘Maybe now I want something completely different.’



  ‘You’re rushing into things. Why don’t you take a few months off? Go travelling or something? Do … I don’t know … whatever you feel like doing.’



  ‘This is what I feel like doing.’



  ‘But you’re in shock. It’s only days since Nina … since Nina … ’



  ‘Died, Mark. Nina is dead,’ Jake cut in, amazed that such a tragic incident, which had ended two lives and touched so many others, could be summed up in three short words.



  ‘Exactly. Which is why this is not a good time to make any decisions, never mind one so drastic.’



  ‘It’s what I want to do.’



  And so, despite the media furore and industry speculation, Jake organised a management buyout, offloading the business to his employees. He sold his Chelsea apartment and bought a small cottage in Scotland on the banks of Loch Tay - a modest, peaceful house in a secluded spot, nestled amongst the heather. After a few months the invitations to London parties and requests to visit dwindled. Jake had been relieved. London – and his old life - seemed a million miles away, as if it had all belonged to someone else.



  Becoming accustomed to his own company, Jake spent weeks exploring the Scottish countryside, days walking from dawn ‘til dusk. Then, as winter drew nearer and the days grew shorter, he looked for something to occupy his time indoors. He decided to write a book.



  From a germ of an idea, a dark mystery set in Victorian London sprouted. With only a vague idea of the plot, once Jake began to type, the words flowed and flowed - at an astonishing rate. It took only ten weeks for him to complete the book. Ten weeks in which he completely absorbed himself. He didn’t listen to the radio, he didn’t watch TV, he didn’t read a newspaper, he scarcely set foot outside the house. Then he looked at the four hundred pages filled with neatly typed words and wondered what to do with them. In the absence of any better ideas he emailed them to a literary agent in London using the pen name Martin Sinclair. To his amazement, he received a reply eight weeks later, saying they were very interested and would like to meet him.



  It had been strange flying down to London for the meeting. There was a whole world out there he’d completely forgotten about: a bustling, busy world he no longer belonged to. He made his way to the agent’s office in Mayfair where he was introduced to Tanya. He had intended to say little about his past but, to his dismay, Tanya recognised him immediately.



  ‘Oh my god,’ her glossy red lips gasped. ‘This is fantastic. Marketing will have so many angles to go at. Jake O’Donnell – billionaire financial genius – now a successful author.’



  ‘No,’ Jake protested. ‘I want the book published under my pen name.’



  As if addressing someone of below-average intelligence, Tanya’s voice adopted a quelling edge. ‘Now that would be silly. Using your real name we could triple sales, quadruple them even. You could make a fortune – well, another fortune,’ she added, with a knowing titter and a flutter of heavily-mascaraed lashes.



  Nausea engulfed Jake at the mere thought of all the media hype. ‘I don’t care,’ he maintained. ‘Either the book goes out under my pen name, or it doesn’t go out at all.’



  And so, despite Tanya’s pouting and whingeing and unsubtle attempts to use her feminine wiles to persuade him otherwise, Jake won. His first novel had been published under his pen name, as had his subsequent two books. And in each one the author biography merely stated Martin Sinclair lives in rural Scotland. Unlike other authors Martin Sinclair had no website, no blog, and, most significantly of all, no media photograph. The agency remained unimpressed but, with the books contributing significantly to their profit margin, on the whole they kept quiet. It was a situation Jake was more than content with. And now, at Buttersley Manor, he itched to start work on his next offering, to lose himself in a new book. To erect yet another temporary shield to protect himself from his feelings. Feelings he had had never admitted to another living soul.



  CHAPTER TWO



  ‘Mum, can we go to Disneyland for our summer holiday?’



  Icing a cake, with her back to her daughter, Annie’s heart sank. She caught her bottom lip between her teeth and closed her eyes for a moment. As much as she loved being a single mother – the privilege of having her daughter all to herself; the luxury of no one interfering with her child-rearing decisions – occasionally it was just, well … hard. Especially at moments like this. She took a deep breath in and plastered a smile on her face before turning around to face the child.



  ‘We can’t go this year, sweetheart. But remember we are saving up to go when you’re a little bit older.’



  Sophie didn’t look up from her colouring-in at the kitchen table. ‘Bethany Stevens is going in the summer holidays.’



  Well, she would be, Annie resisted saying. The Stevens’s hot-tub business was doing so well they were struggling to keep up with demand. ‘We’re going to that lovely little cottage at the seaside like we did last year,’ she said, cramming as much enthusiasm as she could into her voice. ‘Remember the great time we had on the beach every day - looking for crabs, and building sandcastles, and throwing the ball for Pip?’



  Sophie nodded but Annie could see the disappointment written all over her pretty little face. She blinked back tears. Honestly, she could kill Lance at times. If he hadn’t run off to Japan, then, between the two of them, they could have given their daughter everything she wanted. Not that she wanted to spoil the child. Far from it. She did her best to ensure Sophie appreciated the value of money. But, as much as she could merrily strangle Lance with one of his designer ties, it would have been good for Sophie to have her father in her life: a father she saw for more than a few hours a year, and one who contributed more to her upbringing than a monthly cheque. Not that, according to Lance, being a part-time father had been his original intention. Oh no. Much to Annie’s amazement, he appeared overjoyed when she eventually plucked up the courage to tell him she was pregnant. It was, after all, a mistake; a slip up after a boozy night out. It was she who had been most shocked at the discovery. At twenty-nine she hadn’t been ready for babies, she had a successful career as a museum conservator and she loved her job. But having a baby didn’t have to interfere with her career, Lance assured her. Between the two of them they could have it all. And Annie believed him. She sailed through her pregnancy with Lance super-glued to her side. He attended every scan, every hospital appointment, every ante-natal class. And at the birth he held her hand and mopped her brow – just like in the films. He continued in this perfect supportive partner role for eight weeks after the birth. Then, arriving home from work one evening, he made an announcement that turned Annie’s perfect world on its head. He was taking a new job – in Japan. Alone. Naturally he came up with a raft of excuses and reasons – not one of which Annie understood. She had been too dazed to argue with him. Too stunned to plead or question. Motherhood alone was enough of a shock. Combined with the desertion of what she’d thought was her perfect partner, Annie felt as though she had been run over by a tank.



  Weeks later, when she could think more logically, she recalled seeing the advert for Lance’s new job. She’d accidentally knocked his industry magazine off the coffee table on her way out to her six monthly ante-natal check. It fell open at the Vacancies page and the ad had been circled in red. Floating around in a pregnancy-induced bubble of happiness, her baby kicking in her belly, Annie hadn’t given it a second thought. Lance, on the other hand, while acting out the role of The Perfect Father To Be, had seemingly given the matter a great deal of thought; planning and plotting behind her back, attending interviews and negotiating start dates and salary, without allowing her the slightest indication of his intentions. ‘Betrayed’ didn’t come close to how she felt, but that emotion had been overridden by another: foolishness. How could she have been so stupid, so gullible, not to have realised what he was up to? How could she have placed so much trust in one man? Trusted him with both her future and her child’s?



  Had it not been for Portia, Annie had no idea how she would have coped those first dreadful few months. Given that Lance had abandoned his daughter, Annie had no wish to do the same. She couldn’t face the thought of leaving her child with minders every day. Consequently, she shelved all plans to return to work, and somewhere cheaper than London to live became a priority. Portia offered her the little gatehouse to Buttersley Manor – the Pinkington-Smythe’s ancestral family seat.



  ‘But I can’t live there rent-free,’ Annie insisted. ‘I’ll have to pay something.’



  ‘There’s no way I could even consider taking money from my best friend,’ Portia tutted. ‘How about you keep an eye on the place for us when it’s empty?’



  And so that was the deal. While Buttersley Manor was empty, which was – shamefully – more often than it was occupied, Annie kept an eye on things. When visitors were due, she ensured it was cleaned and aired, the beds were made up, and the fridge and cupboards stocked. It was an arrangement that had worked well for five years. And one Annie was more than happy with. She loved living in the gatehouse. It was only two-bedroomed with a tiny kitchen and living room downstairs, but it was perfect for her and Sophie. They were very happy there – normally – except when questions about trips to Disneyland arose.



  ‘How about some fresh strawberries?’ she beamed, desperate to make amends.



  Sophie’s little mouth stretched into a wide smile. ‘Can we dip them in melted chocolate?’



  Annie rolled her eyes in mock despair. ‘I suppose so. But only if you promise not to feed them to Pip. However much he drools.’



  ‘I promise,’ giggled Sophie.


  





  Jake was exhausted. And hungry. It seemed an age since he’d eaten at the pub. Thank goodness he’d stopped off there before heading over to the manor. If he hadn’t, he probably wouldn’t have bothered with food at all. Inspiration had consumed him the moment he set foot through the door. Subsequently, he’d been writing solidly for the last four hours and now desperately needed some fresh air, a shower, and some sustenance. Leaning over the mahogany desk, he threw open the latticed windows and filled his lungs with the warm evening air. Instantly he felt better. But no less hungry. He really couldn’t be bothered going out again. Besides, the handful of village shops he’d driven past earlier had most likely closed for the day. He would take a quick shower then go and root around in the kitchen. There might be something there he could nibble on.


  





  While Sophie dipped her strawberries in the bowl of melted chocolate and Pip, their scruffy white Jack Russell, sat at her feet salivating, Annie wandered out to the garden to assess the weed situation. She loved her garden. It was small, but, like the cottage, had everything she needed: a well-kept lawn, a couple of flower beds, and a neat vegetable patch. She took a deep breath in, savouring the warm evening air laced with the scent of honeysuckle. She really was lucky living here and, despite Portia’s cynicism and the lack of funds for Disneyland, really was content with her life. Who could ask for more? She had a wonderful, healthy daughter, a beautiful place to live, great friends and her own business. In spite of her grumbles about Lance, she wouldn’t change a thing.



  She tilted up her head to the clear blue sky and caught sight of a hawk. Her gaze followed the bird as it glided effortlessly through the air towards the manor, suddenly swooping down outside the open windows of the drawing room. Open windows? Ice-cold apprehension skittered through her. She’d been over to the manor that morning to check everything was in order. Aware it verged on the anal, she checked every morning when it was empty. The building was her responsibility, after all, and one she did not take lightly. She harboured a secret dread of going over one morning to discover a burst pipe and hordes of priceless antiques bobbing about in the water. Thankfully there had been no burst pipe that morning. There had been nothing untoward at all. And she’d received no word of impending visitors. Her stomach lurched. What if it were thieves? She wouldn’t be surprised. The place was packed with priceless relics, valuable paintings and exquisite furniture. For her as a conservator, it was both a treat and an honour to be surrounded by such treasures on a daily basis. The P.S.’s though were completely unfazed. Despite much nagging from Annie over the years, they had still not bothered to have an alarm fitted. Well, there was only one thing for it, she determined, taking a deep breath in, she would have to go and investigate.



  ‘I’m just going over to the manor for a few minutes, Sophie,’ she said, popping her head through the open kitchen window and, with a shaking hand, grabbing the key from the sill.



  ‘Okay,’ muttered Sophie, still intent on her colouring-in.



  Annie hesitated for a moment. Should she ask the child to seek help if she wasn’t back in five minutes? No. She didn’t want to alarm her. After all, it was probably nothing. Nothing at all. Still, perhaps she’d better take her mobile, just in case. She snatched that up from the sill, too. Shoving the phone and key into her shorts’ pocket, she sprinted over the lawn which separated the gatehouse from its lofty relative. She headed directly to the open windows of the drawing room. Standing on tip-toes, she peeped inside. To her immense relief there was no sign of any burglars. And it certainly didn’t look like anything had been moved. Pinkington-Smythe family portraits still lined the walls. And the Chinese vase – which was worth more than her annual income – still had pride of place on the mantelpiece. Hmm. Maybe thieves had a system. Maybe they started from the top and worked their way down. Should she go and confront them? Or should she call Sid, the local policeman? Or was she overreacting? Perhaps the windows had blown open with a sudden gust of wind. From inside the house. Okay, so that scenario wasn’t particularly likely, but she didn’t relish the thought of making a fool of herself again in front of Sid. She still hadn’t recovered from the embarrassment of last year’s incident when she’d been convinced there was an intruder. She’d been so scared she’d locked herself in the loo. After a chaotic couple of hours searching, it turned out to be a pigeon. She wouldn’t have blamed Sid if he’d fined her for wasting police time. No, this time she should at least ascertain whether or not someone was inside before summoning the law. She tugged her mobile out of her pocket and scrolled down to the number for the police station. Now, if she did find herself in a compromising position, all she had to do was press the green button and help would arrive in minutes. Relatively assured, she ran round to the front of the manor and up the steps to the front door. She turned the large iron handle. It was locked. Of course it was. If the thieves had a key they wouldn’t have climbed in through the window. Her heart began to race. Beads of sweat broke out on her forehead. She fished the key out of her pocket, unlocked the door and slipped into the stone-flagged entrance hall. Closing the door, she pressed her back against it and listened for a noise – voices, furniture being moved, anything. There was nothing. Right. Well, maybe it was one guy working alone. That was much more manageable. Even so, perhaps it would be sensible to protect herself. Her gaze scanned the hall, landing on a suit of armour. She tiptoed over to it, slipped off the helmet and, with some wiggling, placed it over her own head. Then she moved over to the wall and unhooked a sword and shield. Right. Good. She was fully protected now. So where should she start her search? Upstairs. Yes, that was probably the best place. Summoning every ounce of courage, she placed one foot on the bottom step. And froze. She could hear footsteps. In the corridor to the right. Approaching footsteps. Her blood ran cold, her heart hammered and her legs turned to jelly. Unable to move, she watched in horror as a tall shadowy figure came into view. Oh my God! This was definitely no pigeon. This was a real-life burglar. She should press the green button on her mobile. But that would mean dropping the sword and the shield. Which she might need if he decided to attack her. Well, as she was holding the weapons, she might as well make use of them.



  ‘St-stay right where you are,’ she stammered, turning towards him brandishing the sword and shield. ‘I’m calling the police.’



  ‘I, er, really don’t think there’s any need for that,’ came a deep male voice.



  ‘Oh yes, there is,’ countered Annie, flourishing the sword in what she hoped was a threatening manner. ‘And if you’ve got a gun, put it on the floor and kick it over here.’



  She held her breath as he bent down and kicked something towards her. Ah ha! So he did have a gun. Thank goodness she’d had the foresight to relieve him of that. She’d known that watching all those American cop shows would prove useful at some point. Good move, Annie. Very good move. But, to her amazement, it wasn’t a loaded pistol that landed at her feet, but a packet of digestive biscuits. Biscuits? Annie furrowed her brow. Who on earth would break into a manor and steal a packet of biscuits? Was nothing sacred where this criminal was concerned?



  ‘Where’s your weapon?’ she demanded.



  ‘I don’t have one.’



  Hmm. Annie squinted her eyes against the light. He definitely had something else in his hand. She cleared her throat, ‘Wh-what else are you holding?’



  ‘A carton of blackcurrant juice.’



  Huh. So he considered himself some kind of joker, did he? Well, Annie wasn’t in the mood for jokes. This was no laughing matter.



  ‘Breaking and entering is no laughing matter,’ she huffed.



  ‘I couldn’t agree more. But I had a key.’ He stepped forward, into the pool of sunlight streaming in through one of the windows.



  Annie could see him clearly now. And what she saw caused the breath to whoosh from her lungs, the sword and shield to flop to her side, and all her blood to rush to her head. Bathed in the golden sunlight he looked like some kind of Greek god; a tall, muscular, broad-shouldered Adonis in faded blue jeans and a navy V-necked T-shirt. For a few brief seconds she was rendered speechless. And senseless. And a lot of other things ending in –less that she really couldn’t think of at that particular moment. His jet-black hair, with just the hint of a wave, was dripping wet. He was obviously fresh from the shower. An image of him in the shower crashed into her mind, causing her already shaking legs to almost cave beneath her. She made a grab for the bannister in order to steady herself as she attempted to eradicate the image. His actual presence was unsettling enough. To add fantasy to the equation was really not helpful. He did, though, look vaguely familiar. Was this the man who’d asked her for directions earlier? So intent had she been on her running, she’d paid him scant attention. Which now seemed completely ludicrous. She must need her eyes testing. Badly. How else could she not have noticed those sculpted cheekbones, that strong stubble-covered jaw, and those twinkling dark eyes? Oh my God! She was practically salivating. Which was pathetic. And besides, he might have a key but that didn’t mean he wasn’t a burglar.



  ‘Are you a burglar?’ she asked. The question came out more like a strangled squeak.



  He snorted with laughter. ‘No. Are you?’



  ‘Of course not,’ she snapped. ‘I’m the caretaker.’



  ‘I thought so.’ He nodded pensively, one side of his deliciously sensuous mouth curling upwards. ‘The uniform gives it away.’



  Uniform? What uniform?



  ‘Would you, er, like a hand with your helmet?’ he continued, pointing to her head whilst plainly doing his utmost not to laugh.



  Confusion engulfed Annie. ‘Wh-what?’



  ‘Your helmet.’



  What on earth was he-? Oh no. She was still wearing the helmet from the suit of armour. As if she didn’t look ridiculous enough.



  ‘No thank you,’ she huffed. Swamped in mortification, she put down the sword and shield, placed a hand either side of the helmet and attempted to tug it off. It didn’t move.



  ‘Here, let me help.’



  Before Annie had a chance to protest, he set down the carton of juice, and his long legs took the few strides necessary to bring him directly in front of her. He was so close she could smell his citrusy shower gel mixed with his own masculine scent. Through the gap in her helmet her eyes were directly level with the V of his T-shirt from which a few dark hairs were visible. She watched, mesmerised, as a drop of water fell from his head and landed on the bare skin at the V, before trickling down under the T-shirt. To her dismay, she had to summon every ounce of willpower not to slide her hands under the T-shirt to explore exactly where the drop had gone.



  ‘Ready?’ he asked.



  Ready? For what? Surely he didn’t know what she was thinking. He couldn’t possibly mean-



  Before she knew what was happening, in one deft movement he pulled the helmet from her head.



  ‘There you go.’ He handed it to her, then stepped back.



  Annie attempted to ignore the bizarre wave of disappointment that engulfed her at the distance now between them.



  ‘Thanks,’ she muttered, avoiding eye contact, as a deep flush crept up her neck. What on earth was happening to her? She didn’t know what it was but she had to get a grip. Take control of the situation. Or at least try and control something – starting with the hurricane of lust that was swirling around her. She tilted up her chin and met his gaze. Bad idea! No sooner had she looked into his eyes than she immediately wished she hadn’t. They were exactly the same shade of navy-blue as his T-shirt, framed by long dark lashes and sparkling with humour. The devastating combination set off a swarm of butterflies in her stomach.



  ‘Look, maybe we should start again,’ he said, holding out his hand to her. ‘I’m Jake. Jake … Sinclair.’



  Annie gawped at the large tanned hand. The thought of touching it made her dizzy. But she couldn’t just stand there like a plank.



  ‘Annie Richards,’ she said, aware of her blush deepening and a strange swirling sensation sweeping over her the moment she placed her hand in his. So light-headed was she, she thought she might swoon. Not that she made a habit of swooning. She had never swooned in her entire life. But perhaps that was because she’d never met such a devastatingly drop-dead gorgeous male in her entire life.



  ‘I’m an old friend of Jasper’s,’ he continued. ‘He offered me the use of the manor.’



  Did he now? Well, trust Jasper to forget to tell her. Not that Annie was surprised. While Portia verged on the academically brilliant, her brother – despite an education costing more than the national debt of some countries – had never been the brightest bulb in the many Pinkington-Smythe chandeliers.



  ‘Have you, um, duelled with many burglars lately?’



  Had she duelled with many burglars? Was that an attempt at humour? Because Annie really wasn’t in the mood for humour. She was too busy wading through her pit of mortification, searching for the exit sign. ‘Um, not many, no,’ she mumbled, tucking a wayward curl behind her ear.



  ‘So, if you’re the caretaker, you must live nearby,’ he continued.



  Annie nodded. ‘In the gatehouse.’



  ‘Right. Nice and handy then.’



  ‘Very handy. Yes. Thanks.’



  Thanks? Why was she thanking him? And why was he standing there looking so … so … gorgeous? And so … cool? While she felt like a complete turnip. She glanced longingly at the door. She couldn’t just make a bolt for it. She’d have to make some attempt at conversation. She cleared her throat.



  ‘How long are you staying?’



  She held her breath hoping it was just overnight. Or a couple of days. Or even until mid-week. She could cope with that. Probably.



  ‘Six weeks or so.’



  Six weeks! Yet again Annie’s legs almost caved. She made another grab for the bannister. Six weeks. That was what? … forty-two days. Which would be – she did a quick mental calculation – approximately one thousand hours. Good lord. It was like … forever. He might as well have said “a whole month and a half”, because that’s what it equated to.



  As if attempting to justify his presence, he added, ‘Jasper told me the place would be empty for a while. I’m … trying my hand at writing a book.’



  Annie raised an unimpressed eyebrow. ‘Writing a book’ sounded exactly like something Jasper’s rich, spoiled friends might dabble in; a ‘little project’ to while away the time between parties. Still, on the positive side, it could mean he’d be holed up with his computer for as long as the whim lasted. Which would be fine. Perfect, in fact. Well, perhaps not perfect. Perfect would be if he wasn’t here at all. And her dignity hadn’t been through the shredder – twice.



  ‘Right.’ She forced her lips into some semblance of a smile. ‘I’d better let you settle in. Do you need anything?’



  Oh lord. Please, please, please let him say no.



  She watched as his mouth stretched into a disarming smile, causing a bolt of desire to flash down her spine.



  ‘Thanks. I think I have everything I need.’



  I just bet you have, Annie resisted saying. She quickly checked herself and attempted to dredge up something of her usual professional manner. ‘Good. Well … I’ll just tidy up these things and get out of your hair then.’



  Out of his hair? An image of her in his hair, threading her fingers through it as he trailed a stream of kisses down her- A hastily summoned mental boulder crushed that treacherous image. Heavens! She’d never felt so out of control. She had to put some distance between her and this man. Quickly. Willing her hands not to shake, she replaced the helmet on the suit of armour, then re-hung the sword and shield, aware of Jake’s eyes on her. Honestly, did he have to stand there watching her? Couldn’t he just go away? Like, back to wherever he’d come from. All the items in their rightful places, Annie turned around and had taken one step towards the door when it burst open. In marched Sophie wearing pink spotted pyjamas and carrying Pip.



  ‘Mum, are you okay? You’ve been ages.’



  Annie couldn’t resist a smile at her daughter’s concerned face. ‘I’m fine, sweetheart. I’m coming back over now.’



  ‘Why is your face all red?’



  Annie pleaded with the ground to swallow her up. It didn’t. ‘I’m just a bit … hot. I’ve been talking to this gentleman.’



  Sophie turned to Jake. ‘Hello, I’m Sophie Richards. Who are you?’



  ‘Sophie!’ exclaimed Annie. ‘Don’t be so rude. This is Mr Sinclair. He’s going to be staying at the manor for a few … weeks,’ she said, attempting to banish all signs of panic from her voice. ‘He’s writing a book.’



  Sophie’s eyes grew wide. ‘Ooo. Is it about dragons?’



  Jake chuckled. ‘I’m afraid not. Although, come to think of it, a couple of dragons might liven it up a bit. At the moment it’s just about a boring old castle.’



  Sophie wrinkled her little nose. ‘Oh well, someone might like it. We’ve been dipping strawberries in chocolate. Do you like strawberries and chocolate?’



  ‘They are amongst my two favourite things in the whole world.’



  ‘We’ve loads left, haven’t we, Mum?’



  Annie’s heart plummeted. She had a strong feeling of what was to follow. She opened her mouth to forestall her daughter, but was too late.



  ‘Would you like to come over to our house and have some? And I can stay up and chat to you because I’m allowed to stay up until eight o’clock on a Friday.’



  Annie held her breath. Surely he wouldn’t. At the very thought her stomach twisted itself into impressive knots.



  ‘I’d love to,’ replied Jake, raking a hand through his wet hair in a way that, given her fantasising just a few seconds ago, made Annie bite back a gasp. ‘But I’m afraid I have lots of work to do.’



  ‘But it’s Friday,’ pointed out Sophie. ‘And Mum always says Friday evenings are for relaxing. So Mr Sinclair should relax too, shouldn’t he, Mum?’



  ‘I don’t think Mr Sinclair-’ began Annie. But before she could finish, Sophie strode over to Jake, thrust a wriggling Pip into his arms, and began tugging him by the elbow towards the door.



  CHAPTER THREE



  Rooted to the spot, Annie watched the unlikely trio make their way down the steps of the manor and wondered what on earth she should do now. Should she invent some mythical appointment? Say she’d just remembered she and Sophie were supposed to be at the dentist? At this precise time. On a Friday night? But no – unlike Lance, Annie was no good at lying. Sophie would see right through her and think nothing of exposing her for the fraud that she was. No, the only thing she could do was follow them to the cottage and hope Jake Sinclair would quickly grasp the message that he really wasn’t welcome.


  





  As a babbling Sophie led him over the lawn towards the gatehouse, with Pip licking every square centimetre of his face, Jake bit back a smile. This was like a comedy sketch – with Annie playing the lead role. He stifled a gurgle of laughter as he recalled how funny she’d looked in that helmet, brandishing the sword. By the colour of her cheeks, she’d obviously been mortified by the incident. And was no doubt desperate to get away from him. But how could he have refused little Sophie? Not only was the child leading him, quite authoritatively, by the elbow, but she was also completely adorable: the image of her mother with her riot of honey-blonde curls and sparkling emerald-green eyes. Still, it really wasn’t fair of him. He risked a look at Annie over his shoulder. She trailed miserably behind, staring at the ground. He felt a niggle of guilt that he’d lied to her about his surname. He hadn’t intended to. It had been a knee-jerk reaction by his self-preservation instinct, ever wary of the transparency of the internet. Oh well, he mused, as he swung his head back around and Pip stuck his tongue in his ear, it didn’t really matter. So long as he wasn’t a burglar, Annie Richards probably didn’t give a monkey’s who he was. And it wasn’t as if he intended launching himself on village society. He would keep himself to himself. Which was exactly what he should be doing now. So, once at the cottage, he’d make some excuse and beat a hasty retreat.


  





  Following Jake and her daughter across the lawn to the cottage, Annie tried desperately to keep her gaze on the ground and not let it wander to Jake’s rear, showcased perfectly in those low-slung blue jeans. What was wrong with her? She’d never been fixated with a man’s behind before. Heavens. Maybe Portia was right. Maybe she had been without a man in her bed for too long. She normally didn’t give sex a second thought these days. She was far too busy. And frankly, what was the point in thinking about it when she had no intention of engaging in it? So why, then, was she focusing on Jake Sinclair’s buttocks? She was tired, that could be the only explanation. She’d run five miles today. No mean feat and the longest she’d run in her entire life. No wonder she felt light-headed. And she was disorientated because her nerves had been on edge. She had, after all, been prepared to confront an armed burglar. Yes – that was it. She knew there must be a logical explanation somewhere for her illogical behaviour. It wasn’t Jake Sinclair who’d set her head spinning, her stomach churning and her nerves aflutter, it was a combination of the aforementioned external factors. So, now that she’d established that fact, why did she desperately hope she had no underwear drying about the place and that she’d tidied up? Because, she quickly reasoned, Jake Sinclair probably lived in some minimalist designer pad with hot and cold running champagne, gleaming stainless steel surfaces, and an army of uniformed cleaners. Well, tough. He would have to take her and Sophie as they came. And if he didn’t like the cottage, he need never visit it again. Come to think of it, it would be better if the place was a complete tip and he ran a mile. Because she really didn’t want the man in her house. Or any man in her house.



  By the time Annie reached the cottage, she found Jake leaning against the kitchen bench, looking, just as she’d predicted, completely out of place. His presence seemed to fill the room, sucking out all the oxygen. Sophie was nowhere to be seen.



  At a loss as to what to do, Annie hovered in the doorway. ‘Would, you, er, like a glass of wine? Or something?’ she asked, her attempt at a light-hearted tone failing miserably.



  ‘Um, no, I’m fine thanks.’



  Annie stared at him for a few seconds. All his previous humour seemed to have evaporated and he sounded a little … subdued. There was a strange expression on his handsome face. One she couldn’t decipher. ‘I think I’ll have a cup of tea,’ she blurted out. ‘Would you like one?’



  Jake gave a hesitant smile. ‘Okay. Thanks.’



  ‘And please can we have more melted chocolate for the strawberries,’ chipped in Sophie, breezing in from the living room, clutching another of her colouring-in books. ‘Mr Sinclair, you can sit here beside me.’ She climbed onto one of the kitchen chairs and patted the one alongside her.



  Jake raised an apologetic eyebrow at Annie, before doing as Sophie bid. No sooner had he sat down, than Pip jumped onto his lap.



  ‘Are you a good colourer-innerer?’ asked Sophie, flicking through the book.



  ‘I don’t really know,’ confessed Jake. ‘It’s a long time since I did any colouring-in.’



  ‘Mum’s rubbish. Oh, look. You can do this one if you like.’ She pushed the book over to him. ‘And then I can give you a mark out of ten like my teacher does.’



  Jake choked back a surge of laughter. ‘Okay then,’ he said, doing exactly as he was told.



  Rooting through the tin of crayons, looking for just the right shade of blue, Jake decided he must be losing it. He had to be. Why else was he allowing himself to be bossed about by a five year old child? Albeit a delightful one. Five years ago he’d been renowned for his persuasion tactics, his implacability, his intransigence. When Jake had made a decision everyone had known it was final. So why was he now sitting in the kitchen of a woman who obviously didn’t want him there, with a dog that wouldn’t stop licking his face, having his colouring-in ability assessed? It was madness. He should go. He really should. He had writing to do. Lots of writing. And he was wasting precious time.



  The trouble was, the moment he walked into this tiny, bright, sunny kitchen, an overwhelming surge of emotion had assaulted him. So overwhelming, it almost knocked him off his feet. Because this was exactly the sort of kitchen he’d grown up in; exactly the sort of kitchen he’d imagined sharing with Nina and their child. During the few seconds he’d been alone in the room, he’d drank in every detail: the smell – a delicious mix of currant buns, orange peel, strawberries and chocolate; the glass vase on the window sill crammed with freesias; the little pots of fresh herbs; the buttercup-yellow walls peppered with postcards, photographs and Sophie’s paintings; and the small round spice cake with the words Happy Birthday George expertly iced on top. Jake didn’t know why, but his mood had dipped slightly when he’d read those words. Which was ludicrous. Why should it matter that Annie Richards had a man in her life? She might be gorgeous, have an adorable daughter, and be a very conscientious caretaker. But that didn’t mean he was interested in her. His interest in the fairer sex had died with Nina. His life – and his heart – were now, thanks to the impenetrable barriers he had spent the last five years constructing around them, definite no-go areas. No, he was only taking a neighbourly interest, he assured himself. And once he finished colouring in this picture, he would go back to the manor and carry on with his writing. Assuming, of course, Sophie allowed him to.


  





  Annie set down the mug of tea on the table in front of Jake and slid the milk jug over to him. He looked up and smiled, causing her stomach to somersault and the colour in her cheeks to intensify. Honestly. Never, in all her thirty-five years, had she felt so awkward and embarrassed. Jake Sinclair was a friend of Jasper’s and, like Jasper, probably spent his life jetting around the world mingling with supermodels and starlets, and dining in Michelin starred restaurants. The last place he would want to be would be her tiny kitchen colouring in a picture of a donkey in a straw hat, and drinking a cup of tea. And, more importantly, she didn’t want a man like Jake Sinclair in her kitchen drinking tea. Or drinking anything. She really must have a word with her daughter about inviting strange men back to the house.


  





  Leaning against the kitchen bench, cradling her mug, it occurred to Annie how few men had actually sat at her kitchen table. Lance certainly never had. She and Sophie always travelled to London to meet him during his fleeting visits to the UK. He was, so he claimed, far too busy to make the journey to Yorkshire. Which suited Annie. She didn’t want him here. This was her space, hers and Sophie’s, and she intended to keep it that way. She sucked in a deep calming breath, attempting to banish the panic that rose at the mere notion of male intrusion into their lives. But she was being absurd. Jake Sinclair was only colouring in a picture. And when he finished, he would return to the manor and that would be that.



  ‘Look, Mum,’ said Sophie, holding up Jake’s finished article. ‘Mr Sinclair is a very good colourer-innerer. I’m going to give him nine out of ten.’



  ‘Wow, nine out of ten.’ Annie pushed aside her detailed analysis and raised an astonished eyebrow at Jake. ‘You’ve done well. The most I’ve been awarded is an eight. And that was only once.’



  ‘Must be one of my hidden talents,’ chuckled Jake, reaching for his mug.



  As Annie watched him sip his tea, her skin tingled at the thought of what other talents might lie within Jake Sinclair’s portfolio; ones that involved that gorgeous mouth brushing against her-



  ‘This is a lovely cottage,’ he remarked, leaning back in his chair. ‘Have you lived here long?’



  Clattering back to the here and now, it took Annie a few seconds to dismiss all inappropriate thoughts and compile her answer. ‘Five years,’ she eventually replied. As long as we’ve lived in Buttersley.’



  ‘Mum used to live in London,’ chipped in Sophie, not looking up from her colouring-in. ‘That’s the capital of England and I was born there.’



  ‘Really?’ Jake’s lips twitched with suppressed laughter. ‘I think all the best people must be born in London.’



  Sophie looked up at him. ‘Were you born there?’



  He nodded. ‘I was. Many many years ago.’



  Sophie went back to her colouring-in. ‘Mum’s old, too. But she used to work in a museum with even older things.’



  Annie caught her bottom lip between her teeth and gave a despairing shake of the head. ‘I’m sure Mr Sinclair isn’t remotely interested in what I used to do.’



  ‘Oh, but I am,’ countered Jake, fixing her with those gorgeous dark eyes. ‘Really. Where was this museum of yours?’



  Annie sucked in a deep breath. It felt like she was divulging her entire life story to someone she had only known a few minutes. Not something she was particularly comfortable with. ‘Hampton Court,’ she replied at length. ‘I used to be a conservator, specialising in historic interiors.’



  Jake’s eyes grew wide. ‘Impressive. But you don’t do that now?’



  Still leaning against the bench, Annie shuffled her feet awkwardly. ‘No. Things … changed … when Sophie came along. So we moved here.’



  ‘Mum has a cake shop in the village,’ Sophie informed him. ‘She makes lots of yummy things. And on Fridays she bakes cakes for my class and I take them to school in a big basket.’



  ‘Well, that’s very generous of her,’ said Jake, throwing Annie a look she couldn’t quite decipher.



  Right. That was enough, Annie decided. If they carried on at this rate, the man would soon know her weight, as well as her shoe size. She glanced at the kitchen clock and was relieved to see that it was a little after eight. ‘Okay,’ she said, plonking down her mug on the bench behind her. ‘That’s enough colouring-in now. It’s time for you to go to bed.’



  ‘Oh, but do I have to?’ Sophie crossed her arms on the table and dropped her head onto them.



  ‘I’m afraid so. Say goodnight to Mr Sinclair. Then upstairs.’



  Muttering all the while, a reluctant Sophie bade Jake goodnight, tickled Pip under the chin and disappeared up the stairs.



  ‘I’ll have to make sure she brushes her teeth,’ said Annie, battling the urge to run up the stairs after her daughter and put some space between her and this man who was having the most unsettling effect on her.



  ‘Of course.’ Jake picked up Pip from his lap and placed him gently on the floor. ‘I’d better get going. Thanks for the tea and the, er, colouring-in.’



  ‘No problem. I’ll, um see you around.’



  ‘No doubt.’



  Jake rose to his feet, his impressive height and width seeming to fill the room. It was more than Annie could bear. Not waiting to see him out, she flew up the stairs as fast as her aching legs would carry her.



  It took all of five minutes and three pages of The Fantastic Mr Fox before Sophie fell asleep. Clearly, entertaining strange men had worn the child out. Hopefully she’d learned her lesson, thought Annie as she made her way down the stairs. She, too, was exhausted. No doubt as a result of the roller coaster of emotions her body had been subjected to during the last hour or so, all of which she could attribute to the newly-arrived Jake Sinclair. Thank goodness he had gone now. She would tidy up, then sit in the garden and read for an hour before heading up to-



  ‘Ah!’ Annie jumped as she entered the kitchen. Because there, still sitting in his chair at the table, was Jake Sinclair – with a very smug-looking Pip on his lap.



  ‘I’m really sorry,’ he grimaced. ‘I’ve been trying to leave but Pip has other ideas. Look.’ He set the dog down on the floor, rose to his feet and took a step towards the door. In a flash, Pip was in the doorway making a strange throaty sound which sounded suspiciously like a growl.



  Annie’s mortification returned – tenfold. ‘I don’t know what’s got into him,’ she blustered, marching over to the mutt and scooping him up. ‘He’s never done that before.’



  ‘Maybe he hasn’t quite grasped the guard dog concept yet,’ chuckled Jake.



  ‘Maybe,’ muttered Annie, burning with embarrassment. Honestly, what must he think of them all? First she waved a sword in his face like some kind of deranged Power Ranger, then her five year old daughter railroaded him into their house and now their psychotic Jack Russell wouldn’t let him out.



  ‘Well, I’ll definitely be going now then.’



  ‘Of course,’ mumbled Annie, still standing in the open doorway with Pip in her arms.



  Jake came to a standstill directly in front of her. Annie’s heart began hammering wildly and her head started to spin.



  ‘Would you, um, mind if I squeezed past?’ he asked.



  Annie hurtled back to reality. God! What was she doing? Standing in the doorway gawping at him, that was what. She opened her mouth to say something – anything. But her gaze locked on his and all words flew from her head. Stupefied, she watched as Jake raised his hand and gently brushed the pad of his thumb against her cheek. The slight roughness of his skin against hers caused red-hot desire to shoot down her spine, her breath to catch in her throat and her legs to weaken. Her eyes moved to his mouth. That wickedly sensual mouth she’d been fantasising about a few minutes before. At that precise moment she wanted nothing more than to feel it on hers. To-



  ‘Chocolate,’ he said softly, his eyes twinkling.



  Chocolate? Annie furrowed her brow.



  ‘You had a smudge on your cheek.’



  Of course she did. Just to complete the picture of her being a total idiot. ‘Right. Thanks,’ she mumbled, attempting to ignore the disappointment flooding her veins. What did she think he’d been going to? Kiss her? Okay, so maybe that idea had fleetingly skipped across her mind. Very fleetingly. But it was a ludicrous one. She didn’t want any man to kiss her – let alone one of Jasper’s playboy friends. So what, then, was happening to her? It could only be the running. Completing five miles had clearly affected her in a very strange way. Goodness only knows how she would behave after ten or thirteen. If she carried on at this rate, she would be locked up, a danger to the entire male species. Still, there was one way to minimise making a plank of herself again and that was to keep well out of Jake Sinclair’s way; a situation which he, too, would no doubt be happy about given that he probably thought her household on par with some kind of mental institution.



  She stepped out of the doorway. ‘Goodnight,’ she said, with as much dignity as she could muster.



  ‘Night. And thanks again for the tea. I’ll, er, see you later.’



  Annie managed a feeble smile in reply. Not if I see you first, she resolved.



  ‘Oh. My. God!’ In shocking-pink hot-pants and impossibly high heels, Lydia Pembleton almost toppled into Crumbs - Annie’s cake shop. ‘I have just had the most delicious mirage,’ she gushed, fanning her face with her hand. ‘And I say “mirage”, darling, because no man could possibly be that good-looking and be wandering around Buttersley unsupervised. Any idea who he is?’



  Arranging limoncello cupcakes on a tiered stand in the window, Annie rolled her eyes. It did not require the services of a famous Belgian detective to know that Lydia must be referring to Jake Sinclair. She guessed his presence in the village would cause a stir – particularly amongst the single female brigade, over which Lydia reigned supreme.



  ‘I’ve no idea,’ she muttered disinterestedly. There was no way she was going to admit to Lydia that she’d already met Jake. To do so would be to subject herself to an interrogation of which any member of the secret service would be proud.



  ‘Well, I’m going to find out,’ resolved Lydia, tapping a long scarlet fingernail against her chin. ‘It’s a long time since a man’s had that effect on me, I can tell you. I wonder if it’s one of Mrs Coombes’s long lost relatives. Where did she say they were from again?’



  ‘Devon.’



  ‘Hmmm. He didn’t look very Devon-ish to me. He looked more … cosmopolitan. Like one of those really fit South African swimmers at the Olympics. I might go and bump into him – accidentally on purpose. Or do you think that’s a bit obvious?’



  ‘Possibly,’ sighed Annie. She really didn’t want to have this conversation. Or any conversation that involved Jake Sinclair. After the idiotic way she’d acted in front of him yesterday, she wanted to forget all about the man. And she had. She hadn’t given him a second thought until now. Well, that wasn’t strictly true. Perhaps she’d given him a second one. And a third. But by the tenth, she’d wised up. That thought, and any subsequent ones, had been batted away with all the aplomb of a world-class cricketer.



  ‘I know,’ piped up Lydia, ‘I could sprain my ankle. Right in front of him. That wouldn’t be too obvious, would it? Not in these heels. Mind you, I wouldn’t want to damage them. They cost a fortune. Still, might be worth it for just one night with a man like that. I bet he can do things that would make a girl –’



  ‘Good morning.’



  At the sound of Jake’s deep voice from the doorway, Annie’s heart sank. So, too, did the limoncello cupcake she’d been holding. As she whipped around to face him, the cake landed with a splat, right on top of her sandaled foot. Lydia appeared no less startled. For the first time in the five years she’d known her, Annie detected a slight flush under the woman’s lashings of fake tan. Like a true professional, though, Lydia slipped effortlessly into character.



  ‘Good morning to you too,’ she purred, her voice dropping several octaves and taking on a strange husky quality. ‘And isn’t it a glorious one?’



  ‘It is,’ agreed Jake. He turned to Annie. ‘Hello again. Sorry for interrupting but I couldn’t resist a look in. Your window display is far too tempting.’



  ‘Thanks,’ muttered Annie, failing to quell the wave of pink stealing over her own cheeks, and desperately hoping he hadn’t noticed the squashed cake on her foot.



  Jake strolled over to one of the cabinets which housed several large iced novelty cakes. ‘Wow. These are impressive. Very impressive.’ He turned to look at her, his mouth stretching into such a delicious smile that Annie’s insides dissolved to mush. Which was pathetic, she chided herself – on so many fronts. Firstly, the ability to make cakes was unlikely to impress any of Jasper’s friends, and secondly, whether he was impressed or not mattered little. She didn’t need Jake Sinclair’s approval. Using her skills and bags of initiative, she’d built up a very successful business over the last few years.



  ‘Have you made all of these?’ he asked.



  She nodded. ‘Every one.’



  ‘Annie is our own little Nigella,’ tittered Lydia, whose presence Annie had almost forgotten. ‘Aren’t you going to introduce me to your … friend, Annie?’ she asked archly.



  ‘Oh, yes. Of course,’ mumbled Annie. ‘Lydia, this is Jake Sinclair. Jake, this is Lydia –’



  In a flash, Lydia’s teetering heels had her standing directly in front of Jake. ‘ – Pembleton.’ She extended an orange hand to him. ‘I used to be married to Darren Pembleton.’



  Annie watched as Jake took Lydia’s hand and stared at her nonplussed. Due to the woman’s meaningful tone, the name was obviously meant to impress. By Jake’s baffled expression, it obviously didn’t. As if to confirm Annie’s suspicions, Jake cast her a questioning look.



  ‘Footballer,’ she mouthed.



  He gave a subtle nod of gratitude.



  ‘When My Darren played for the Premier League I went to see one of his matches,’ continued Lydia, oblivious to Jake’s bewilderment. ‘I sat with all the other WAGs. Some of whom are very famous in their own right. Of course, I’m not one to name drop, but I’m sure you know precisely who I mean.’



  ‘Right,’ muttered Jake, evidently having no idea. ‘That must have been very … interesting.’



  ‘There was a picture of us on the front of the Daily Mirror,’ ploughed on Lydia, shaking back her straightened mane of overly-highlighted hair. ‘Not that I like to brag about it or anything.’



  Jake raised his eyebrows to Annie.



  ‘So what are you doing in Buttersley?’ asked Lydia, still clutching his hand and running her tongue along her glossy bottom lip.



  ‘I’m staying at the manor for a few weeks. I’m an old friend of Jasper’s.’



  Annie watched as Lydia’s perfectly made-up eyes grew wide. It was common knowledge that the woman’s unabashed and unrelenting attempts to wheedle her way into Jasper’s crowd always met with rejection.



  ‘How marvellous. Any friend of Jasper’s is a friend of mine.’ Her dazzling smile showcased two rows of ludicrously expensive dental work. ‘And if you’re staying a few weeks we’ll have to find something to occupy your time.’ She lowered her false lashes and shot him a knowing smile. ‘I’ve a few ideas already.’



  As Jake extricated his hand from Lydia’s, Annie watched a cloud of something that looked suspiciously like horror settle over his handsome face. She wasn’t surprised. Lydia on a man-mission was more terrifying than a fortnight’s holiday in Gaza.



  ‘Now, is there anything you fancy in here?’ she asked, her voice dripping with innuendo. ‘Or should I take you around and introduce you to the other shopkeepers? Of course…’ she lowered her voice conspiratorially, ‘… I much prefer shopping in Harrogate myself but I do consider it my duty as a celebrity to be seen supporting local businesses. Someone once asked for my autograph outside the greengrocer’s, you know.’



  Annie bit her tongue. That had been a case of mistaken identity. The old guy thought Lydia was one of the breakfast TV weather presenters.



  Lydia linked her arm through Jake’s and steered him towards the open door.



  ‘Look, it’s very kind, but there’s no need. Honestly,’ he protested. ‘I’m perfectly capable of – ’



  ‘Let me show you what a friendly bunch we are here. Although, of course, some of us are friendlier than others,’ she chortled.



  As they disappeared through the doorway, Annie released a long sigh of relief. Thank goodness he’d gone. She was far too busy for a distraction like Jake Sinclair today. She only hoped Lydia was kind to him. Even a man like Jake would be risking it walking into Lydia’s lair. Not that Annie cared. It made no difference to her what Jake got up to with Lydia. None at all. She was just thankful that he hadn’t noticed the squashed cake on the top of her foot. Now that really would have been embarrassing.



  CHAPTER FOUR



  Three hours later, Jake arrived back at the manor completely exhausted. He could hardly believe what he’d just experienced. In fact, the idea even crossed his mind that he’d been set up. That there might be hidden cameras dotted about the village monitoring his every move because this couldn’t be normal village life. Could it? He’d always imagined Yorkshire villages to be quiet, sleepy places, populated by farmers and old ladies with lilac hair and tweed skirts, not the likes of Lydia Pembleton in shocking-pink hot-pants and silver stilettoes.



  Talk about bad timing. If only he’d walked straight past Annie’s shop, he could have saved himself a great deal of trouble – and a whole chunk of time. But he hadn’t wanted to walk past Annie’s shop. And it hadn’t just been the delightful window display that had tempted him. It had been Annie herself. There was something incredibly refreshing about her. She seemed so natural, so unaffected. And, from the snippet of information Sophie had let slip about her baking for the class every week, was obviously incredibly generous. All the things, in fact, that Nina had been. Despite it being an emotion in which he did not normally indulge, Jake felt a stab of jealousy. Whoever ‘George’ was – whose cake he had spied in Annie’s kitchen – he was one lucky man. Lydia, conversely, was the very antithesis of all that Jake valued. Conceited, self-absorbed, and selfish. Ignoring his protestations, she had dragged him – quite literally – around the entire village, introducing him to every unsuspecting person they encountered.



  He glanced at the clock. It was almost half-past-twelve. The entire morning had disappeared in a Lydia-induced blur. He’d only intended being out for half an hour to stock up on provisions. Now he was way behind schedule. What was more, he could feel the niggling of a headache. Jake rarely got headaches. It must be as a result of Lydia’s cloying perfume. The heavy scent had permeated his hair, his clothes and his skin. He decided to take another shower and change his clothes before making a sandwich and settling down to write.



  Ten minutes later, Jake scratched his head. He was baffled. The water had been piping hot a few hours earlier. Too hot if anything. But now it was ice-cold. Perhaps the settings on the boiler needed adjusting. But where was the boiler? He’d searched all the obvious places but couldn’t find it. Well, there was only one thing for it. He’d have to go over to the gatehouse and ask. And if Annie was still at work, perhaps ‘George’ would be able to help. Tugging his T-shirt back on, Jake sprinted down the stairs and over to the cottage.



  The kitchen door was wide open when he arrived. He popped his head inside. Sophie sat at the table, her little face creased with concentration as she fiddled with some pink wool. Beside her was a kindly-looking lady with lily-white hair, wearing a floral skirt and sensible blouse which, despite the heat of the day, was buttoned right up to her neck. Pip lay in his basket snoring soundly. Jake allowed himself another quick glance around the room. Yet again it looked incredibly inviting, the brilliant sunlight bouncing off the yellow walls. And yet again something tightened in the area of his heart. He quickly pulled himself together and knocked lightly upon the open door.



  ‘Hello there.’ No sooner had the words left his mouth than Pip leaped out of his basket, darted over to him and began dancing around his legs. Jake bent down and picked him up. The dog immediately began licking his face.



  ‘Mr Sinclair,’ squealed Sophie, holding up her handiwork for him to see. ‘Look what we’re doing. It’s called finger-knitting.’



  ‘Wow,’ said Jake. ‘That looks very complicated.’



  ‘It is. Mrs Mackenzie showed me how to do it. She’s very clever and used to make all her own clothes.’



  ‘Really?’ said Jake, smiling at the old lady. ‘And you are Mrs Mackenzie, I presume?’



  ‘I am indeed,’ replied the lady in a broad Scottish accent. ‘And you must be the young man who is staying in the manor for a few weeks. Sophie has told me all about you. I hear you got a nine for your colouring-in. Quite an achievement.’



  ‘Beginner’s luck,’ chuckled Jake. ‘Look, I’m really sorry to bother you but I was wondering if George was around.’



  Mrs Mackenzie furrowed her brow. ‘There’s no George lives here, hen. It’s just Annie and little Sophie here. I’m the babysitter.’



  ‘Oh,’ muttered Jake, ‘I’m sorry. I just saw the cake on the bench yesterday and thought …’



  Mrs Mackenzie glanced over at the cake. ‘Oh. That cake. No, that’s for old George Carey. He has the florist shop next door to Annie’s. Annie brought it home to decorate so he wouldn’t see it and spoil his surprise. Now, is there anything we can do to help you?’



  Jake stared at her blankly for a few seconds. He didn’t know why but the news about the lack of a significant George in Annie’s life had made him momentarily forget why he was there. Oh. Of course. The boiler. ‘Well, I don’t know if you’ll be able to help or not. You see there’s no hot water in the manor and I can’t find the boiler.’



  ‘It’s in the lilac room upstairs,’ piped up Sophie. ‘And it’s always breaking down. Mum says the P.S.’s really need to invest in a new one.’



  ‘Right,’ said Jake, smiling at Sophie’s detailed knowledge. ‘Well, now that I know where it is, I can have a look and see if there’s anything obvious wrong with it.’



  ‘Sorry we can’t be more help, dear,’ said Mrs Mackenzie. ‘Annie should be back by five if you need her.’



  ‘Right. Thanks.’ Jake set down Pip on the floor and turned to leave. He had only taken one step when the dog began howling.



  ‘Heavens, I’ve never known him do that before,’ gasped Mrs Mackenzie, scurrying over to the dog and bundling him up in her arms. ‘I’ll give him a biscuit. That’ll sort him out.’



  Jake flashed a grateful smile before leaving the cottage and heading back across the dividing lawn.


  





  ‘Goodness,’ puffed Mrs Mackenzie when Annie arrived back home from work later that afternoon. ‘That’s a very nice young man you’ve got staying in the manor there. Now if I was thirty years younger…’



  Annie’s stomach lurched. Jake Sinclair appeared to be charming every woman in the village. Thanks to Lydia’s introductions, every one of her female customers that day had passed some comment on how gorgeous, or charming, or handsome he was. And now he’d even worked his magic on Mrs Mackenzie.



  ‘Wh-what was he doing here?’ she asked, hoping her voice didn’t sound quite as panicky as she felt.



  ‘That boiler is playing up again and the poor love couldn’t find it. Hardly surprising in a place that size.’



  Annie sighed. If the boiler wasn’t working she’d have to call out a plumber and the chances of finding a willing one at this time on a Saturday evening were slim. She ran a hand over her face. She was bone-tired. Saturdays were always hectic in the shop and today she’d spent two hours with a particularly demanding bride, confirming the details of a wedding cake. A frisson of excitement shot through her. Now that the girl had finally made up her mind, Annie knew the cake would be spectacular. So spectacular, she could hardly wait to start work on it. But first, she had the very unspectacular matter of Buttersley Manor’s boiler to resolve.



  There was no sign of Jake when Annie entered the manor. She called his name several times. No reply. He must have gone out, she concluded. Lydia, as magnanimous as ever, had probably offered him the use of her shower. Annie quickly quashed the image that sprang into her mind at that thought. Still, now she was here, she might as well take a look at the boiler and see if there was anything obvious wrong with it.



  She climbed the stairs to the first floor and made her way to the lilac room. No sooner had she opened the door to the cupboard in which the machine resided, than she realised she was wasting her time. Not only was the contraption ridiculously large, but its complicated arrangement of knobs, dials, gauges and buttons would not have looked out of a place on a 1960s flight deck.



  ‘Oh. Hello.’



  Annie spun around to find Jake standing in the doorway, dripping wet with a towel around his waist.



  ‘I didn’t hear you come in,’ he said.



  Annie couldn’t reply. Her breath hitched in her throat and her head began to spin. Her gaze adhered itself to Jake’s impressive torso, which was golden brown, lean and sprinkled with a smattering of fine dark hair. Little rivulets of water wound their way down it in such a sensual manner that she had to bite back a whimper. Never, in her entire life, had she wanted to be a little rivulet of water more than at that particular moment.



  ‘I fixed it,’ he said.



  Fixed it? Fixed what? She stared at him nonplussed.



  ‘The boiler.’



  Annie’s eyes grew wide. Oh my God. Not only was he devastatingly sexy, but he could fix a boiler.



  ‘You-you fixed it? How?’



  He winked at her. ‘By-product of a misspent youth. Strange how some things stay with you.’



  Like the image of him standing there, dripping-wet, dressed only in a towel. Annie could imagine that image staying with her for a very long time.



  ‘It wasn’t too complicated really,’ he continued, striding over to the cupboard. ‘Look, this button controls the…’



  Annie didn’t hear a word. He was so close to her she could smell his citrusy shower gel again. Her head went fuzzy and any remnants of rational thought shot into orbit. As he pointed out things on the boiler, she watched, transfixed, as the muscles in his smooth tanned back tantalisingly flexed. Something deep in the pit of her stomach fizzed as she imagined smoothing her palms over the contours, tracing the muscles with her fingers, reaching around to his front and untying the towel –



  ‘So if it happens again, you’ll know what to do,’ he turned and looked her directly in the eyes. It was more than Annie could bear. A wave of red-hot lust crashed over her. With a great deal of effort she tore her gaze from his. Bad move. Her temperature soared and her heart hammered as she stared directly across the corridor into the room Jake was obviously sleeping in, the bed he was obviously sleeping in. The bed with its crumpled sheets. Sheets that would now hold his masculine scent. Sheets that she wanted to lie on, with Jake beside her, wet and naked. She wanted him to pick her up, carry her across the corridor, throw her on the bed and ravage her senseless.



  ‘Annie? Are you all right?’



  Annie clattered back to the here and now to find Jake looking at her with a very peculiar expression on his face. Which wasn’t surprising. She’d just made yet another fool of herself in front of him. She only hoped he couldn’t read her thoughts. But, by the way he was looking at her, maybe he could. Burning with embarrassment, she cleared her throat.



  ‘Right. Well. I’m, um, glad it’s fixed,’ she managed to squeak, before turning on her heel and flying down the stairs and back to the cottage as fast as she could.



  ‘You all right, dear?’ asked Mrs Mackenzie as she bowled into the kitchen a few minutes later.



  ‘Yes, fine thanks,’ said Annie, making a stab at nonchalance.



  ‘Why is your face red?’ demanded Sophie.



  ‘It isn’t.’



  ‘Yes it is. And you’re breathing all funny.’



  ‘I ran back over the grass,’ said Annie, ignoring the strange look Mrs Mackenzie slanted her. ‘I just need a, um, glass of water.’ She scuttled over to the sink, grabbed a glass and filled it from the tap.



  ‘Has Mr Sinclair fixed the boiler?’ asked Sophie, going back to her finger-knitting.



  ‘Yes. Yes he has,’ said Annie.



  ‘Well, well, well.’ chuckled Mrs Mackenzie.



  Still with the towel wrapped around his waist, Jake flopped down on his bed the moment Annie left. What the hell had happened there? Clearly he had startled Annie when he’d walked into the room. Her emerald-green eyes wide with shock, and tendrils of blonde hair escaping the confines of her ponytail, she had looked so incredibly sexy, that he’d battled a prehistoric urge to sling her over his shoulder and carry her across the hall to his bed. Instead, in the absence of any better ideas, he’d babbled on about buttons and switches, clearly, judging by her hasty retreat, boring her rigid in the process.



  Crikey. He’d been in the village less than forty-eight hours and that was his second disconcerting experience. More worrying was that the first had also involved Annie Richards or, more precisely, her silky smooth skin as he’d brushed the smudge of chocolate from her cheek the previous evening. The bewildered look in her beautiful green eyes had caused something to squeeze around the area of his heart. Almost as unfathomable as the wave of relief that had washed over him on learning that she and Sophie lived alone at the cottage. What difference could that possibly make to him? None, he reassured himself. None at all. Annie Richards might be as tempting as her limoncello cupcakes, but that didn’t mean he was interested in a relationship with her. He would never be interested in a relationship with anyone. Ever again. Because relationships involved feelings; feelings that had been buried at the same time as Nina’s body; feelings Jake would never experience again. Nor did he want to. Because grief wasn’t the only emotion he had struggled with over the last five years. There was another emotion – much much stronger – and completely insurmountable. And that was precisely why he had no romantic interest in Annie Richards. None at all.



  Still, one of her many endearing qualities he acknowledged, as he pictured her with that squashed cupcake on her foot, was that she made him smile. And smiling was something Jake had not done a lot of over the last five years.


  





  ‘So how are things in Utterly Buttersley?’ asked Portia a couple of days later. She’d called Annie at the shop from somewhere war-torn, thousands of miles away, ending in –astan.



  ‘Oh, you know,’ said Annie, ever conscious that, compared to Portia’s world, anything that happened in Buttersley seemed trivial in the extreme. ‘The usual round of wife-swapping parties and drunken street brawls. And we very nearly had a riot on our hands the other day. The florist sold out of lilies and Mrs Coombes was not best pleased.’



  Portia giggled. ‘Life on the edge as usual, then. And talking about life on the edge … how you getting on with that list of things to do before you’re forty?’



  ‘What list?’ asked Annie innocently.



  ‘The one I stuck on your fridge door so you couldn’t possibly forget about it. I take it from that response that you haven’t dyed your hair purple and put the bin out in your undies yet?’



  ‘Maybe next week,’ said Annie. ‘But I am training for the 10k race.’



  ‘Boring. What about the exciting stuff? The stuff involving those creatures from the other side?’



  ‘Aliens?’



  ‘Men! Anything happening there?’



  ‘Absolutely nothing,’ replied Annie.


  





  Five more minutes of goading from Portia and the call ended. Annie hung up, silently congratulating herself on saying nothing about Jake. If Portia got so much as a sniff of her fancying him, she would be unbearable. Not, of course, that she did fancy him – much. She’d simply been over-tired on Saturday which was why the sight of him in that towel had triggered her imagination to such a ludicrous extent. And why was she analysing the whole thing – again? She really didn’t have time for such trivia because today she was about to embark on her most ambitious project yet – the wedding cake for the demanding bride. Not only would it test every one of her technical skills, but the timescale was incredibly tight. Annie had thought long and hard before accepting the order, researching exactly what was required before she committed herself. And she wouldn’t have committed herself, had she thought it beyond her capabilities. Still, though, she had to admit that her excitement was tempered with a dash of nerves. Nerves she needed to quash. She had to think positively, feel confident. Which was why, in between serving customers, she attempted to set out a detailed plan of action, working back from the date of the wedding.



  As the day progressed, the task was proving more and more difficult, which she suspected had something to do with every female customer from eighteen to eighty wanting to gossip about Jake Sinclair. Annie quickly mastered the art of changing the subject. She didn’t want to gossip about Jake Sinclair. And she certainly didn’t want to see him. The more she thought about it, the more convinced she became that Jake was to blame for her nerves. Since his arrival in the village her confidence had taken a severe battering. Every time he was around she seemed to make a fool of herself. And she’d spent enough time in the past feeling a fool – thanks to Lance. It had taken her years to rebuild her confidence and she had no intention of having it shattered by another man.


  





  In his writing room at Buttersley Manor, Jake O’Donnell leaned back in his chair and stretched his arms over his head. He stared at the clock on the desk. It must be wrong. It couldn’t be six-thirty already. He reached for his mobile to double-check. The same time beamed back at him. Which meant, with a brief interlude to sleep last night, he’d been writing solidly all day, for the second day in a row. Great for the book. Not so great for the body. He’d scarcely moved for hours and he hadn’t eaten a thing. He could murder a decent meal and a pint. The memory of the fish and chips he’d enjoyed at the village pub a few days ago floated into his head, causing his stomach to rumble. Right, that was decided. He’d have a quick wash, change his T-shirt, and wander down to the village. The walk and fresh air would do him good. Come to think of it, he really should build more exercise into his day, get his heart pumping, burn some fat. It was a wonder he hadn’t developed DVT sitting still for so long. And then there was the unavoidable fact that middle age would soon be upon him. A milestone he had no intention of welcoming with flaccid open arms and an expanding paunch. Maybe he should take up running again. He’d always enjoyed it in the past and he could easily fit it around his writing. He could even use it as thinking time, to work through sticking points in his plot. An image of another runner suddenly leaped into his head - a runner with long, tanned legs and a pink baseball cap. How Annie found time to fit running around the other million things she seemed to do, amazed him.



  As much as he willed it not to, Jake’s gaze meandered over the lawn to the gatehouse. Annie was in the garden, wearing denim shorts and unpegging washing from the line. She bent down to put something in the laundry basket. Jake gulped and dragged his attention back to the computer screen.


  





  Monday night was quiz night at the village pub. It was also Annie’s one – much looked forward to – night out of the week. Of course, she was aware that a few drinks and a natter with cake-making friends wasn’t exactly a riot, but then Annie no longer did ‘riot’. It was yet another word that belonged in her ever diminishing past. Thankfully. Even thinking about how much she used to drink made her queasy. And the notion of staying out after eleven brought on a mild panic attack. No, the weekly quiz served her well enough and was always good for a giggle.



  Fresh from the shower, she rummaged through – what she acknowledged to be – the pitiful contents of her wardrobe. She pulled out a pretty floral shift dress she’d bought pre-motherhood. She hadn’t worn it for ages but it was a lovely sunny evening and somehow she didn’t feel like pulling on her usual jeans and T-shirt. She held her breath as she slipped the dress over her head, praying it would fit. It did. And, what was more, she actually felt nice in it. She brushed a little mascara onto her lashes, swiped a coat of gloss over her lips, then clipped up her hair in a loose knot, before slipping on a pair of ballet pumps and heading downstairs.



  ‘You look nice, dear,’ remarked Mrs Mackenzie, sitting at the garden table on which lay a piece of paper and a snoozing Pip.



  ‘Thanks,’ said Annie. ‘Now, are you three going to be okay without me?’



  In her crab position on the lawn, a leotard-clad Sophie piped up, ‘Of course we are. I’m practising for the Olympics and when I’ve finished, Mrs Mackenzie is going to hold up a mark.’



  ‘I see.’ Annie turned over the paper on the table. ‘But there’s only one mark here and it’s a ten.’



  ‘Of course,’ replied Sophie matter-of-factly.



  Still smiling at her daughter’s unabashed confidence, Annie drank in every detail of her surroundings during her walk to the pub. Every season highlighted something wonderful about Buttersley, but none more so than spring with its sweep of new life.



  The Duck Inn had pride of place on the village green. Built as a coaching inn during the eighteenth century, it had been extended, upgraded and refurbished over the ensuing centuries, its most recent addition being a spacious conservatory. The pub was abuzz with chatter and laughter when Annie arrived, with lots of patrons making the most of its gastro-delights.



  Annie spotted Harriet and Jenny at a table at the far end of the room and was about to walk over to them when she froze. At the next table was a man. She could only see the back of his head but it was enough to know that it was Jake Sinclair – deep in conversation with her friends. Resentment rapidly elbowed aside an initial blast of panic. After listening to what seemed like every female in the village raving about him all day, there was evidently to be no escape this evening. Her one and only night out of the week and Jake Sinclair had ruined it before she’d even sat down. In fact, now she didn’t want to sit down. She wanted to turn around and run straight back home. Which, if she was quick, she might just get away with. She could slip outside, call Jenny on her mobile, and invent a little white lie – like she’d remembered she’d left a cake in the oven, or she’d been abducted by aliens, or –



  ‘Annie. Over here,’ called Jenny, waving furiously.



  Too late. Annie’s stomach lurched at exactly the same moment Jake whipped round his head to her. Their gazes fused and Annie’s legs turned to cotton wool as she watched his mouth stretch into a smile, even more devastating set against the background of dark stubble. Lust roared through her as she imagined what the stubble would feel like against her skin as he –



  A cackle of laughter from the group next to her broke her daydream. She attempted to pull herself together and consider how best to handle the situation. With her preferred choice of disappearing now past its sell by date, she had precisely … no other option. She’d have to brave it out. Which she could do. Of course she could. She’d handled much more difficult situations in her life. And hadn’t she resolved that very morning not to let Jake Sinclair affect her? Drawing in a deep breath, she averted her eyes from the man in question, and raised her hand to wave back to Jenny, accidentally slapping an old man in the face as she did so.



  Annie’s hand flew to her mouth. ‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ she gasped, every one of her other emotions swept aside by a tsunami of mortification.



  Straightening his spectacles, the old man chuckled. ‘It’s all right, dear. I’ve had much worse from the wife.’ He gave her a reassuring pat on the arm before scuttling off.



  Annie held her breath for a few seconds, not daring to look across the room. With a bit of luck, no one had seen. But luck of any proportion had evidently by-passed her. Everyone at the tables opposite was in hysterics, including Jake. Well, great start to the evening, Annie. Brilliant. There was only one thing to do now and that was to pretend to laugh it off. The last thing she felt like doing. She willed her legs to move across the room. They responded – albeit shakily.



  ‘Woops,’ she said, grimacing as she reached her destination. ‘Slight incident there.’



  ‘Beating up men again,’ chuckled Jenny. ‘They’re not all bad you know.’



  ‘Just ninety-nine point nine per cent of them,’ chipped in Harriet, whose bitterness was justified – and unwavering. Her husband had flitted off with his secretary ten years ago, leaving her with four young children to bring up.



  ‘Well, remind me not to upset you,’ said Jake, his dark eyes twinkling. ‘Looks like you’ve a mean left punch there.’



  Annie opened her mouth hoping desperately that something clever and witty would spout forth. It didn’t.



  ‘You look lovely, Annie,’ remarked Harriet. ‘Is that a new dress?’



  Annie tore her gaze away from Jake. ‘Um, no,’ she muttered, aware of a flush settling over her cheeks. ‘I’ve had it ages.’



  ‘It really suits you. You should wear it more often. But come on. Sit down and tell us the news. Did you get that order for the amazing wedding cake you were talking about last week?’



  Relieved to be on slightly more neutral ground – and off her shaking legs – Annie slipped into the seat next to Harriet, which also happened to be directly opposite Jake. Hastily gathering her wits, she determined to act normally. Not only to prove to Jake that she was normal but, more importantly, to avoid arousing the suspicions of her friends. Portia’s teasing would be bad enough. Harriet and Jenny would be double the trouble. She drew in a deep breath and forced her lips into a smile. ‘I got the order,’ she confirmed.



  ‘Well done,’ they chimed.



  ‘Thanks,’ she muttered, wishing Jake wasn’t looking at her quite so intently. ‘It’s going to be a lot of work but I’m looking forward to starting it.’



  ‘I take it this is quite a prestigious order, then,’ he said.



  Annie nodded. ‘It could be,’ she confirmed, addressing her reply to the table. ‘If I do a good job, it will hopefully lead to lots of new commissions.’



  ‘Sounds exciting,’ he said, still looking at her in that way that made her heart beat just a tad quicker. ‘How long have you had the shop?’



  Annie lifted her head, her gaze immediately colliding with his. For a few seconds, lost in the dark hidden depths of his eyes, Annie had no idea how long she’d had the shop. ‘Oh, um, five years,’ she stammered, quickly pulling herself together. ‘I bought it just after I moved to Buttersley.’



  ‘And in that time has built up a very successful business,’ chipped in Harriet. ‘Annie gets orders from all over the country.’



  Annie was aware of her flush deepening. Wasn’t it about time someone changed the subject? Please. ‘Not quite all over the country,’ she corrected her friend. ‘But word is certainly spreading.’



  ‘What do you do, Jake?’ asked Jenny, much to Annie’s relief.



  ‘This and that,’ he replied, sounding more than a little vague. ‘I’m working on a … project at the moment.’



  Annie resisted rolling her eyes. How many times had she heard Jasper say he was ‘working on a project’? Obviously a standard phrase for that set. Harriet and Jenny, though, seemed enthralled.



  ‘That sound intriguing,’ said Harriet. ‘Tell us more.’



  Jake shrugged. ‘Not much more to tell. And it’s far from intriguing. Now. What about you ladies? I’m sure you get up to all sorts of interesting things.’



  Jenny tittered. ‘I wish. No. We’re just boring old housewives. Although we do dabble in a bit of cake-making. That’s where we met Annie actually. At an evening class learning to pipe. Annie, needless to say, was top of the class.’



  Jake turned to Annie and fixed her with another penetrative gaze. ‘Now why does that not surprise me?’ he said, his tone so soft and sincere that goose bumps erupted all over Annie’s body. The moment was broken by a shrill:



  ‘Jake. Darling.’



  All heads snapped around to find Lydia strutting towards them, the front zip of her gold playsuit straining to hold in place her surgically enhanced assets.



  ‘Sorry I’m late, sweetie,’ she gushed, perching on the seat next to Jake. ‘I got here as soon as I could. So … are you ready to go?’



  ‘I, er – ’ began Jake.



  ‘Jake and I have things to do,’ Lydia informed the group.



  At the sort of things implied, plus the ensuing conspiratorial look at Jake, Annie felt a prick of annoyance.



  ‘Not staying for the quiz, Lydia?’ she asked archly.



  Gazing seductively at Jake, Lydia traced a glossy fingernail down the line of her cleavage. ‘Quizzes aren’t really my thing, darling. But, as My Darren used to say … you can’t be good at everything.’ She flicked back her hair and stood up in her towering heels. ‘Are you ready, Jake?’



  Jake flashed an apologetic smile. ‘Sorry. It was lovely meeting you all but I – ’



  Not waiting for him to finish, Lydia linked her arm through his and dragged him away.



  ‘Oh my god,’ puffed Jenny, the moment the pair was out of earshot. ‘Has he been airbrushed or something? I thought men that good-looking were only in magazines.’



  ‘Even I could be tempted there,’ chuckled Harriet. ‘Although no one else stands a chance with Lydia on the case. I don’t suppose there are many red-blooded males around who could resist a cleavage like that.’



  ‘No,’ muttered Annie wearily. ‘I don’t suppose there are.’



  CHAPTER FIVE



  Jake hadn’t slept well. In fact, he hadn’t slept at all. Not that that was unusual. His mind often switched to overdrive when he was writing, but last night it had been especially active. Images of Lydia Pembleton chasing him all the way back to Scotland in ten-inch heels had pervaded his mind. Each time he’d woken up in a cold sweat, heart hammering nineteen to the dozen. Thankfully he hadn’t slept long enough to discover what she had planned for him when she caught him. Now that really would have been a nightmare. By five o’clock he’d admitted defeat, tugged on shorts and a T-shirt, and gone downstairs to write. By lunchtime he’d had enough. He decided to take a break. He drove into Harrogate where he purchased some new running gear, stocked up on provisions, and had a haircut. He had just arrived back at the manor and started to unload the shopping bags when his mobile rang.



  ‘Jake, dahling. How are you?’



  It was Tanya, his agent in London. Jake’s heart sank. No doubt she wanted to nail him down to a deadline. Something he was never comfortable with.



  ‘Fine thanks, Tanya. What can I do for you?’ he asked, tucking the phone under his chin as he retrieved a stray apple from the jeep floor and stuffed it into a carrier bag.



  ‘Oh, I think it’s more a case of what we can do for you, sweetie. You will never, in a million years, guess who’s just called.’



  Never a fan of the woman’s melodramatics, Jake rolled his eyes as he gathered up his shopping bags. ‘Well, if I’ll never guess, you’d better tell me.’



  She drew in a dramatic breath before blurting out, ‘Only the biggest film producing company in Hollywood.. They’ve read your last book and … wait for it … they loved it. They loved it so much they want to make a film of it.’



  Jake’s bags tumbled to the floor. His heart skipped a beat. This was incredible news. Mind-blowing. In fact, so mind-blowing he was almost rendered speechless.



  ‘Well, that’s, er, very flattering,’ he eventually muttered.



  ‘Flattering?’ echoed Tanya. ‘It’s phenomenal. For all of us. The agency’s reputation will soar. And, needless to say, you will become a star. A very rich star. They are talking a lot of money, Jake. A lot of money. But we’re not accepting their first offer. Oh no. Our lawyers are already on the case. And of course, once it hits the press, they will be all over you. When they discover your true identity, it will cause a sensation. But don’t you worry. We’ll keep it exclusive. We’ve already decided to…’



  As the words gushed from Tanya’s mouth, a film of cold sweat spread over Jake’s body. His chest constricted. His breath shortened. He felt as though someone was holding a pillow over his face, suffocating him.



  ‘… assuming of course, that’s okay with you.’



  Okay with him? Jake had no idea what she’d been babbling on about the last few minutes but he doubted any of it would be okay with him. ‘I’m afraid it isn’t, Tanya. I’m not interested,’ he managed to croak.



  A brief hiatus ensued.



  ‘But … you … you have to be interested,’ she eventually stammered. ‘This is huge. Massive.’



  ‘I don’t care.’



  ‘How can you not care?’ she snapped. ‘It’s every author’s dream.’



  ‘Not this one’s.’



  Tanya fell silent. Jake could hear whispering in the background. He could imagine them all crowded around the phone, advising her on what to say next. A few seconds later her voice, laced with a poor attempt at empathy, floated out.



  ‘Look, sweetie, I know it’s a lot to take in. Particularly in your … circumstances. How about we give you some time to think about it? I’ll call you again tomorrow.’



  ‘There’s no point. I won’t change my mind.’



  ‘Just think about it overnight,’ she instructed, an edge of impatience creeping in. ‘This is an opportunity that could catapult you right up there with the big boys. Don’t dismiss it lightly.’



  And she hung up.



  With the phone still to his ear, Jake couldn’t move. His heart raced. But not with excitement. With sheer unadulterated terror. Tanya was right. This was most authors’ dream. But for him it would be a nightmare. A nuclear bomb blasting to smithereens his newly-constructed life. A hurricane whipping away his protective cocoon. A scalpel slicing through his clumsily patched wounds. It didn’t matter how much money they threw his way. No amount was worth that.



  *



  Back at the cottage, Annie shoved her apron in the washing machine, then stood up and ran a hand across the back of her neck. She really hadn’t had a good day. Hardly surprising given she’d barely slept a wink the night before. Every time she’d closed her eyes, images of wedding cakes, gold playsuits and floral shift dresses had whizzed around her mind. Consequently, she hadn’t been in the best of moods. A situation exacerbated by Lydia Pembleton’s visit to the shop that morning.



  ‘How was your quiz night, darling?’ asked Lydia, her condescending tone hacking a significant amount off Annie’s already short fuse.



  ‘Great fun, thank you,’ lied Annie. In truth, she hadn’t enjoyed the quiz at all. Following Jake and Lydia’s departure, she’d wanted nothing more than to go home and crawl under her duvet.



  ‘How sweet,’ said Lydia, a disingenuous smile on her orange face. ‘Jake and I do think it’s so considerate of the pub to provide entertainment for middle-aged women with limited social lives.’



  Annie’s hackles rose. ‘Isn’t it? Without it, we’d all be at home watching our false teeth float around a jar.’



  ‘Something along those lines, I’m sure,’ said Lydia with a saccharine smile. ‘Now, I’d like half a dozen chocolate chip cookies, please. It’s a little treat for Jake. He has a very sweet tooth you know.’



  Annie didn’t know. Nor did she want to. Only marginally less than she wanted to know what Jake had done to deserve a treat. The less she dwelled on that, the better. Battling the urge to throw the biscuits at Lydia, she used her tongs to slide them into a paper bag.



  ‘He’s writing a book, you know,’ informed Lydia, in a voice which implied she were party to some great secret.



  ‘Who is?’ asked Annie, feigning disinterest.



  ‘Jake, of course. Isn’t it exciting having an author in residence?’



  Annie rolled her eyes. She’d bet her shop that Jake wouldn’t make it to Chapter Two before boredom set in and he moved onto the next thing. None of Jasper’s friends ever stuck at anything. To them ‘A Hard Day’s Work’ was a misprint of the title of a Beatles’ song.



  ‘Will that be all?’ she asked coolly, handing over the bag of cookies.



  Lydia sighed satisfactorily. ‘Yes, thank you.’ She placed a five pound note on the counter. ‘And I would just like to say, Annie, that Jake and I think it’s marvellous the way you combine being a single mother with running your little shop. Keep the change.’ And with that parting comment and a flick of hair, she tottered out the door.



  Recalling the conversation back at the cottage hours later, Annie still seethed. Honestly, Jake and Lydia – who’d known each other all of two minutes – were now, apparently, A Couple. Which had nothing to do with her. They were welcome to each other. But the idea of them discussing her and her life seemed a little … perfidious somehow. Completely nonsensical given that she and Lydia had never been close, and she scarcely knew Jake. It wasn’t even as if her life was particularly interesting. Or any great secret. Everyone in the village knew of her personal circumstances and the history with Lance. No, what rankled her most was the slant Lydia had undoubtedly added. By her pitying tone in the shop, she would guess it went something along the lines of “poor little Annie, the pathetic abandoned victim”. Well, Annie most certainly was not a victim. She had picked up the pieces of her life and rearranged them very successfully, thank you. And, just because there wasn’t A Significant Other to treat her, didn’t mean she couldn’t treat herself. She’d have a long soak in the bath, and a large glass of wine. If her memory served her right, there was half a bottle of Prosecco languishing in the fridge. She crossed the kitchen to investigate, but before she opened the fridge door, something on it caught her eye – her running plan. She ran a finger down to the current week to discover that she should be running three miles today. The last thing she wanted to do. But, if she didn’t stick to the plan, how likely was she to finish the 10k race? Not very. And if she didn’t finish the 10k, it would have a massively detrimental effect on her confidence to attempt a half marathon. No, she really should go. Other than being tired, she had no excuse not to, particularly as Sophie was having tea at Bethany’s house and wouldn’t be home for another hour. Plus, just think how much more she would appreciate the bath and the wine on her return.


  





  Jake couldn’t concentrate. He’d sat at the computer all afternoon and written a total of six words. Tanya’s phone call had unsettled him. Not that he questioned his decision. Lord, no. Never in a million years would he accept the offer. But the call had triggered a rare analysis of his life – something he generally tried to avoid. Predictably, once the self-interrogation began, it spiralled out of control. Questions like: Was he too reclusive? Was it healthy cutting himself off from the real world? Was he happy to face the rest of his life alone? had bombarded his now battered brain. With maximum effort he had eventually plugged the torrent, bundled the questions into an imaginary box, and tied it shut with a large ribbon upon which the words I am perfectly happy with my life were imprinted. That done, he concluded there was no point wasting more time contemplating his navel. If he couldn’t write, he might as well do something useful – like give his new running shoes an airing.



  Not having explored the area yet, Jake decided to stick to the road. If he ran down to the sign one mile from the village, then back again, that should be enough to start with. He would map out a few longer routes later, set out a proper running plan. Today, he’d test out his new running shoes.



  Yes, this was definitely a good idea he concluded a few minutes later as he ran past a field of frolicking lambs. He should make the most of his stay here in Buttersley – not just in terms of writing, but also by exploring the area. After all, it was unlikely he would be here again. And it really wasn’t healthy being cooped up at the computer all –



  He started as a pheasant flew out from the hedgerow, and at exactly the same time he encountered a pothole. The combination caused him to lose his footing. He toppled over, landing with a thud in the roadside ditch. Red hot pain seared his ankle. He sat for a few minutes catching his breath. Realising it was a long shot, he attempted to stand up. Not one of his better ideas. The pain intensified tenfold. He promptly sat back down again and wondered what to try next. Options were limited. In fact, he only had one: wait until someone drove by and took pity on him. Which, given how quiet the road was, could be a while. He might even end up being there all night, if it didn’t get so dark someone drove over him first. Either scenario would, he concluded miserably, round off a really bad day.


  





  Out in the fresh air, her heart pumping and her music blaring, Annie felt so much better – and just a tad virtuous – for dragging herself out of the house. Her three mile route consisted of a loop around the periphery of the village, the return stretch being along the main road. As she ran, she savoured the glorious bucolic scene: hedgerows teeming with flowers, sheep frolicking in the fields, a mother duck and eight miniature offspring waddling across the road. Did it get much better than this? She didn’t think so.



  On her return stretch Fleetwood Mac’s Tusk blasted onto her iPod. She turned up the volume at exactly the same time something at the side of the road caught her eye.



  Something quite still.



  Something that looked suspiciously like a body.



  Her already increased heartbeat rocketed. People didn’t find bodies on the roadside in Buttersley. At least not on a school night. It wasn’t that kind of place.



  But no. Wait a minute.



  Were her eyes deceiving her, or had it moved?



  Oh, my word. It had moved.



  It was alive.



  But what was a live body doing by the side of the road?



  Instinctively, she broke into a sprint. Whoever it was would most likely need help. She really should have brought her mobile with her but –



  Her eyes grew wide as she drew nearer.



  Surely it couldn’t be …



  But it was.



  It was Jake Sinclair.



  Instinctively her running pace slowed, as Lydia’s “Jake and I …” speech slammed into her head, reigniting her previous anger. Hmm. She’d resolved to give him – and Lydia – a wide berth. It had been bad enough turning into a quivering disaster zone whenever Jake was around, but now that he was in cahoots with Lydia – discussing her life – it was … well … not very nice. She could hardly avoid him now though, could she? The man would not be lying in a heap at the roadside because he had nothing better to do. He must have had an accident. And she should help him. Which, of course, she would. Just not perhaps with the zest she would have employed had it been anyone else.



  He raised his hand as she approached. And his mouth moved, as if he were trying to say something.



  Annie determined not to notice that, courtesy of his running shorts, his legs were on display. That they were long and muscular completely passed her by. And she barely acknowledged the fact that his shorter hair displayed his cheekbones to even greater effect, and made his impossibly long eyelashes appear even longer. No, she would not be distracted by such trivialities. It was superficial packaging. Inside, Jake Sinclair was just another man; just another spoiled, rich friend of Jasper’s; just another of Lydia Pembleton’s conquests. And all three credentials combined did not an attractive package make.



  His mouth moved, but again she couldn’t hear a word he was saying. Duh! Of course she couldn’t. Fleetwood Mac still blasted in her ears.



  She flicked off the music and removed her earphones. ‘What happened?’



  Jake’s features twisted into an apologetic grimace. ‘Bit pathetic, I’m afraid. A pheasant startled me and I lost my footing in a pothole and fell into the ditch. I think I’ve broken my ankle.’



  Annie rubbed a hand over her chin. Damn. Definitely no chance of leaving him there then. ‘I assume you can’t stand,’ she said, congratulating herself on her cool, no-nonsense approach.



  ‘I’m afraid not.’



  Annie sighed, realising there was only one thing for it. ‘You’ll have to go to hospital and have it X-rayed. I’ll run home and get my car. I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.’



  ‘Thanks,’ he said, grinning. ‘It’s a date.’


  





  



  Honestly, fumed Annie as she ran back to the cottage. How could anybody look so gorgeous when they were lying in a ditch with a broken ankle? It wasn’t natural. It wasn’t right. It was … well, downright indecent. And what had he meant when he’d said ‘It’s a date’? If he harboured any illusion that she wanted a date with him, then he was sorely mistaken. She didn’t want a date with anyone, especially not him. And how could taking someone to the hospital be construed as a date anyway? That was beyond the realms of even the most vivid imagination. More to the point, why was she wasting time analysing the whole thing? She was doing no more for Jake Sinclair than she would have done for anyone in the same situation. And, even though she couldn’t bear the sight of the man and would have preferred to have carried on running straight past him, she did feel some responsibility towards him. Although perhaps not as much responsibility as Lydia might feel, now the two of them were A Couple. Perhaps she should call Lydia and inform her of the latest events. But no, that would only add to the woman’s already huge ego. Besides, Lydia in a crisis was about as much use as a handbrake on a canoe. How Jake had the energy to run now that he and Lydia were …



  By the time Annie arrived back with her car, fifteen minutes later, her brain having raced at a speed her legs could only dream of matching, her bad mood had returned with a vengeance.



  ‘This is really good of you,’ said Jake, heaving himself into the back seat. ‘I had visions of being there all night and being eaten alive by foxes.’



  ‘Unlikely,’ sniped back Annie. ‘Yorkshire foxes are very discerning.’



  Jake’s shaky smile in the rear view mirror told her he didn’t know if she was joking or not. She was not.



  ‘Where’s Sophie?’ he asked.



  ‘She was at a friend’s for tea. I’ve called and told them what’s happened and they’re keeping her overnight.’



  Jake grimaced. ‘I seem to be causing everyone a lot of trouble. Especially you.'



  Ignoring the genuine remorse in his tone, Annie interjected as much ice as possible into her own. ‘I’d do the same for anybody,’ she said tartly.



  ‘Right,’ muttered Jake, looking slightly bemused. ‘Just so long as you know that I am really grateful.’



  So you should be, Annie resisted saying. If she’d known the evening would turn out like this, she’d have super-glued herself to her original plan of a bath and a glass of wine, thereby delegating Jake Sinclair’s drama to someone else to sort out. As she drove, she risked another glance at him through the mirror. He looked very pale and very … sad as he stared out of the window. No doubt the poor guy was in agony. Despite her anger, she experienced a pang of sympathy. She’d broken her arm when she was nine and could still remember the excruciating pain.



  ‘Are you okay?’ she enquired, a little more grudgingly than she’d intended.



  He managed a weak smile. ‘I think I’ll live.’



  ‘Just as well,’ she replied, without a trace of humour. ‘The parking outside the crematorium is terrible.’


  





  Several hours, multiple X-rays, much examining, and a very long bandage later, the resulting diagnosis was a bad sprain with several torn ligaments.



  ‘Try not to put any veight on it for at least two veeks,’ advised the German doctor, handing Jake a large pack of painkillers. ‘Take one of these when you need to, and get lots of rest. I’m sure your vife vill look after you very vell.’



  Annie’s brows shot to her hairline. So Jake had a wife had he? Well, he’d certainly kept that quiet. And, more to the point, if he had a wife, what was he doing messing about with Lydia? Not that she was surprised. After the filthy stunt Lance had pulled, there wasn’t a man on the planet who could surprise her. They were all lying, deceitful –



  All at once, she realised the doctor was still talking. To her. Realisation slapped her hard across the face.



  ‘Oh no. I’m not his wife,’ she gasped, aware of colour flooding her cheeks. ‘I’m the, um, caretaker –’



  The doctor looked bemused. ‘Then, if you are the caretaker, you vill take good care of him. He must go straight to the bed.’



  ‘Right,’ mumbled Annie, wondering why the mere mention of ‘the bed’ where Jake was concerned caused her temperature to soar and her heart to trip.



  Evidently her discomfiture had not gone unnoticed.



  ‘Sorry about that,’ said Jake, as they made their way out of the hospital, him hobbling alongside her on his crutches. ‘I didn’t say anything to make him think we were, um, you know …’



  ‘I should hope not,’ snapped Annie.



  If Annie had found the drive to the hospital awkward, it was nothing compared to the drive back. This time, though, her anger had been replaced with mortification. Thankfully, Jake had chosen to sit in the back seat again. She couldn’t have coped if he’d been right next to her. She stole another glance at him through the mirror. He was staring out of the window again. The look on his face reminded her of the first time he’d been in her kitchen. Pensive. Lost in thought. As though he were a million miles away. But he wasn’t a million miles away. He was here. In her car. Which begged the question … what was she supposed to do with him now? A stream of images popped into her head, based around what she’d like to do with him now which, frankly, did not help matters at all. Honestly. Why couldn’t she have continued being angry with him? At least then she had some control, had even managed a few sharp retorts. Now, as a result of that confusing conversation with the doctor, she could barely string two words together. Which was preposterous. She and Jake being A Couple had been a natural assumption for the man to make. They were of a similar age, they both had on their running kit, and she had accompanied him to the hospital. It was a perfectly logical conclusion for the doctor to reach. Satisfied with her reasoning, she re-focused on the issue of what to do with him. She couldn’t just dump him back at the manor. She was ravenous, which meant he probably was too. The least she could do was offer him something to eat. She cleared her throat and, addressing the mirror, asked, ‘Would you like to come back to the cottage and I’ll make us some supper?’



  Her words visibly startled Jake out of his reverie. In fact, for one brief moment, he looked slightly panic-stricken.



  ‘That’s, um, very kind, Annie, but I’m not hungry. Do you mind if I just go straight back to the house?’



  ‘As you like,’ came back the reply.


  





  By the time they arrived at the manor it was almost dark. Not wishing to cause Annie further trouble by trying to negotiate the stairs, Jake insisted on sleeping on the sofa in his writing room. Annie arranged bedding, towels for the downstairs shower room, and a cup of tea. The moment she left, Jake hobbled into the kitchen and dug out some cheese and crackers. Despite what he’d told Annie, he was starving but there was no way he could have accepted her supper invitation. No way he could have sat in her lovely homely kitchen, subjecting himself to another mental assault. So heightened were his emotions that the very thought had brought a surge of panic crashing over him. Anyway, his pathetic mood aside, Annie’s tone had made it perfectly clear that she didn’t want him sitting in her kitchen. Her relief at his refusal of the invitation had been almost palpable. But, for all her frostiness, he had to admire the competent way she’d handled the situation. In fact, it suddenly occurred to him that every time he was around Annie, he found something new to admire about her.



  It had also occurred to him, as he’d sat in her car, how very alone he felt. Despite Annie’s cool demeanour, it had been weird having her look after him – weird in a nice way. It brought back memories of being A Couple. Memories of how nice it was having someone care for you. Not that he imagined for one moment that Annie cared for him. He was probably the bane of her life – what with his unexpected arrival, the drama with the boiler, the bizarre effect he had on her dog, and now this fiasco with his ankle. Her feelings had been summed up perfectly when the doctor had assumed they were a couple. The overriding sentiment Jake had observed on her face had been one of complete and utter revulsion.



  CHAPTER SIX



  From: LanceTunstall



  To: AnnieRichards



  Subject: Hello


  





  Hi Annie



  Hope you well there. Looking forward to seeing you and Sophie soon.



  Lance


  





  The following morning Annie read and re-read the email, her brain whirring. Lance never emailed. Which meant he was up to something. Having neither the energy, nor the inclination to think about what it might be, Annie pressed the delete key.


  





  The very best thing about living in Buttersley, Annie concluded, was her fabulous support network. Alison Stevens had been brilliant when Annie had called her from the hospital the previous evening. She’d insisted Sophie stay over for the night – a change of plan which had delighted Sophie and Bethany. Unsettled by Lance’s email, though, Annie had a burning desire to see her daughter that morning. She therefore made a detour to the school gate on her way to work.



  Sophie, walking hand-in-hand down the street with Alison, didn’t notice her at first, which allowed Annie a rare opportunity to observe her daughter from afar. In her little gingham dress and ankle socks, her hair in two fat bunches, she looked so unbelievably cute that Annie experienced a rush of overpowering love.



  ‘Mum!’ she squealed, upon spotting Annie. ‘Did you miss me?’



  ‘Maybe just a bit,’ said Annie, picking up her daughter and swinging her around. ‘Did you miss me?’



  ‘Loads,’ replied Sophie, planting a kiss on her cheek. ‘But I didn’t cry. Not even when I had to go to bed.’



  ‘That’s very grown up. I’m very proud of you.’



  Sophie rolled her eyes. ‘Well, I am nearly six. Please can you put me down now. We’re learning about dinosaurs today and I don’t want to be late.’



  ‘Goodness, no. You can’t be late for that. You run along and have a good time. I’ll pick you up later.’



  As she waved her daughter off, Alison Stevens came to stand alongside her.



  ‘Thank you so much for letting her stay,’ said Annie. ‘I hope she wasn’t too much trouble.’



  ‘None at all,’ chuckled Alison. ‘She was as good as gold and as entertaining as ever. We all had to sing a song and Sophie marked us out of ten.’



  Annie pulled an apologetic face. ‘Sorry. It’s a phase she’s going through.’



  ‘Don’t apologise. It was hilarious. Anyway, how did you get on at the hospital? Any broken bones?’



  ‘Just a bad strain, thankfully. Dispatched, four hours later, with a bucket-load of painkillers, a pair of crutches and strict orders to rest.’



  ‘Hmm. The mind boggles at the possibilities there. I don’t suppose you’re taking names for bed-bath volunteers?’



  ‘Definitely not,’ said Annie, immediately banishing the image that suggestion stirred up.



  ‘Well, if any such help is required, please bear me in mind,’ tittered Alison, before scurrying off down the street.



  Annie heaved an exasperated sigh. What was it about Jake Sinclair that had every female in Buttersley salivating? Admittedly, he was good-looking. But there were lots of good-looking guys around. Well, perhaps not lots. And perhaps she’d never actually seen one quite as good-looking in all her thirty-five years on the planet. But looks were superficial. Shallow. A product of genes. Not of achievement. Or skill. Or hard work. No, Jake Sinclair was nothing more than a pleasant arrangement of DNA. Not, in Annie’s book, an attribute worthy of respect. Even so, she’d found it difficult to maintain her anger at him last night. He had at times – particularly in her car – looked incredibly vulnerable, like a little boy lost. She’d even begun to wonder if she’d got him all wrong. That there was more to Jake Sinclair than she’d first thought. Thank goodness, though, he had declined her supper invitation. The awkwardness in the car had been bad enough. If she’d had to sit across the table from him it would have been excruciating.



  She felt a twinge of guilt that she hadn’t called in that morning to check on him. After much deliberating, she’d convinced herself that it had been too early, that he would be zonked out on painkillers, and that he was a grown man who didn’t need a nursemaid. But, regardless of all of that, the fact remained that he was still a guest at the manor, and she did therefore feel some responsibility for him. She would pop in later that afternoon and take Sophie with her.



  The day passed in something of a blur for Annie. A coach-load of American tourists had stopped off at the village and been so impressed by her cupcakes they had bought the whole lot, along with all the gingerbread men and most of the carrot cake. Not wishing to disappoint her regulars, a major baking session had ensued to replenish the empty stands. As productive and enjoyable a day as it had been, Annie could scarcely contain her excitement as the time to collect Sophie drew nearer. She had the evening all planned. After visiting Jake, they would make pizzas, eat them outside in the garden, then take Pip for a walk along the riverbank and feed the ducks.



  She’d just turned the sign on the shop door to ‘Closed’, when somebody rattled on it. It was Lydia, wearing a teeny pair of what looked like sprayed-on white shorts, and a glittering silver halter-neck top.



  ‘Goodness, I’m so glad I caught you,’ she puffed, a great air of purpose accompanying her perfume as Annie opened the door. ‘I know you’re closing, darling, but I just wanted to let you know that, where Jake’s concerned, I have it all in hand.’



  Annie gawped, not daring to enquire which part of Jake Lydia had in hand.



  ‘Alison Stevens told me all about his accident this morning,’ she ploughed on. ‘And I dashed straight over to the manor to make sure the poor lamb had everything he needed. I had to cancel my manicure but I told them it was an emergency. “The community has to pull together in times of crisis,” I said, and I wouldn’t want anyone saying I don’t play my part.’



  Annie’s jaw dropped.



  ‘Anyway, I picked up something very nice for Jake’s lunch and have something extra special planned for dinner.’



  With a meaningful wink, she then turned on her six-inch heel and tottered off from whence she came, before Annie could utter a single word.



  *



  In his writing room at Buttersley Manor, Jake sat at the desk, one hand supporting his chin, the other holding his mobile away from his ear as Tanya launched into another of her daily soliloquies on why “he really should consider the film studio’s offer”. Seemingly, his reluctance served only to fuel their interest. Each day they upped their offer, and each day Jake declined it.



  ‘Look, Jake, they’re not going to hang around forever,’ puffed Tanya. Since her original call her tone had slid from excited, to optimistic, to hopeful, to exasperated, and was now just plain desperate. ‘We need to give them a final answer.’



  Jake released his chin, leaned back in the chair and raked his free hand through his hair. ‘I’ve given my final answer, Tanya. Several times. It is, and it will remain, an emphatic “no thank you”.’



  The sigh that whooshed down the phone almost blew him away. He suspected she may be quietly counting to ten before she spoke again.



  ‘Look, Jake, an offer like this only comes along once in a lifetime. If you’re lucky. I know authors who would give their right arm for an opportunity like this.’



  ‘Only the left-handed ones, I’d bet.’ His attempt at humour met with resonating silence. ‘Look, Tanya, I’m really sorry and incredibly flattered but all I want to do is write my books.’



  ‘But you can continue to write,’ she said, an edge of hysteria creeping in. ‘And sell your books by the thousands. Hundreds of thousands. Don’t you want Martin Sinclair to be a household name?’



  ‘Frankly no.’



  Another brief pause. Another shuddering sigh.



  ‘Look,’ she said at length, ‘why don’t you come down here and we can discuss it properly? Or I could come up to Scotland if you prefer.’



  Jake swatted away both suggestions. ‘I can’t come to London because I’ve sprained my ankle and there’s no point you going to Scotland because I’m not there. Now, if you want this next book any time soon, I really must press on. Goodbye.’



  He threw down the phone and reached for his painkillers. He didn’t know which was the bigger pain – his ankle or Tanya. He couldn’t blame her for trying, he supposed. The film deal would make a huge difference to her CV – and, no doubt, her annual bonus. But even Tanya’s impressive tenacity wouldn’t work on Jake. There was no way on earth he would consider accepting the offer. No way at all.



  The phone rang again.



  He flicked his eyes skyward before looking at the screen. If it was Tanya again he wouldn’t answer it.



  It wasn’t Tanya. It was Nina’s mother.



  Now that would be a different conversation altogether.


  





  ‘So what’s this I hear about one of Jasper’s old mates staying in the castle?’ asked Portia.



  This was the second call in a matter of days, from which Annie surmised that her friend was in desperate need of some light relief. Portia rarely spoke about her work, and Annie never asked.



  ‘Yes, one of Jasper’s mates is staying in the castle,’ she confirmed. ‘Much to Lydia’s delight.’



  ‘I’m not surprised,’ said Portia. ‘If I remember correctly, he was really good-looking.’



  Annie didn’t reply.



  ‘You fancy him!’



  I do not.’ Despite the accusation being hurled from thousands of miles away, Annie still blushed scarlet.



  ‘Yes you do. If you didn’t, you would have said something there.’



  ‘When there?’



  ‘When I said he was good-looking. Have you slept with him?’



  ‘Of course I haven’t.’



  ‘Snog?’



  ‘No. And I don’t intend to either. He might be good-looking but my interest in him is purely professional. I had to take him to the hospital yesterday. He’s sprained his ankle.’



  ‘Perfect opportunity for you to dress up in your nurse’s uniform then. Wasn’t that on the list of things to do before you’re forty?’



  ‘Somehow I doubt it,’ said Annie.



  ‘Then you have my permission to add it on.’



  ‘I’ll do it right away. Oh … and guess who’s emailed me.’



  ‘Who?’



  ‘Lance.’



  ‘Lance? What does he want?’



  ‘I have no idea but he must be up to something.’



  ‘What did he say?’



  ‘Nothing really. Just hello and looking forward to seeing you both.’



  ‘Did you reply?’



  ‘No, I deleted it.’



  ‘Good girl.’


  





  In the life of a five year old child, the Buttersley Annual Fair was not an insignificant event. Indeed, Annie discovered that it was significant enough to cause her daughter three sleepless nights. By the time the appointed day arrived, Sophie’s excitement was orbiting the earth.



  ‘Will you please sit still,’ pleaded Annie, trying to plait the child’s hair as she sat on the edge of her bed.



  ‘Sorry, Mum.’ Sophie folded her arms and clamped them over her chest. ‘Can we take Pip to the fair?’



  ‘If you want to,’ said Annie, finally tying off the second pigtail. ‘Now, what are you going to wear?’



  ‘Please can I wear my pumpkin outfit?’



  ‘I don’t really think that’s appropriate, sweetheart.’



  ‘Oh.’



  ‘How about your shorts and T-shirt?’



  ‘No thank you. What about my ladybird outfit? Is that appropriate?’



  ‘Not particularly. But if you really want to …’



  ‘I really do, Mum. And the wings.’



  Annie didn’t know what it was about the Buttersley village fair, but every year the sun unfailingly shone on it. Evidently the sun, as well as everyone else involved, dared not disobey the orders of the formidable organising committee.



  The venue for the event was a buttercup-strewn meadow leading down to the river, on the outskirts of the village. It was England at its most quintessential and Annie loved it. She also loved that there wasn’t a dodgem car, a waltzer, or a flashing beeping light in sight. The formidable committee maintained that the fair’s traditional values were the secret of its success and Annie agreed.



  As they threaded their way through the gathering, bumping into various friends and acquaintances, Sophie compiled her plan of attack, which was then dutifully followed. She rode a donkey, joined in the Morris dancing, acquired a stitch laughing at the Punch and Judy show, and managed a grand total of four in the Hook-a-duck. Her prize of a plastic silver crown was readily added to the ladybird outfit.



  En route to the coconut shy, next on her list, Sophie suddenly squealed with excitement.



  ‘Look, Mum, there’s Mr Sinclair.’



  Annie’s spirits nosedived. Damn. Just when they’d been having such a lovely time, Jake had to appear – no doubt with Nurse Lydia in tow. Steeling herself, she turned her head in the direction Sophie had indicated and immediately spotted Jake – wearing long khaki shorts, a white V-necked T-shirt, and a pair of trendy sunglasses. He was alone and appeared to be hobbling towards the coconut shy, which meant there’d be no way of avoiding him. Unless she invented some fabulous excuse why the coconuts would have to wait; an excuse Sophie couldn’t possibly argue with. Tricky, but not impossible. Watching him, though, as he limped along, the muscles in his arms clearly defined as he rhythmically shifted his weight on and off the crutches, Annie found the formation of excuses, fabulous or otherwise, superseded by a desperate longing to know what it would feel like to have those strong arms around her, pressing her into that broad chest. To slide her hands up his T-shirt and–



  ‘Is Mr Sinclair in fancy dress too?’



  Clattering back to the here and now, it took Annie several seconds and a great deal of brain power to realise what Sophie was referring to. Oh. Of course. Jake’s crutches. She bit back a smile. ‘No, sweetheart. Mr Sinclair has sprained his ankle. The crutches keep his weight off it so it will heal quicker.’



  Sophie furrowed her little brow. ‘I think he looks funny. Please can I go and show him my crown?’



  Before Annie could reply, her daughter bounded over to Jake, ladybird wings afluttering.



  Annie remained where she was, gathering her wits. Right. All she had to do now was calmly follow her daughter and, upon reaching her destination, completely ignore any beautifully defined muscles or broad chests – which may or may not be splendidly showcased in white T-shirts. Condensing the required action into such a concise form reassured her. She could do that. Easily. Why, in the four days since she’d taken Jake to the hospital, she had scarcely spared him, or his biceps, or his chest, a thought. Apart from the time she’d been washing up in her kitchen and her gaze had strayed to his writing room. Or the time she’d been in the garden and caught sight of the open downstairs window. And admittedly, he had popped into her head each time she’d baked a batch of chocolate chip cookies. Other than that, she really hadn’t thought about him at all.



  Her intention to move not yet fully transmitted to her legs, Annie remained rooted to the spot as she watched a bouncing Sophie exchange excited chatter with Jake. All at once, they both turned to look at her. As Jake’s gaze met hers and he broke into another of his easy smiles, a swarm of butterflies began fluttering in Annie’s stomach. Honestly. She really would have to be more prepared for those smiles. They had the ability to knock a girl right off her feet. Thankfully, though, she was still standing – just. What she needed, to put an end to her ever increasing nerves, was a large dash of the anger that had fuelled her the night she’d taken him to hospital. She cast her mind back to Lydia’s ‘Jake and I …’ speech. The result was as instantaneous and as effective as she’d hoped. Tilting up her chin, Annie pulled back her shoulders and took a deep breath in. With a grip on her emotions, she prepared to face the enemy. Well, okay, he wasn’t quite an enemy, more of a thorn in her side, but that didn’t sound quite so dramatic. Anyway, whatever he was, she was ready. With her head high, she took two steps forward, before tripping over Pip’s lead and landing, with a thud, flat on her face on the ground.



  In a flash, she scrambled to her feet, disentangled the lead and brushed herself down, hoping all the while nobody had noticed.



  As if.



  ‘Mum, are you okay?’ asked Sophie, suddenly appearing at her side.



  Annie affected a breezy tone. ‘Yes, darling. I just tripped over Pip’s lead, that’s all.’



  ‘I know.’ Sophie burst into a fit of giggles. ‘You looked ever so funny. You flew right through the air. Like in the cartoons. Mr Sinclair said you looked like a rocket.’



  ‘Did he?’ muttered Annie through gritted teeth.



  ‘Only when we could see you weren’t hurt,’ confessed Jake, appearing alongside Sophie. ‘For a moment there, I thought we might need another pair of crutches.’



  ‘Thankfully not,’ said Annie, a cocktail of mortification and indignation coursing through her. Looking defiantly at his sunglasses, she added, ‘As you can see, I’m perfectly fine.’



  ‘Yes,’ said Jake. ‘You are.’



  Annie’s jaw slackened and her heart skittered. Had she imagined it, or had his voice dropped an octave with that last statement? And had he looked at her just a fraction longer than necessary? But no, she was being silly. That would mean he had implied – which he most certainly hadn’t. And anyway, because of his sunglasses, she couldn’t possibly tell if he’d been looking at her or – The near-dislocation of her arm from its socket rudely interrupted her analysis. It was Pip, straining at the lead to greet his new friend.



  Jake’s attention shifted from Annie to the dog. ‘Hello, little fella. Are you having a good time?’



  Pip replied by licking Jake’s bare shin. Her mind still scrutinising his previous comment, Annie swallowed hard, resisting the urge to do the same.



  ‘Mr Sinclair is going to win me a balloon at the coconut shy,’ piped up Sophie.



  ‘I’m going to try,’ said Jake. ‘If that’s okay with your mum.’ Two questioning eyebrows appeared above the rim of his sunglasses.



  Banishing all thoughts of fanciful compliments and shin licking, Annie mustered her scraps of remaining dignity. ‘I suppose so,’ she said coolly.



  ‘Great.’ As Jake lifted his sunglasses off his nose and pushed them back into his hair, Annie noted the dark shadows beneath his eyes. He looked exhausted. Hardly surprising, given Lydia’s ‘care and attention’, she concluded, with a pang of something she really didn’t want to identify.



  ‘Shall we?’ he asked.



  Annie jumped slightly, realising she was staring at him. Shall we? Shall we what? Her gaze dropped to his shins again. Surely he didn’t mean –



  ‘Coconuts,’ he clarified, the corners of his mouth curling up in such a sensuous manner that her toes followed suit.



  ‘Oh, yes, of course,’ she blustered, inwardly cringing as colour crept into her cheeks. ‘Coconuts. Right.’



  The three of them, and a delighted Pip, made their way to the shy where a great deal of raucous activity ensued. At least, raucous activity ensued on Jake and Sophie’s part. Annie spent all her time trying not to drool over Jake’s biceps as he aimed the balls at the unsuspecting coconuts. Despite his crutches, he managed to win not only a balloon, but also a teddy bear and a huge bag of sweets. Much to Sophie’s delight.



  ‘Look, Mum, there’s Jessica from school,’ gushed Sophie, laden down with her booty. ‘Please may I show her our prizes?’



  ‘Okay,’ said Annie. ‘But don’t be too long. We’re going to have something to eat soon.’



  ‘Hot dogs?’



  ‘With onions.’



  ‘Yay,’ exclaimed Sophie, before bounding over to her friend.



  ‘She’s a fantastic kid,’ said Jake, as they watched Sophie chattering with her friend. ‘You’ve done a great job. You should be very proud.’



  The wistful note in his voice caused something to twist in Annie’s stomach. She turned her head to him. He was staring at a spot on the ground with the same sad expression she’d noticed the first time he’d been in her kitchen; the same sad expression she’d noticed as he’d gazed out of her car window on the way back from the hospital.



  ‘Anyway,’ he continued, visibly snapping out of whatever it was he’d been thinking about. He turned to her, a bright smile on his face. ‘I haven’t thanked you properly yet for taking me to the hospital the other night.’



  Annie’s brows snapped together. Yet again there was something in his tone she couldn’t decipher. Was he thanking her or getting a dig in because she hadn’t been to see him since? Honestly, talk about keeping you on your toes. Jake Sinclair did a better job of that than the troupe of Morris dancers. A few minutes in his company and she felt as though she’d been subjected to an emotional boot camp. The man was, frankly, exhausting. And Annie wasn’t entirely sure she had the energy – or the desire – to keep up with him.



  ‘I’m sure you had much better things to do with your evening than spend it in A&E.’



  Annie’s eyes narrowed. Huh. Well that little remark neatly mopped up any confusion. He was being sarcastic. He and Lydia had most likely been sniggering again over her lack of social life. Well, they could both just go and –



  Before she could tell him exactly what he and Lydia could do, Jake hissed, ‘Oh no. Hide. Quickly.’



  In a flash, he hobbled to the side of the coconut shy.



  Annie heaved an exasperated sigh before following him.



  ‘What now?’ she snapped, her patience wearing.



  ‘Lydia.’



  Annie furrowed her brow. ‘Lydia?’



  Jake nodded. ‘Over there. Looking like she’s on a mission. I really can’t face her today.’



  Annie screwed up her nose. ‘But I thought you two were …’



  ‘What?’



  Despite her irritation, another flush of pink crept over Annie’s cheeks. ‘You know.’



  Jake gave an incredulous snort. ‘You don’t mean – ?’



  Annie tilted up her chin.



  Jake’s eyes grew wide. ‘Me and Lydia? Why on earth would you think – ?’ His eyes narrowed. ‘Has she been saying something?’



  Annie opened her mouth to tell him exactly what Lydia had been saying. Then promptly shut it again. She didn’t want to sound like a petulant child, nor did she want to sound as if she cared. Because she didn’t. Bar the fact that the two of them discussing her life did not sit well with her, it made absolutely no difference to her what they got up to. They were both consenting adults. They could do whatever they liked.



  Jake, however, looked completely baffled. ‘Look, is this because you saw us together at the pub quiz? Because I can assure you that was nothing like how it appeared. I was sauntering down to the pub to get something to eat, when Lydia pulled up alongside me in her car. I stupidly told her where I was heading and that I couldn’t stay long because I had a chapter to finish. So she offered to pick me up on her way back from wherever it was she was going. I insisted there was no need. But the next thing I know, there she is, trussed up like a microwave chicken, whisking me away. But all she did was chauffeur me back to the manor.’



  Annie chewed her bottom lip as she considered this information. Was he telling the truth? Since Lance, she didn’t trust a word any man said. And Lydia had sounded pretty convincing with her ‘Jake and I …’ speeches.



  ‘And then she appointed herself my “nurse”,’ he continued, his tone turning scornful. ‘Which is utterly ridiculous. Not only do I not need a nurse, but prancing about the manor in high heels and very little else makes me nauseous and puts Lydia in grave danger of catching a cold.’



  Despite her circumspection, Annie bit back a smile as she continued to monitor his expression. Not an easy task given the startlingly well laid-out features and dark twinkling eyes. Perhaps he was telling the truth. She might never trust another man but Lydia wasn’t exactly Veritas personified, was she?



  Jake heaved a frustrated sigh. ‘If there was one place I could not imagine Lydia, it was the village fair.’



  All at once, Lydia’s highlighted head appeared around the side of the shy. Annie, startled out of her cogitations, jumped slightly, an action which seemed to pass Lydia by, given that it was plainly not Annie she was stalking.



  ‘Thank goodness I’ve found you, Jake,’ she gushed. ‘But what on earth are you doing hiding around here?’ Two heavily-lined eyes peered first at Jake and then at Annie. Neither of them replied.



  ‘I wondered if I might have a private word, Jake.’ Her dramatically lowered tone implied a matter of great secrecy.



  Jake screwed up his nose. ‘I doubt there’s any need for that. Whatever you have to say, you can say in front of Annie, surely.’



  Lydia tossed a sour look at Annie.



  ‘All right,’ she huffed. ‘The thing is, darling, I hope you’re not too upset, but there’s been a crisis in Marbella. I have to fly out there later this afternoon.’



  Annie’s eyes widened. She had a strong idea of the type of ‘crisis’ Lydia was referring to and it didn’t involve earthquakes, tsunamis or political coups. ‘Marbella? Don’t tell me Darren has been on the phone again.’



  Lydia shook back her mane of hair. ‘Actually he has. He’s hit a low spot and has realised how much he needs me.’



  Annie bit her tongue. A ‘low spot’ for Darren meant he was currently between topless model girlfriends and had called Lydia to temporarily plug the gap.



  ‘I know we’re divorced,’ she offered by way of explanation, ‘but after twenty months and six days of marriage, we still have a special little bond.’



  Which seems to be elastic, Annie resisted adding. She would bet her life savings on Lydia being home within three weeks, but had long since concluded that the woman knew exactly what she was doing. Revelling in the attention of these ‘reconciliations’ and Darren’s six figure ‘consolation cheques’ seemed of far more import to Lydia than the maintenance of her pride.



  ‘Oh, and don’t be surprised if you see us on the front of the celebrity magazines next week,’ she chirruped. ‘I’ve given a couple of them a little tinkle to update them and they’re sending photographers over to the villa. Anyway, darling, I’m sure you’ll cope perfectly well without me. Little Annie here can look after you.’ She blew a kiss at Jake, tossed Annie a derisive smile and disappeared back around the shy.



  ‘Well,’ huffed Jake, a few seconds later. ‘Thank goodness she and I weren’t … Otherwise I might be a tad devastated by that news. Fortunately we weren’t and I’m not.’



  Annie shook her head in disbelief. ‘Honestly, talk about fickle. I can’t wait to read the magazine spreads’



  ‘Many a sleepless night will ensue until I have copies in my hands,’ said Jake. ‘Remind me to pre-order at the newsagent.’



  As they both burst out laughing, Sophie appeared.



  ‘What are you doing around here? And what are you laughing at?’



  ‘Um, nothing and nothing,’ said Annie, doing her best to keep a straight face. ‘Mr Sinclair and I were just … discussing something.’



  ‘Something funny?’



  ‘Boring grown-up stuff,’ replied Jake. ‘You wouldn’t find it funny at all. Now, what did Jessica think of your crown?’



  ‘It didn’t fit her. Her head’s too big,’ chuckled Sophie. ‘Please can we go and get our hot dogs now, Mum? I’m hungry.’



  ‘Of course,’ said Annie. She cast a sheepish look at Jake. ‘Would you, um, like to join us?’



  Jake gazed directly into her eyes. ‘I’d love to.’



  His accompanying smile caused something warm and pleasant to course through Annie’s veins, and her legs to turn to cotton wool. Which was pathetic, she scolded herself. As was her relief at discovering he had not been carrying on with Lydia: He had been telling her the truth and now she felt guilty for doubting him; guilty that perhaps she’d been too hard on him all round.



  CHAPTER SEVEN



  ‘Sorry sweetheart, but we’re all out of hot dogs’ informed the chubby vendor. ‘First time it’s ever happened. How about a nice burger instead?’



  Sophie looked distraught. ‘I wanted a hot dog,’ she whimpered, two plump tears rolling down her cheeks.



  Annie scooped her up. ‘Come on. It’s not that disastrous. And you like burgers.’



  ‘Not today, I don’t. And Pip wanted a hot dog too.’ She covered her mouth with her hand to stifle a huge yawn.



  ‘That’s the problem, not the hot dogs,’ said Annie. ‘All this excitement has worn you out. How about we go home, you have a little nap and we’ll have a barbeque for tea?’



  Sophie nuzzled her head into Annie’s neck for a few seconds, seemingly giving the matter a great deal of thought. ‘Can Mr Sinclair come too?’ she eventually asked.



  Annie’s gaze shifted to Jake to discover, yet again, that he was looking at her. A strange mix of apprehension, excitement and dread washed over her. She really would have to have a word with her daughter about putting her on the spot like this. For now, though, she was right bang in the centre of the spot which meant she would have to say something – and soon. Did she want to invite Jake or not? Dare she risk making a fool of herself yet again, or would it be nice having some adult company for a change? Then there were Jake’s feelings to consider. The poor soul was, whether he liked it or not, squeezed right alongside her on the spot. Would he want to come? Or had he much more exciting things to do with his Saturday night, like a pile of friends descending on the manor for an enormous party? And why did that thought make her spirits plunge? She cleared her throat and said, ‘Mr Sinclair probably has plans for the rest of the day.’



  ‘Actually I don’t,’ replied Jake. ‘Unless, of course, you’d like me to.’



  His reply caused an unexpected wave of relief to wash over Annie. Not that she’d been subconsciously holding her breath, she assured herself, but merely because she didn’t relish the idea of Jasper’s rowdy crowd treating the manor like a twenty-four hour rave venue.



  ‘Well,’ she said, unable to stop a smile spreading onto her face, ‘if you’d like to join us you’d be very welcome. It won’t be anything exciting. A few sausages and burgers –’



  ‘– and hot dogs,’ added Sophie.



  ‘Dipped in chocolate?’



  Sophie burst into a fit of giggles.


  





  As Annie drove them back to the cottage, Jake sat in the back of the car, Sophie’s sleeping head on his shoulder, a snoring Jack Russell on his lap. What was he doing? he asked himself. Having a great day, came back the reply. Lydia’s departure being the cherry on the cake. At least now he could breathe freely again, without inhaling a cloud of the woman’s noxious perfume, and without his every move being monitored. The real highlight of the day though, had been bumping into Annie and Sophie. He hadn’t planned that at all, although the thought had fleetingly crossed his mind – once or twice, or perhaps even five times – that they might be there. He’d had no idea what reception to expect from Annie. Having given the evening at the hospital a great deal of consideration, he’d concluded that it wasn’t just him being hyper-sensitive: she’d been very cool towards him. It suddenly occurred to him that it might have had something to do with Lydia. Lord only knew what she’d been saying. He really didn’t want to go there but, skirting around the edges, he had a fairly good idea. And supposedly fraternizing with the locals when he had only been in the village for two minutes, did not a good impression make.



  Fortunately, Annie’s impressive flight over Pip’s lead had broken the ice. As that image popped into his head, laughter rose in his throat. He hastily disguised it as a cough as Annie’s emerald-green eyes shot him a questioning look through the rear view mirror. Those eyes really were incredible, he mused. Along with her legs – which looked longer than ever in her black shorts – they were to blame for that cheesy comment he’d blurted out after her spectacular trip. ‘Yes, you are,’ he’d muttered, in reply to her, ‘I’m fine’. Ugh. He cringed at the memory. And god only knew what Annie thought of it. He hadn’t meant to say it. The words had floated out before he could stop them. A faultless demonstration of just how out of practice he was with flirting. Not that he had been flirting. He had merely been admiring a beautiful woman, in the same way he might admire a priceless painting or a magnificent house. And just because one admired a priceless painting or a magnificent house, didn’t mean one actually desired them, did it? It was simple appreciation. Didn’t women admire fine male specimens in the same way? Surely they must. Look at all those Greek statues of naked men at –



  His classical cogitations were broken by Sophie who shifted her head slightly on his shoulder and sighed wistfully. Looking down at her, something tugged in the area of Jake’s heart and all thoughts of naked Greek statues flew from his mind. She really was adorable – particularly in that ladybird outfit. And such good fun too. He had sincerely meant it when he’d said Annie should be proud. Sophie was a fantastic kid. He couldn’t begin to imagine what it must be like to have such a positive presence in one’s life, a tiny being to care for, to love, nurture, steer through life’s rocky road.



  As he’d watched Sophie chattering with her friend earlier, he’d found himself imagining what his own daughter might have looked like, how much she would have enjoyed the fair. Fortunately, he’d managed to adroitly end his melancholy. Practice, as the old adage goes, makes perfect. And Jake had had more than enough practice over the years.


  





  Back at the cottage, Annie bundled a sleeping Sophie from the car.



  ‘I’ll take her upstairs,’ she whispered to Jake. ‘Make yourself at home in the kitchen.’



  Jake nodded his thanks and, accompanied by Pip, hobbled along the small path to the kitchen. Fortunately, in the car, alongside his scrutiny of the day’s events, he had mentally prepared himself for the effect the room had on him, and that effect was every bit as strong today, he concluded as he hovered in the doorway and breathed in the delicious aroma of currant buns. This was a home in the true sense of the word, a real family home. But this afternoon he had determined not to dwell on any of that. This afternoon he would relax and enjoy it. He hoped.



  ‘Not so much as a murmur out of her,’ said Annie, startling him out of his reverie as she entered the room a few minutes later. ‘She’s dead to the world and will hopefully stay that way for at least half an hour. If not, I recommend a hasty retreat. A crabby five year old is not a pleasant thing to have around.’



  Jake swallowed hard, wishing he had personal experience of that one. Unfortunately he didn’t – another thing he had no wish to dwell on that afternoon. ‘I can’t imagine her being crabby,’ he said, managing a smile. ‘She always seems so happy.’



  Annie snorted disbelievingly. ‘Have you had much to do with children?’



  A flash of regret shot down his spine and his smile wavered. ‘Not much. No.’



  ‘I thought not.’ Annie bustled over to the fridge and yanked open the door. ‘Now, what would you like to drink? Beer or white wine?’



  Welcoming the change of subject, Jake sucked in a deep breath before replying, ‘Wine would be great, thanks.’ He began hobbling towards the table.



  ‘Here, let me help.’ Without closing the fridge door, Annie scurried around the table and pulled out a chair for him. ‘How’s your ankle? Does it still hurt?’



  ‘The odd twinge now and again,’ he replied, lowering himself onto the chair and trying desperately not to notice that her smooth bare thighs were merely inches away from him. ‘Nothing like it was.’



  ‘That’s good. And at least it doesn’t affect your writing.’



  Jake breathed a sigh of relief as she marched back around to the fridge.



  ‘How’s the book coming along?’



  Somewhere in his psyche, the distant ringing of an alarm bell sounded. ‘Um, okay, I suppose,’ he muttered, starting as Pip jumped onto his lap.



  ‘Is it your first one?’



  The bell rang a little louder. Jake shifted in his chair and tickled Pip under the chin. Damn. He really should have been prepared for this. But he wasn’t. Not at all. In fact, it suddenly occurred to him how few people had enquired about his personal life since Nina’s death. Naturally, his rare forays to anything remotely resembling a social occasion dramatically reduced the chances. And in Scotland, the few locals he did happen upon never asked him anything about himself. Whether from respect for his privacy or disinterest, he had no idea. Either way, it suited him fine. But what should he say to Annie now? He hated lying, but if he told her it wasn’t his first book, it would inevitably lead to a string of other questions. Questions he really couldn’t face right now. For all he’d congratulated himself on the efficient dealing of his many mawkish thoughts over the course of the day, he was aware he had merely swept them under a flimsy carpet. A carpet so thin, the slightest hint of a breeze would lift it, and out they would all drift again.



  ‘Er, yes. Yes, it is,’ he lied, trying not to cringe as the words left his mouth.



  ‘It must be great writing a book,’ mused Annie, plonking a bottle of white wine on the table. ‘Wonderful seeing pages and pages filled with your own words. Not to mention your name on the cover.’



  At the mention of names on covers, Jake gulped. ‘Yes,’ he muttered, with another pang of guilt. ‘Yes, it must.’



  ‘Will you use your own name or a nom de plume?’ she continued, producing a corkscrew from a drawer.



  The ringing of one alarm bell was joined by a dozen others. What was this? The Yorkshire Inquisition? He had envisaged enjoying a lovely, relaxing afternoon in Annie’s wonderful company. But this was torture. Purgatory with a big fat capital P. Perhaps he should make some excuse and go. An evening on his own with a slice of dry toast would be preferable to this barrage of questions. He watched Annie as she turned the corkscrew, a look of concentration on her beautiful face. No, he was being unfair. Her questions were perfectly reasonable. It wasn’t her fault every word that came out of his mouth was a lie. He couldn’t blame her for the deep hole he was digging himself. But now that he’d started, he had to finish.



  ‘I, um, really haven’t thought that far ahead.’ He jumped as the cork parted company from the bottle with a resounding pop.



  Fortunately, Annie appeared oblivious to his jittering nerves. ‘I think I’d have to use my own name,’ she said, setting down the bottle and whipping two large wine glasses from a shelf. ‘As proof that I actually wrote it.’



  Jake gave a shaky smile. ‘Good idea,’ he mumbled.



  ‘So, what did you do before?’ She tipped the wine into the glasses and pushed one over to him, before sitting down opposite him.



  Oh god. Could this get any worse? Jake snatched up his glass and knocked back a very large slug of wine.



  ‘Before what?’ he blurted out, aware he was stalling for time.



  The bemused look Annie shot him suggested she may be noticing something of his odd behaviour after all. ‘Before you started writing, of course.’



  ‘Oh, of course.’ Jake attempted a self-deprecating roll of the eyes. In hindsight, he suspected it made him look like he was having some kind of fit. ‘I, um, worked in finance.’



  ‘In the stock market?’



  Lord. Was there no end to it? He gulped down another mouthful of wine, before concluding that a dramatic change of subject was needed. Quickly.



  ‘Something boring like that.’ He plastered a grin onto his face. ‘So how’s the running going?’



  To his relief, her mouth stretched into a wide grin.



  ‘I’m loving it. It’s hard work and even harder finding time to fit it in. Mrs Mackenzie has been a complete star as usual. She looks after the shop for me a couple of times a week so I can fit in a run in the afternoons. It’s a bit of a juggling act, but I’m so glad I started. It’s amazing the progress you make in such a short time.’



  ‘So you’d never ran before then?’



  ‘Never. It was Portia’s idea. Well, not really Portia’s idea. She found this silly list of things to do before you’re forty, and “Run a marathon” was on there. That’s my ultimate goal.’



  ‘Really? I wouldn’t mind having a look at that list, given that I’m not that far away myself. Hey, that’s not it there, is it?’ Amidst all the paraphernalia on the fridge door, his eyes landed on a list with several things encircled in red. ‘Could I have a look at it?’



  To his dismay, Annie flushed scarlet. ‘It’s just silly things really,’ she muttered, standing up to unclip the list and hand it to him. ‘And the red circles were Portia’s idea, not mine.’



  Jake was intrigued. His eyes ran down the list taking in the circled items: stand on your head, learn the merengue, put the bin out in your undies, run a marathon, have a screaming orgasm, fall madly in love. He stopped there. No wonder Annie looked like she wanted the ground to swallow her up. He pushed the list to one side and blurted out the first thing that came into his head. ‘I can’t believe you’re anywhere near forty.’ He prayed that didn’t sound as naff to Annie as it did to him.



  Fortunately, it appeared not to but then again, he mused, judging by her obvious embarrassment, she would probably have welcomed a topic about dust mites – anything to steer the conversation away from that list.



  ‘Thanks.’ She flashed him a fleeting smile. ‘Five years to go. Although some days I feel one hundred and forty.’



  ‘Don’t we all? It’s natural. You’ve a lot on.’



  ‘No more than thousands of other women. There are lots of single mothers out there, with much more to cope with than I have.’



  Jake held his breath for a moment, wondering if he dare ask about Sophie’s father. He promptly concluded he didn’t. It was none of his business. And, given that they’d only known each other five minutes, it was highly unlikely Annie would want to share the details of her private life with him. Best steer the conversation to more neutral ground.



  ‘So, are you looking forward to the race?’



  ‘Are you talking about Mum’s race?’ Sophie appeared in the doorway, still wearing her ladybird outfit, and clutching a bedraggled teddy bear.



  ‘We are,’ confirmed Jake. ‘Have you had a nice sleep?’



  ‘Yes, thank you. Mrs Mackenzie was going to take me to watch Mum’s race but now she is going to stay with her sister so I have to go to Jessica’s house.’



  ‘That’s a shame,’ said Jake. ‘When is it?’



  ‘July the twelfth,’ confirmed Sophie. ‘Will you still be here then?’



  ‘I will.’ Jake couldn’t hold back a smile, as he guessed what was to follow.



  ‘Then you can take me, if you like.’



  ‘Sophie!’ exclaimed Annie. ‘You really must stop putting people on the spot like that. It’s very rude. Apologise to Mr Sinclair at once.’



  ‘Sorry, Mr Sinclair.’ Sophie dropped her little head. ‘I didn’t mean to be rude. But if I go with you and I can’t see anything, you can put me on your shoulders. Like Bethany’s dad did with her at the carnival last year.’



  ‘I’m sure Mr Sinclair has much better things to do with his Sunday afternoon than watch me race,’ said Annie. ‘You will be going to Jessica’s house as planned and I will tell you all about it when I pick you up.’



  ‘Ok,’ muttered Sophie, a solitary tear streaking down her pink cheek.



  Jake tugged his mobile out of his pocket and pretended to look at his diary. ‘Well, it says here that I’m actually free on July twelfth. So, if it’s okay with your mum, I could take you after all.’



  He bit back a smile as Sophie’s huge emerald eyes gazed pleadingly at her mother.



  Annie appeared to give the matter some consideration before shaking her head and, on a deep exhalation, saying, ‘Oh, all right then. But you have to promise to be very good.’



  ‘I promise,’ said Sophie, breaking into a fit of giggles as Pip leaped up and licked Jake’s face.


  





  Jake couldn’t remember when he’d last enjoyed an afternoon so much. Certainly not in the last five years. Not only was Annie’s garden a delightful spot, but the weather was glorious and the food even better. With what seemed to him like minimal effort, Annie had produced a feast fit for a dozen members of the royal family – chunky vegetable kebabs, a mouth-watering array of salads, tenderly cooked perfectly seasoned meat, and a taste-bud exploding dessert – barbecued bananas with melted chocolate and ice cream. All washed down with several large glasses of wine. But all of the above paled into insignificance compared to the delightful company. Predictably, it was Sophie who had stolen the show. Her hilarious take on the Eurovision Song Contest – complete with national dress – resulting in fits of laughter. Her latest outfit, though, was nothing to do with Europe.



  ‘This is my kikono,’ she announced with a twirl.



  ‘Your kimono,’ corrected Annie.



  ‘It’s from Japan. My Daddy brought it over for me. He lives there, doesn’t he, Mum?’



  ‘He does,’ confirmed Annie levelly. ‘Now, I have a really great idea for your next outfit.’



  ‘What?’ asked Sophie excitedly.



  ‘Pyjamas. Say goodnight to Mr Sinclair, then off you go and change quickly please. It’s time for bed.’



  As Sophie grudgingly bade goodnight, then made her way back to the house, a million questions whirled around Jake’s head, but he had no idea where to start. And even less idea of whether he should. Annie’s personal life was her own business and he had no right to pry. Almost as if reading his mind though, Annie said:



  ‘Lance moved to Japan when Sophie was a few weeks old.’



  A few weeks old? Jake’s eyes grew wide in astonishment. What kind of man deserted their new-born child? Even if he and Annie hadn’t been together at that point, surely this Lance guy would have wanted to spend time with his daughter. With no idea of what to say next, he examined Annie’s face. The look of sadness upon it caused something painful to twist in his gut.



  ‘Excuse me for a moment.’ She suddenly thrust to her feet and made a futile attempt at a smile. ‘I’d better make sure she’s getting ready for bed.’



  As she headed into the house, Jake leaned back in his deckchair, trying to make some sense of this latest revelation. Of course he had no idea what had happened, had no facts at all, and knew absolutely nothing about this Lance. But he couldn’t believe there was a man on this planet who wouldn’t want Annie and Sophie in his life. This Lance character must be mentally deficient. Or a callous bastard. By the look on Annie’s face, he suspected the latter. He must have hurt her badly and, although not normally a violent man, Jake found he wanted to punch his lights out.



  His mind continued to whirr right up until the moment Annie returned to the garden and flopped down in the opposite deck chair.



  ‘Well,’ she puffed. ‘Hopefully that will be the last I see of my daughter until morning. She’s been so excited about the fair the last three nights that she’s ended up in my bed.’



  Jake almost choked on his wine. Deep in contemplative mode over the last fifteen minutes, he’d found himself imagining what it might be like having Annie and Sophie in one’s life and, for all the notion of sharing a bed with Annie had crossed his mind, he had swiftly dismissed it. Now, though, the mere mention of that three-lettered word caused a stream of images to pop into his head, all of which involved a horizontal Annie, wearing nothing more than a wanton smile and a strategically placed sheet.



  ‘Are you all right?’ she asked.



  Was he all right? He couldn’t think of a time when he’d been less all right. Try as he might, he couldn’t shift the images, nor could he bring himself to look at her. With her golden curls tickling her bare shoulders, her cheeks pink from the combination of sun and wine, and those gorgeous long legs outstretched, looking at her would not help his predicament at all.



  ‘Fine thanks,’ he muttered, his gaze desperately scanning the garden for something to distract his thoughts. It settled on a pink hydrangea at the edge of the flower bed. Great. Now what interesting facts did he know about hydrangeas? He dredged his mind. Nothing. He knew nothing about hydrangeas. Except that the colour of that particular one reminded him of Annie’s baseball cap, which led to him picturing Annie in her running kit – with those legs – which brought him rather too neatly back around to the image of her horizontal with the strategically placed sheet. Not helpful at all.



  He shifted uncomfortably in his chair, praying that Pip, snoring contentedly on his lap, didn’t notice the effect of this imagery on his groin area. Consumed with a need to extricate himself from the situation, he glanced unseeing at his watch. ‘Goodness, is that the time? I really should go.’



  Annie sat upright in her chair, linked her hands and stretched her arms over her head. ‘I’m shattered. I think I’ll have an early night.’



  Jake didn’t reply. He couldn’t. As if the image of her horizontal with a wanton smile hadn’t been bad enough, that simple stretching manoeuvre – which had revealed several inches of flat, smooth stomach and accentuated the curve of her full breasts – had sent every one of his senses rocketing into orbit. Pip opened one eye and looked at him warily. Jake gave him a reassuring stroke hoping desperately to convey the message that it was at times like this that the males of all species needed to stick together.



  ‘You’ll have to start charging Pip rent soon,’ said Annie, rising to her feet and taking the three steps necessary to reach Jake’s chair. ‘He seems to have taken up residence on your lap.’



  She bent down to scoop up the dog. The proximity of her in that moment was more than Jake could bear. Her face was just inches from his. He could smell her perfume – something subtle and flowery, something incredibly feminine. His gaze moved to her mouth and his lips began to tingle. Blood soared in his ears. He tilted his head- And then Pip popped up between the two of them and began licking Jake’s face.



  Picking up the dog, Annie straightened and cleared her throat, her eyes brighter and her cheeks noticeably pinker than before. ‘I, um, think that’s him saying goodnight.’



  ‘I think it is,’ agreed Jake, his head reeling.



  ‘Do you think you can make it home in one piece?’



  Could he make it home? Jake wasn’t sure he could stand up, never mind hobble across the lawn. He felt as though he had three crutches not two. Thank god for baggy shorts. Whoever invented them should be immediately knighted, he decided. ‘I’m not entirely sure,’ he heard himself say. ‘What’s the penalty for drunk in charge of crutches?’



  Annie smiled shyly. ‘Fifty quid fine and four points on your licence.’


  





  A hooting owl outside the window woke Jake at two fifty-seven precisely. The moment he’d returned to the manor, he’d lain down on his makeshift bed and promptly fallen asleep. Not surprising given how much wine he’d consumed. Thank goodness he’d left when he had. If he’d carried on drinking, he would not have been held responsible for his actions. Naturally, it was the alcohol on which he had dumped the entire blame for his louche thoughts the previous evening. It was the only explanation. He rarely drank these days and consequently it had affected him in the strangest of ways. He hadn’t been himself at all. Conjuring up those images of Annie was … well … he didn’t know what it was, but it couldn’t be right.



  When she’d gone to pick up Pip, he’d had to employ every ounce of self-restraint not to grab hold of her, pull her down to him and kiss her senseless. No, it could only have been the wine. And the sun. Hadn’t there been a warning on the radio a couple of weeks ago about the combined effects causing hallucinations and lack of judgement and all kinds of weird things? Plainly, the potent mix was also to blame for his uncharacteristic reaction to her revelation about Sophie’s father. Bar the minor inconveniences of a flight halfway across the world and his current incapacity, Jake would have hunted the man down and punched his lights out. He didn’t make a habit of punching people, but for some inexplicable reason he had been overwhelmed by an urge to protect Annie. Not, he quickly reminded himself, that she needed protecting. She was a strong, independent, extremely capable young woman as well as being drop-dead gorgeous. But just because he found her attractive, didn’t mean he was interested in her. Of course he was interested in her – she was an interesting person. But not interested in the romantic sense. Just as she wasn’t interested in him. In his semi-drunken stupor last night, he may have kidded himself she wanted him to kiss her, but in the – almost – light of day, he recalled the look of horror on her face when the German doctor had assumed they were a couple. Thank god for Pip. If the dog hadn’t broken the moment when he did, Jake’s lack of restraint would undoubtedly have resulted in a slap across the face – no more than he would have deserved.



  But face slapping or not, this wouldn’t do. None of this would do. He hadn’t the slightest idea what was happening to him but it definitely involved a lack of control. And control was something Jake normally kept a very firm grip on. He couldn’t risk finding himself in a similar situation again. From now on he would avoid white wine like the plague, and it would hopefully pour down for the remainder of his stay in Buttersley.



  Perhaps, though, that wasn’t enough. Perhaps he should put some real space between him and Annie – in the form of a few hundred miles. Go back home. But how? In his present state the mechanics were messy to say the least. No, he’d just try and keep his distance. Lie low until he could drive again. Then he’d head straight back up to Scotland where there were no gorgeous long legs to distract him. No effusive Jack Russells. And no bossy five year old girls in ladybird outfits.



  CHAPTER EIGHT



  ‘Hello, Annie.’



  Jolted from a very nice dream in which Jake Sinclair had been just about to kiss her, Annie snatched up the phone from the bedside table and pressed it to her ear. Lance’s less than dulcet tones floated out.



  ‘Annie? Are you there?’



  Annie briefly considered telling him she wasn’t. Her head felt as though it were full of cement, while her tongue seemed to be coated in sandpaper. Obviously she’d had one glass of wine too many the evening before.



  ‘What do you want?’



  ‘Well, good morning to you too.’ His sanctimonious tone riled her. ‘How are you?’



  ‘I’ve been better. Why are you phoning?’



  ‘To see how you both are.’



  ‘We’re fine.’



  ‘Good. That’s really … good.’



  ‘Is that it?’



  ‘Um, no actually.’ He paused for breath. ‘I was thinking about coming up there.’



  Briefly forgetting her incapacitated state, Annie jerked bolt upright. ‘Why?’



  ‘To see you, of course.’



  ‘Why?’



  ‘Well, I don’t know. Because I want to. Do I really need a reason to visit my own daughter?’



  ‘Having only seen her ten times in the last five years, I think it’s safe to say you do. Call again when you can think of one.’ Annie slammed down the phone and flopped back against her pillows.


  





  Not that Annie was counting or anything, but three days had now passed since the ‘near kiss’ incident with Jake. She’d labelled it the ‘near kiss’ incident because, when she’d bent down to retrieve Pip from his lap, she’d been convinced Jake had wanted to kiss her. More to the point, she’d wanted him to kiss her. In that moment she’d wanted nothing more than for him to wrap those strong arms around her, pull her down to him and kiss her senseless.



  Running out of energy in what she now realised was a losing battle, she’d given in to her feelings. She did fancy Jake. She fancied him a lot. But, more importantly, she actually liked him too. He was good company, great fun, and genuinely seemed to enjoy being with her and Sophie. He was the very antithesis of Jasper’s other outrageously privileged, lazy friends. He really did seem normal – almost. Of course there were those pensive slips of mood she’d witnessed several times now. Slips that implied hidden depths – that there was much more to Jake Sinclair than met the eye. But he was hardly likely to reveal his innermost secrets to her when he’d only known her a matter of days, was he? Besides, she was more than content to enjoy what did meet the eye. And, despite not giving kissing a single thought over the last five years, she suspected that, if Jake Sinclair attempted to kiss her again, she might just let him.


  





  Sophie wasn’t herself usual effervescent self when Annie collected her from school. For the first time Annie could recall, the child didn’t utter more than a few one syllable answers as they walked back from school.



  ‘Are you okay, sweetie?’ she asked, when they arrived at the cottage and Sophie plumped down on a kitchen chair with an almighty sigh.



  The child shook her head.



  Annie slipped into the chair next to her. ‘Do you want to tell me what’s wrong?’



  A plump tear rolled down Sophie’s cheek.



  Annie leaned over and pulled her onto her lap. ‘Has someone upset you?’



  Sophie swiped away the tear. ‘We had to talk about our mummies and daddies today.’



  Annie’s stomach began to churn.



  ‘And I said my Mummy had a cake shop and my Daddy lived in Japan.’



  Annie held her breath.



  ‘And Thomas Mullen said Daddy lived in Japan because he didn’t love me any more. He said if Daddy loved me, he would live here with us.’



  Annie closed her eyes for a moment, combating the urge to jump in the car, drive to Thomas Mullen’s house and throttle the brat with her bare hands. Instead, she drew in a calming breath and on the exhalation, asked, ‘Would you like it if Daddy lived here with us?’



  Sophie gazed up at her with watery green eyes. ‘I don’t know.’



  *



  Unfortunately for Jake, his prayers for rain, floods or a mild hurricane – indeed any meteorological condition which confined folk to their homes – appeared to have gone unheeded as, yet again, a dazzling sun cast its golden rays over the pretty Yorkshire village of Buttersley. But whilst the weather was out of his control, the ability to keep his distance from Annie – and indeed the Richards’ household in general – was not. He congratulated himself on the achievement of this objective with minimal effort. Well, perhaps not minimal effort. There had been that day following the barbecue when, from his desk, he’d caught sight of Annie and Sophie in the garden. Dressed as a pumpkin, Sophie had attempted to do a cartwheel and Annie had tried to stand on her head. Both activities had resulted in much hilarity. Something painful had tugged at Jake’s heart again as he’d observed the scene. Then, the day after that, he’d spotted Annie returning to the cottage in her running kit. That sighting had proved equally emotive. His pulse had galloped at such a rate, he’d thought he might be having a coronary.



  Not wishing to subject his ticker to more stress, he’d changed his writing room and was now holed up in a corner of the library, away from any windows and, more importantly, any distractions. Still, though, he could not write. His usual steely focus had melted into a molten pool, and he couldn’t even be bothered to think about what had happened to his motivation. He felt very … alone. Which had never bothered him before. He liked being alone, enjoyed his own company. He was independent, emotionally self-sufficient. Usually. Over the last few days, though, he found himself missing Annie’s smile, Sophie’s constant chatter and even little Pip. An image of the dog’s face popped into his mind when he’d happened upon a tin of hot dogs in one of the kitchen cupboards. But still Jake determined to stick to his decision. These diversions amounted to nothing more than a temporary glitch in his usually well-ordered routine. In a couple of weeks he would drive back to Scotland and resume his normal life. Resurrect the barriers to the emotional pitfalls of the real world. In the meantime, he had another book to write. And he should get on with it, instead of wasting valuable time. He took a deep breath in and stared at the computer. A blank screen beamed back at him.



  An hour later, Jake was still staring at the computer, and a blank screen still stared back at him. Hmm. Perhaps he should take a break. Have a cup of coffee. Regroup. Was that possible with only one of you?



  He limped down to the kitchen, flicked on the kettle, then opened an overhead cupboard. There sat the tin of hot dogs. He promptly shut the door. Why had he opened that cupboard? He knew perfectly well the coffee wasn’t in there. Heavens. He must be going mad. It must be the country air. Not that he’d had much country air. To minimise the chances of bumping into Annie, he hadn’t set foot outside the manor for three days. Maybe that was the problem. Cabin fever. He should wander down to the village and pick up a few provisions. He had a rucksack in the car he could use to carry them back. And if he bumped into Annie, so be it. He could handle it. He was a grown man. It would be perfectly fine.



  In the village, provisions purchased, Jake stood outside the grocery store deliberating whether or not to buy a newspaper. If he did, it would mean passing Annie’s shop en route to the newsagents – an activity which, despite his earlier fighting talk, caused a knot of nerves to well in his stomach. He wouldn’t bother, he decided. A newspaper would only provide him with yet another reason not to write. No, he would stop faffing about and head straight back to the manor to crack on with the book. About to do just that, he suddenly became aware of someone speaking to him.



  ‘Good morning, young man. You look miles away there. How’s that ankle of yours doing?’



  Startled out of his thoughts, it took a moment for Jake to place the kindly face. An image of her sitting at Annie’s kitchen table with Sophie solved the puzzle, whilst the same image caused his jumble of nerves to swell still further. ‘It’s, um, not too bad, thank you, Mrs Mackenzie.’



  ‘I’ll let you into a wee secret,’ she said in her broad Scottish accent. ‘I know just the thing to speed up your recovery.’



  ‘Really?’ gasped Jake, picturing some ancient Celtic potion which, as well as healing his ankle so he could return post-haste to Scotland and normality, might put an end to his adolescent mooning. ‘What is it?’



  Mrs Mackenzie beamed at him, her blue eyes twinkling. ‘Annie’s new chocolate and coconut cookies. I’ve never tasted the likes of them. Melt in the mouth they do. She popped a fresh batch in the oven a few minutes ago. If you come along with me now, they should be just about ready.’



  Jake’s heart began thundering. He opened his mouth hoping it would emit some convincing excuse. It didn’t. Completely immaterial anyway, as Mrs Mackenzie was already halfway towards Annie’s shop and now waiting for him to catch her up. Dragging in a deep breath, he realised he had no option other than to do just that.



  ‘Look who I’ve found outside,’ announced Mrs Mackenzie, entering the shop a minute later with a great air of purpose.



  His nerves jangling, Jake limped in after her. Annie stood behind the counter, holding a tray of what looked – and smelt – like freshly baked cookies. Not that Jake paid them much attention. The moment he set eyes on her, every thought, other than how lovely she looked, shot from his head. His gaze attached itself to the honey-blonde curl which had escaped her ponytail to rest on her flushed cheek. The memory of how velvety that cheek had felt when he’d brushed the chocolate from her face that first evening flashed across his mind, causing heat to pool in the pit of his stomach. Aware he was gawping at her, he forced up the corners of his lips into what he hoped was a smile and not an impersonation of a constipated monkey, before blurting out a highly original ‘Good morning.’



  The look on Annie’s face provided no indication of whether she was pleased to see him or not. ‘Good, er, morning,’ she replied, tucking the stray curl behind her ear. ‘How are you?’



  How was he? Watching her tuck that curl behind her ear had caused his legs to weaken and his mouth to go dry. ‘Oh, you know,’ he croaked, indicating his foot. ‘What about you?’



  ‘Great, thanks.’ She set down the tray on a cooling rack. ‘Very busy actually.’



  ‘I was just telling Mr Sinclair here about your wonderful new cookies,’ cut in Mrs Mackenzie, beaming first at Annie, then at Jake, then at Annie. ‘They’ll be just the thing to take his mind off that ankle of his.’



  Annie smiled at him. ‘Well, I can’t vouch for their medicinal properties, but you’re very welcome to try them. I was actually going to bring a few over to the manor for you to try later.’



  At her last sentence, the diffident way in which she voiced it, and the deepening flush it brought to her cheeks, Jake felt decidedly light of head. His gaze snagged on hers, causing his brain to turn to mush, his stomach to somersault, and his ability to speak to fly out the open door and leg it down the street. For what seemed like an eternity, he remained perfectly still, grinning at her, aware that she, too, remained perfectly still, grinning at him.



  The moment was broken by a loud nasal voice.



  ‘Jake, dahling.’



  Jake whipped his head round. The abrupt ending of whatever it was that had just occurred between him and Annie, added to the unexpected approaching mini-skirt, knocked him for six. So much so, that he wobbled on his crutches and would have toppled backwards onto the floor had Tanya not caught him by his upper arms.



  ‘Goodness,’ she exclaimed, beaming down at him. ‘It looks like I arrived just at the right time.’



  Actually, you could not have arrived at a worse one, Jake wanted to say. With the finesse of a brick through a window, Tanya had shattered a most intense and intimate moment. At least he’d thought it intense and intimate. Whether Annie did was another matter altogether. But, with his head resting on Tanya’s chest, he concluded it probably wasn’t the best time for further contemplation. ‘Could you put me back on my feet,’ he demanded gruffly.



  Tanya set him upright and affected a hurt expression. ‘Now, I can tell you’re a little cross, dahling. And I know I should have told you I was coming but I thought to myself … he’s been working so hard lately, why not surprise him?’ The dazzling smile which accompanied her last statement almost had Jake reaching for his sunglasses.



  ‘Now,’ she continued, pouting and placing her hand on his arm. ‘How about we go somewhere private, somewhere we can have a nice little … chat.’



  Jake inwardly recoiled. He didn’t want to go anywhere with this woman. And he certainly didn’t want to have a Nice Little Chat. He wanted to turn back the clock a few minutes and stay in that moment, staring at Annie, in her shop, surrounded by the mouth-watering smell of cookies, forever. But he couldn’t. So what, exactly, should he do? He gawped at Tanya, then at Annie, then at Mrs Mackenzie. Three quizzical faces stared back at him, causing his blood pressure to soar, his pulse to thunder and his head to swim. Was he about to pass out? It might not be a bad thing if he did. At least then he wouldn’t have to say anything. He closed his eyes for a few seconds, awaiting a comforting blanket of velvety darkness to wrap itself around him. It didn’t. Consciousness prevailed. Damn. There was to be no escape. He’d have to say something. But what? For all his perplexed state, he realised that introducing Tanya as his literary agent could be dangerous. She would waste no time spouting forth a litany of his ‘achievements’ including, of course, the film deal – undoubtedly the reason for her impromptu visit. She was wasting her time, but Jake didn’t want to get into that in Annie’s shop in the middle of Buttersley high street. Serious damage limitation was required now, which meant removing Tanya from any public place - fast.



  ‘This is, er, Tanya Langstaff,’ he spluttered, addressing the tray of cooling cookies. ‘Tanya, this is Annie Richards and Mrs Mackenzie.’



  Tanya tossed a condescending glance at the two women. ‘Oh, hello. I’m Jake’s –’



  ‘Tanya’s come up from London,’ cut in Jake.



  This revelation brought forth zero response. Hmm. Attempting a nonchalant air, Jake risked another look around the group. The three quizzical expressions had now been replaced with bemusement. His stomach commenced a strange churning motion.



  ‘Well, I suppose we’d better be getting along,’ he said, his smile as strained as his voice.



  ‘Indeed we should,’ agreed Tanya, shooting him a knowing look. ‘But … just a minute. What’s that delicious smell?’ She pressed a hand to her chest as her gaze landed on the tray of biscuits. ‘Oh. My. God. Are they chocolate and coconut cookies?’



  Still focused on Jake, a silent Annie nodded.



  ‘My absolute favourites. We’ll take a dozen please.’



  More than a tad mortified, Jake watched as Annie, in what appeared to be a trance-like state, picked up a spatula and began shovelling the cookies off the tray and into a paper bag.



  ‘How much is that?’ asked Tanya, rifling in her designer handbag.



  Jake couldn’t bear it a moment longer. ‘Here,’ he said, slapping a ten pound note on the counter and flashing Annie an apologetic smile. ‘Thank you. I’ll, um, catch you later.’



  Annie did not reply.



  By the time Jake staggered down the street to Tanya’s sports car and shoehorned himself into it, he’d gathered his wits and ordered his emotions. Shelving those that had prevailed during that intimate moment with Annie, his overriding sentiment right now was fury – aimed, with expert precision, at Tanya. How the hell had she known where to find him? And what, precisely, did she imagine this visit would achieve?



  ‘Goodness, I didn’t think there was life this far north. It’s all very Emmerdale isn’t it?’ she twittered, pulling out directly in front of a tractor.



  ‘It’s very nice actually,’ snapped Jake, staring directly in front of him and refusing to look at her legs. He had no doubt that ridiculously short skirt formed part of her plan to seduce him into agreeing to the film deal. Well, if she thought she could win him over that easily, she was sorely mistaken. He found the woman more offensive than erotic, her very presence grating on him.



  ‘How did you know where I was?’ he demanded.



  ‘I didn’t,’ she confessed, changing down a gear to navigate the tight bend at the end of the high street. ‘I only had the name of the village, which is why I stopped in that little street. I thought, in a place that small, a new kid on the block would not go unnoticed. Somebody was bound to know where you were staying.’



  Jake’s eyes narrowed. She must have a mole at his mobile network provider. Ever so slightly worrying – and presumably very illegal. If he had an ounce of proof, he’d sue the company for all they were worth. ‘And I don’t suppose I need to ask why you are here?’ He folded his arms over his chest. ‘If you’re trying to persuade me to agree to the film deal, then you’ve had a wasted journey.’



  ‘I’m merely here for a catch-up, dahling,’ she said, flashing him another of those too-bright smiles. ‘And, yes, there are aspects of the film deal that I thought maybe I hadn’t explained particularly well on the telephone. Technology is all very well, but sometimes there’s no substitute for face-to-face, if you get my meaning.’



  The lascivious sideways glance she shot him caused bile to rise in Jake’s throat. Christ, he’d only just got rid of Lydia and now another sex-crazed vamp had appeared on the scene. With yet another agenda. The pile of bags and suitcases in the back of the car had not escaped his notice. He’d take her back to the manor for their ‘meeting’ but if she intended staying in Yorkshire, she’d have to find a room at the local pub – or, better still, a room in a hotel in Harrogate. Harrogate, Australia.



  ‘Wow,’ she gasped, as a gleaming silver Porsche overtook them at dangerous speed. ‘It’s not all wellies and Wurzels up here then.’



  Jake tutted. ‘It’s Yorkshire, Tanya. The odd car sighting has been known.’



  ‘No need to be facetious, sweetie. I simply meant it’s nothing like London.’



  Of course it’s nothing like bloody London, Jake resisted saying. We’re in the heart of the bloody countryside. But he couldn’t be bothered. He’d spend half an hour with her in the manor. Tell her, in no uncertain terms, that he would not be accepting the film deal, then send her merrily on her way. At least he’d be merry. Somehow he didn’t think Tanya would be.



  ‘Oh my word, don’t tell me you’re staying here,’ she exclaimed, as they turned off the main road and the manor house came into view. ‘And, oh look, there’s the Porsche that just overtook us.’



  Momentarily distracted as they drove by Annie’s cottage, Jake’s head snapped back around to the front. Spotting a line-up of at least a dozen very expensive cars parked in the forecourt – including the silver Porsche – a deluge of foreboding washed over him. What was going on? Hadn’t Jasper told him the place would be empty for another month or so? And talking of Jasper … there was the man himself, climbing out of the Porsche, wearing black leather trousers and a Sex Pistols T-shirt. Jake’s heart plummeted through the earth’s core and beyond, landing, he suspected, in exactly the place he would like to forward the fragrant Tanya – Harrogate, Australia.



  Tanya parked the car, pulled on the handbrake, reached for her handbag and fished out a lipstick. ‘Well, this looks like it could be very interesting,’ she muttered, adjusting the rear-view mirror and applying another coat of glossy red to her already glossy red lips.



  Jake didn’t reply. If it hadn’t been for his ankle, he suspected he might have leaped out of the car and legged it down the drive before anyone could see him. But he couldn’t leg it anywhere and even if he could he’d be too late. Someone had seen him.



  ‘Jake, old chap,’ called Jasper, his long leather-clad legs striding over to the car as Jake and his crutches slithered out. ‘What the hell happened to you?’



  Jake sucked in a fortifying breath, hoping it would dislodge all traces of anger, bitterness and resentment. The manor was Jasper’s family pile and Jake should consider himself lucky he’d been allowed to stay there. He mustered up some semblance of a smile before turning to face his old friend. ‘Bit of an accident while out running,’ he replied, with a self-deprecating laugh. ‘Not safe to be left on my own.’



  Jasper snorted with laughter and ran a hand through his mousey shoulder-length hair which was, Jake noticed, now threaded with grey. ‘That’s the very reason we’re here,’ he guffawed. ‘Well, that and the fact that Rupes fancied a change of scene. You remember old Rupes, don’t you?’



  ‘Yes, of course,’ said Jake, recognising the lanky man whose bony buttocks – clad in drainpipe yellow jeans – were perched on the bonnet of a red Mercedes coupe. He was chatting to another male in leopard skin trousers and a tight black T-shirt. Both had the same shaggy indiscernible hairstyles as Jasper. They looked, thought Jake, like a group of ageing rock stars.



  ‘Before you ask, he’s still as mad as a hatter,’ snorted Jasper. ‘Just split up with his latest squeeze and fancied a bit of a change. So I thought, why the hell not go up north and see what Jakey boy is up to. Poor bugger will most likely be bored to Bedlam. What is it you’re supposed to be doing here again?’



  ‘Writing a book,’ muttered Jake, trying desperately not to let his smile slide southwards.



  ‘Good lord. Writing a book, eh? Sounds far too much like hard work to me. I wouldn’t have the patience. Attention span of a gnat, that’s me. Anyway, please do excuse my manners.’ He turned his attention to Tanya, who had adopted a provocative leaning stance against the car. ‘Who’s your lovely friend here?’



  Having briefly wondered if the day could get any worse, Jake now knew it could. ‘Tanya Langstaff,’ he muttered. ‘Tanya, this is Jasper Pinkington-Smythe.’



  Tanya’s hand flew to her chest and her smoky eyes grew wide. ‘Wow, what an honour.’



  ‘The honour is all mine, I can assure you.’ Jasper ran an appraising eye over her mini-skirted person. ‘Now, may I ask if you like partying, Tanya Langstaff?’



  ‘Oh, I do,’ gushed Tanya, with a flutter of eyelashes. ‘Are you having a party here this evening?’



  ‘We are having a party here, but why wait until this evening? No time like the present, I say. You got the bubbly out the car yet, Rupes?’ Jasper called over to the yellow jeans.



  ‘Certainly have,’ came back the reply.



  ‘Perfect.’ He proffered his arm to Tanya. ‘Shall we?’



  ‘Oh, we most certainly shall,’ she simpered.



  Watching the pair as they made their way into the house, Jake leaned against Tanya’s car, scratched his head and wondered what on earth was going on. In less than an hour he’d shared a strange experience with Annie, been knocked off his feet by Tanya, and, at just past midday, was about to join, what he very much suspected would be, a wild – and very long - party. All he wanted was a few weeks in a quiet, atmospheric setting to write his book. Was that really too much to ask?



  As Jasper called to him over his shoulder to hurry up, it appeared it was.



  CHAPTER NINE



  An hour after Jake and Tanya’s unceremonious exit from the shop, Annie’s prevailing feeling was of having been slapped across the face with a wet haddock. Still she failed to make any sense of what had occurred between her and Jake. She’d never experienced anything like it in her entire life. It had been off-the-scale weird – as if, for a few seconds, the rest of the world had blurred, and only the two of them had existed. But of course it wasn’t only the two of them that existed. Tanya Long Legs, or whatever she was called, existed too – in the shapely form of Jake’s mini-skirted girlfriend.



  Annie gave herself a mental kick. How could she have thought for one moment that a man like Jake wouldn’t have a woman in his life? But why hadn’t he mentioned Tanya before? It wasn’t as if he hadn’t had the opportunity. He’d had plenty. Which could only mean one thing: he’d been leading Annie on. Letting her think he was single when he so wasn’t. Huh! And just when she’d been starting to think he was decent.



  ‘If you ask me, he looked none too pleased to see her,’ Mrs Mackenzie had remarked.



  Well of course he didn’t, Annie had resisted saying. He’d been rumbled.



  ‘Far too barefaced that Tanya for my liking,’ Mrs M had continued, as she scuttled out of the shop. ‘I can’t imagine a man like Jake Sinclair having the remotest interest in someone like that.’



  Huh, thought Annie. A man like Jake Sinclair? And what sort of man was that exactly? From what she’d just witnessed, Jake was obviously just like all the rest of them. And she’d almost been sucked in. Again. For the last few days – following the ‘near kiss’ incident – Annie had imagined Jake to be someone special, someone she would like to spend time with, get to know better. Someone she would even have let kiss her. But ‘imagined’ was the key word here. She’d imagined he might like her too, imagined he enjoyed spending time with her and Sophie, imagined he might want to kiss her as much as she’d wanted to kiss him. But it seems like all Jake had been interested in was a conquest for the few weeks he was in Buttersley. Lydia would have been too easy. Annie had been more of a challenge. And one he’d very nearly conquered. Before he headed back up the road to Scotland – leaving her to pick up the pieces of her life, again.



  ‘Ah, here she is. And looking every bit as delicious as her cakes.’



  Annie’s musings were broken by a tall figure loping through the door, wearing obscenely tight leather trousers.



  ‘Jasper,’ she gasped, not at all sure she could cope with any more surprises today. ‘I didn’t know you were coming.’



  ‘Nor did I, sweetie.’ He marched around to her side of the counter, clutched her upper arms and air-kissed both her cheeks. ‘Poor Rupes was a bit bored with our usual haunts so I suggested we come up here and see what old Jakey was up to. You’ve met him, I assume?’ He released his hold of her arms and took a step back.



  ‘Jake?’ Annie was aware of a flush spreading over her cheeks at the mere mention of his name. ‘Of course I’ve met him. But it would have been nice if you’d told me he was coming. I thought he was a burglar.’



  ‘Hah,’ snorted Jasper. ‘Didn’t call the Old Bill, did you? That would have been hilarious.’



  Despite the sick feeling in the pit of her stomach, Annie couldn’t prevent a smile tugging at her lips. Unlike Jasper’s friends, whom she’d always found arrogant and ungrateful, there was something annoyingly endearing about the man himself, however much she wished there wasn’t. ‘Fortunately no emergency services were involved. But they easily could have been. If you’d given me prior notice of his visit, not only would it have saved my nerves, but I could have had the place ready for him.’



  ‘Lord, don’t worry about that,’ countered Jasper, examining a vase of cupcake ‘flowers’. ‘You’ve enough to do without running around after us wasters. Like looking after that gorgeous daughter of yours. How are you both anyway?’



  ‘We’re fine,’ lied Annie, feeling as far away from fine as Jasper was from reality. ‘How are you? Working hard as usual?’



  Jasper pressed a hand to his chest and affected a hurt expression. ‘Do not mention the “W” word, Annie. You know how it brings on my palpitations.’



  Annie shook her head in mock despair. ‘You are incorrigible, Jasper. You know that, don’t you?’



  ‘Have been since the day I was born. Yet another family trait passed down the line, I’m afraid. Blame the bloody ancestors, I say.’



  ‘So,’ she swatted away his hand from the vase. ‘Is it just you and Rupert who are visiting, or the usual gang?’



  ‘Usual gang, of course, darling. Can’t seem to shake them off. And Rupes only brought three cases of bubbly, which will last all of five minutes. So naturally, yours truly here got dispatched to the village to top up supplies. Not that I’m complaining. It gave me the perfect excuse to pop in here and invite you to our little soiree.’



  Annie screwed up her nose. ‘Thanks, Jasper, but I don’t think so. How long are you staying?’



  ‘No idea. A few days probably, until Rupes is bored again. Honestly, why can’t I have normal, sensible friends?’



  ‘Perhaps because you’re not normal and sensible,’ suggested Annie, chuckling.



  ‘How well you know me,’ chortled Jasper. ‘Now, must be on my way otherwise I’ll miss all the fun. You know where to find us if you change your mind.’ He blew her a kiss, turned on his heel and exited the shop.


  





  In Buttersley Manor’s great hall, Jake’s head and heart vibrated to the beat of the hideous techno music. From his observation point – a high-backed leather chair in the corner – he could scarce believe what he was witnessing. It was like he’d been transported back two decades to his university days – days from which Jasper and his crowd had never moved on. Despite their advancing years, it was glaringly obvious that not one of them had grown up. Most likely because they’d never had to. So obscenely wealthy were their families that every whim was catered for without them lifting a solitary finger. Just like at university. Unlike Jake, who had worked his balls off at the local comprehensive for his place, a seven-figure cheque apiece to the library appeal had secured their places: cheques that had bought three years of partying and ignominious academic success.



  Of course he was aware that some might class them as lucky. Their privilege and money meant they would never experience hardship, never know the pressures of work, never have to forfeit a holiday for repairs to the garage roof. But, watching them now, Jake’s overriding emotion was disgust intermingled with pity. Their lives were shallow, empty, completely without purpose. They would never know the thrill of achievement, the satisfaction of hard work, or the contentment of a proper relationship. Whilst they might appear to be living the high life, partying every night, jetting off to their luxury villas, mixing with the beautiful people, scratch beneath the surface and you’d find a neurotic, self-absorbed mess.



  Still, none of the above got around the fact that Jasper, who Jake had always considered the best of the bunch, had been kind enough to offer him use of the manor. An offer Jake had accepted without many qualms. An offer he now felt incredibly guilty about accepting without many qualms. So, instead of being so sanctimonious and judgemental, he should make more of an effort, he chided himself. With that thought in mind, he forced a smile onto his face and took a half-hearted sip of champagne.



  Several hours later, Jake hadn’t moved from the high-backed chair. While everyone else knocked backed the champagne with wild abandon, he still nursed his original glass. He’d never been a fan of daytime drinking. Unlike Tanya, it seemed. At some point in the proceedings, she’d swapped her red mini-skirt for a tiny gold sequinned dress – the obvious item to pack for a few days in the Yorkshire countryside. Performing some outlandish dirty dance moves with Jasper in the middle of the floor, it appeared that the purpose of her visit – to persuade Jake to agree to the film deal – had evidently slipped her mind, along with any concept of professionalism. He’d bet her superiors at the agency would be very interested to hear about her antics. Not that he intended telling them. He couldn’t be bothered. Tanya’s career – or lack of it – didn’t interest him in the slightest. Nor, at that moment, did anything of a literary nature. Perhaps he should draw a line under the whole writing thing. He really wasn’t enjoying it any more. In fact, what had started as a pleasant method of filling time and escaping the real world, had now become way too stressful. He should investigate alternative ways of spending his days. Stock up on jigsaws or model aeroplanes, something without deadlines – and, more importantly, no interference from the real world.



  ‘You look like you need a bit of cheering up, old chap.’



  Jake looked up to find Rupert hovering over him, a spaced-out expression on his gaunt face. He held up a clear plastic packet of small white pills and shook it at Jake. ‘One of these might help.’



  As Jake gawped at the packet, he felt as though a cement mixer had replaced his innards. Vomit rose in his throat.



  ‘You all right, old boy?’ slurred Rupert, a cloud of what might have been concern settling over his face.



  Jake couldn’t reply. Shoving Rupert aside, he scrambled to his feet with his crutches and, ignoring the pain in his ankle, all but ran from the room.



  He headed straight for the main door. Outside, he leaned against the stone wall, closed his eyes, and gulped down great mouthfuls of fresh air. No amount of air, though, could prevent the images rioting in his head: Images of the chubby policeman breaking the news of Nina’s death; images of coffins, headstones and mangled cars. Images the bag of white pills had brought crashing back to him – along with another ton of that unmentionable emotion.



  Arriving back at the cottage with Sophie later that afternoon, the scene at the manor house was much as Annie expected: a row of outrageously expensive cars parked outside, semi-clad stick-thin women running around; and loud music blasting from open windows.



  ‘What’s going on?’ demanded Sophie.



  ‘Uncle Jasper is here,’ said Annie, doing her best to sound positive. ‘With a few friends.’



  Sophie’s eyes narrowed. ‘How many friends?’



  ‘I’m not sure, sweetheart.’



  Sophie wrinkled her little nose. ‘Is Mr Sinclair there too?’



  ‘I believe so,’ replied Annie matter-of-factly. She pushed aside the image of Tanya wrapped around Jake and ignored the ensuing pain in her gut.



  ‘Oh,’ muttered Sophie.



  ‘Quite,’ agreed Annie.


  





  Bedtime couldn’t come round quickly enough for Annie. Not Sophie’s, but her own. She could scarcely wait to crawl under the duvet and block out the day’s events. Providing, of course, she could get to sleep. With the music still booming from the manor, hopes were not high. Fortunately, it didn’t bother Sophie. Wearing her panda earmuffs, she fell asleep the moment her head hit the pillow.



  Annie wandered back downstairs, already missing her daughter’s chatter. The child’s never-ending stream of questions allowed no room for introspection, which was great because Annie was all introspected out today. She was tired of thinking, weary of analysing. But she couldn’t go to bed yet. It was far too early. She needed something to fill the void left by Sophie, something to divert her thoughts from Jake Sinclair and Tanya Long Legs. She ambled into the lounge and flicked through the TV guide. A programme on ancient Rome was about to start. That sounded interesting. She’d watch that then go to bed – regardless of the hour.



  The programme was interesting – not least of all because of the number of people who appeared to make their living examining ancient Roman poo. Try as she might though, Annie paid the programme no more than scant attention. Her mind insisted on straying to the manor. And the conjuring up of images of what might be happening there was not helped by the pictures of ancient Roman friezes. Yet again she wondered what Jake was doing. And yet again wished she hadn’t. He’d be with Tanya of course. Doing what two people did when they’d been apart a while.



  She flicked off the TV. There was no point torturing herself. She might as well go to bed. She marched through to the kitchen to give Pip his last biscuit of the day and lock the door. But to her surprise she found Pip’s basket empty. He must be in the garden. She headed straight outside where it didn’t take long for her to discover that he wasn’t there either. Puzzled, she called his name a couple of times. Nothing. How strange. He’d never gone missing before. Anxiety pricked at her as she recalled a recent article she’d read somewhere about people stealing dogs to order. But who on earth would do that in Buttersley? And who on earth would order a scruffy little specimen like Pip? No, he must have gone walkabout. Perhaps down to the village. But if he’d strayed that far, she had no doubt someone would have spotted him and called her to let her know he was safe. Most likely he was mooching about the manor grounds ascertaining if this latest batch of visitors had brought any food. Well, there was no chance of her getting to sleep while he was missing, so she might as well have a quick scout around to see if she could find him.


  





  Jake had no idea how long he stood against the wall. It would have been much longer had a fly not landed on his nose and momentarily ended his reverie. The reprieve though lasted only as long as it took for him stagger around the back of the house and flop down on a wooden bench. As the depressing images continued to tumble around his head he became more and more nauseous. There was no way he could stay at the manor now. No way he could bear to be in the same building as those white pills, or – more specifically – the people popping them. He’d give the pub in the village a ring. See if they had a free room. And if they didn’t, he’d sleep in his car. There were a couple of sleeping bags in the back for emergencies. And this was definitely an emergency.


  





  Conscious all the while that she’d left Sophie alone in the house, Annie darted around the manor grounds at impressive speed. Still there was no sign of Pip. Having covered the forecourt and the drive, she flew round to the back. And came to an abrupt halt. Her heart jammed in her throat and her knees almost buckled. Because there, on a bench about ten feet away, was Jake. Despite the relatively short distance, it was clear he hadn’t seen her. He looked a million miles away again, like he was in some kind of hypnotic trance. Of all the images of him that had streamed through her head over the last few hours, this scene certainly hadn’t featured. But what was he doing out here all alone? Had he had a row with Tanya? Or – she felt a stab of conscience – perhaps she’d transmitted some of her bad thoughts to Tanya. Perhaps the girl had choked on a cookie, after all. But no. If anything that dramatic had happened, Annie would have heard the ambulance. Anyway, whatever it was, it had nothing to do with her. All she wanted to do was find Pip, return to the cottage, lock the door, and retreat under her duvet – for a month or so – or at least until the manor was empty again and things could return to normal. First on that list, though, was Mr Pip. Pushing aside all previous misunderstandings, disappointments, quibbles and memories of intimate moments, she drew in a reassuring breath, stuck out her chin and marched assertively over to Jake.



  ‘I don’t suppose you’ve seen Pip, have you?’ she asked briskly.



  The surprise on Jake’s face left her in no doubt that he had indeed been a million miles away. ‘A-Annie,’ he stammered. ‘You-you startled me.’



  About to repeat her question, Annie bit back a gasp as Jake tilted up his head to her. He looked dreadful – or as dreadful as someone that devastatingly handsome could look. His normally golden skin was chalk-white and clammy, and there were dark smudges beneath his eyes. But it was the look in his eyes that affected her most: a look of unadulterated sadness and pain. A look that, despite all her earlier anger, made her want to wrap her arms around him and comfort him. A look that she very much doubted had been caused by something as trivial as a row with a girlfriend. With those same sad eyes upon her, she suddenly felt very self-conscious. She cleared her throat and managed a shaky, fleeting smile. ‘I, um wondered if you’d seen Pip,’ she said, softening her tone considerably. ‘I can’t find him anywhere.’



  His gaze still locked on hers, it seemed to take a few seconds for Jake to digest the information. ‘Sorry,’ he said at length. ‘I haven’t seen him.’



  ‘Not to worry.’ Annie waved a dismissive hand. She had no idea what Jake’s problem was, but it seemed a lot more serious than a dog that had been missing for an hour or so. ‘I’m sure he’ll turn up soon.’



  He nodded. ‘I’m sure he will.’



  Annie gave another shaky smile, turned on her heel and with her legs wobbling slightly, was about to resume her search, when Jake piped up.



  ‘God, sorry, Annie. What am I thinking? Let me help you look for him.’



  She spun around to find him hauling himself to his feet. Excitement was swiftly elbowed aside by guilt.



  ‘There’s no need. Honestly. You look like you’ve … a lot on your mind. Why don’t you go back to the party?’



  Now upright, Jake gave a derisive snort. ‘Me? Go back to the party? I don’t think so.’



  Detecting the bitterness in his tone, Annie’s eyes widened. ‘I know it’s none of my business, but are you all right?’



  She watched a cloud of anger settle over his gorgeous face. ‘No,’ he said, his eyes darkening. ‘I’m not.’



  Annie gulped. Right. That had cleared that up then. Goodness. He looked positively murderous. She only hoped that whoever had upset him had their plans well under way to leave the country. She chewed her bottom lip, regarding him all the while as he stared morosely at a spot on the ground.



  ‘Look, I have to get back to the cottage. But if you’d like a cup of tea or something…’ The words were out of her mouth before she’d properly engaged her brain. Not a good move. She should definitely have wheedled some inkling of the problem from him first. If it was a row with Tanya, she could well be listening to their relationship problems for hours – a prospect that filled her with as much joy as wading through two miles of mud with bricks in her wellies. Somehow though, she suspected a man like Jake Sinclair would not waste time crying into his tea over a woman. This was something much more profound, and much more serious. Meaning Annie was probably way out of her depth.


  





  At Annie’s invitation, Jake’s raging fury skidded to a halt. Noting the concern on her beautiful face, his heart skipped a beat and his anger subsided – an impressive U-turn given that, only a few minutes before, he’d wanted to march into the manor and floor every one of its residents. Now, with his eyes glued to Annie’s, he could think of nothing better than sitting at her kitchen table, pouring out his heart. But he couldn’t. It wouldn’t be fair. He’d imposed on her enough already, and, for all he felt as though he’d known her forever, he actually hadn’t. Certainly not long enough for him to dump all his emotional clutter at her door. He opened his mouth to politely decline the invitation at exactly the same moment her lips curved into an encouraging smile. A strange sensation tugged at his chest as the memory of that intimate moment they had shared in the shop that morning slammed into his memory.



  ‘Are you sure?’ he heard himself saying. ‘I won’t be very good company.’



  Her smile widened, causing something in the pit of his stomach to flutter.



  ‘That doesn’t matter,’ she said softly. ‘You look like you need someone to talk to.’



  He raised his eyebrows. ‘Are you really sure you want to be that someone?’



  ‘I am.’



  Neither of them said a word as they made their way across the lawn to the cottage. Neither of them said a word as they entered the cottage. Nor was a word uttered while Annie made the tea and Jake manoeuvred himself into a chair at the table. It was only when the steaming teapot was placed on the table and Annie sat down opposite him that Jake said,



  ‘This is really very good of you.’



  ‘Isn’t it?’ She grinned as she reached for the teapot.



  Jake couldn’t resist a smile. ‘I hope Pip turns up soon. My lap’s feeling a bit redundant.’



  Annie tipped the tea into his mug. ‘I’m sure he will. I’m just being over-anxious because he’s never gone off before.’



  ‘Well, if he’s any sense, he won’t be away long. I wouldn’t if I lived here.’



  God, had he really said that? Judging by the strange look Annie slanted him as she slid the mug of tea across the table, he clearly had. Well, if such personal confessions were tripping off his tongue so blithely, he’d better get a grip. Otherwise he might end up telling her way more than he intended. And that really would be taking things too far.



  ‘So,’ said Annie, now filling her own cup. ‘What does Tanya think of Buttersley?’



  Mid-stretch for the milk jug, Jake stared at her nonplussed for a few seconds trying to recall who Tanya was. Oh, of course. That Tanya. ‘I have no idea,’ he admitted, picking up the jug and adding a splash of milk to his tea. ‘I’ve hardly spoken to her. She’s all over Jasper like a rash.’



  Annie’s eyes widened. ‘Goodness. No wonder you’re upset.’



  Jake shook his head as he set down the milk jug, picked up a teaspoon and stirred his drink. ‘God, no. I didn’t mean – I mean Tanya and I aren’t romantically involved or anything. She’s a business acquaintance, that’s all.’



  Annie’s brow furrowed. ‘But the way she spoke to you. It was …’



  ‘Suggestive?’



  Annie nodded.



  ‘Which would normally have had me running a mile,’ Jake explained. ‘Unfortunately, at the moment, I can’t run anywhere.’



  ‘She’s very attractive,’ said Annie.



  ‘I suppose she is. If you go for the obvious type. Thankfully I don’t. And I’m not sure where you’ve got this idea from that I’m some kind of Casanova, Ms Richards. Because, I can assure, I am not.’ His tone shifted to serious. ‘There hasn’t been a woman in my life for the last five years.’



  Annie’s head jerked up to him. ‘Five years?’



  ‘Ages, I know.’ Jake raised his cup to his lips and sipped his tea. Now that he’d started, he found himself wanting to tell her more. ‘There’s been nobody since Nina, my last partner …. Since she died.’



  Annie’s hand flew to her chest. ‘She died? My god. How?’



  ‘Car crash. Killed outright at the scene. The other driver didn’t have a cut on him. He was seventeen years old and high as a kite on Ecstasy. The drug Jasper and his crowd are popping right now.’ He set down his cup with such vehemence that a splash of tea sloshed over the edge.



  ‘Well,’ puffed Annie, evidently horrified. ‘That certainly explains why you’re so angry.’



  Jake looked directly into her eyes. ‘There’s more. Nina was four months pregnant. We’d just found out it was a girl.’



  Annie’s jaw dropped. She gawped at him for several seconds before stammering, ‘I-I don’t know what to say. I can’t imagine how you would ever get over something like that. The shock must have been horrific.’



  ‘And some,’ confirmed Jake, cradling the mug again. ‘I don’t think I’ll ever get over it. When I saw those pills today, it was all I could do not to punch bloody Rupert. The whole lot of them, in fact.’



  She nodded. ‘Understandable. I’m sure I’d have felt exactly the same. How long had you been together, you and Nina?’



  ‘Four years. I was planning on asking her to marry me – even before we found out about the baby. That was the icing on the cake really. Or it would have been …’ He bit his tongue. A red light flashed in his head, warning him he was dangerously close to saying too much, to telling her everything. And where the conversation would then go, he couldn’t begin to imagine.



  For a few seconds neither of them said anything.



  ‘How did you cope? Afterwards?’



  Jake set down his mug, leaned back in his chair and raked his hand through his hair. ‘I don’t know that I did really. I made some pretty rash decisions but I haven’t regretted any of them. I packed in my job. Moved to Loch Tay –’



  Annie’s eyebrows shot to her hairline. ‘Loch Tay? But I imagined you living in a cool apartment in some trendy part of London.’



  Jake shook his head. ‘Used to. Not any more. Don’t think I could stand even a weekend in the Big City now.’



  ‘But how do you …? I mean, if you don’t live in London how do you manage to keep up with Jasper and the gang?’



  ‘I don’t,’ he confessed, fiddling with his teaspoon. ‘I hadn’t seen Jasper for years before Nina died. We were in the same college at Oxford and I used to bump into him around London after we graduated. But I was never a fully-fledged gang member. I was far too busy working – which obviously meant we had very little in common.’ He raised his eyes to her. ‘Does that make me sound like a total freeloader for accepting the invitation to the manor?’



  Annie didn’t reply. An unfathomable expression hung over her face which provided him with no clue as to whether she was gripped with interest or bored to distraction. Most likely the latter.



  ‘Sorry if I’m boring you,’ he said. ‘It’s not exactly laugh-a-minute stuff, is it?’



  He was relieved to see her lips stretch into a warm smile. ‘It’s real life. And no. I don’t think you’re a freeloader at all. Although, I must admit, I sometimes feel like one.’



  ‘You? Whatever for?’



  Annie lifted her shoulders in a shrug. ‘I live rent-free in this lovely cottage. Some might call that taking advantage.’



  ‘I don’t know who. You look after the place don’t you? Beat up any would-be burglars? In fact, having experienced your security measures first hand, I think the P.S.’s should pay you danger money.’



  Annie giggled. ‘Nice idea. Fortunately there aren’t many burglars around here.’



  ‘Precisely why. No would-be thief dare come within a mile of the place knowing you’re on guard. Seriously, I bet it’s a weight off the P.S.’s minds having someone as reliable and conscientious as you on the doorstep.’



  Annie’s giggling ceased and she heaved a sigh. ‘I don’t know about that, but the arrangement has certainly proved a lifesaver for me. When Lance left I couldn’t afford to stay in London. It was Portia’s idea I move here.’



  Jake’s jovial tone switched to empathy. ‘It must have been tough for you. When he left.’



  She nodded, her eyes fixed to a spot on the table. ‘It was. Although, nothing like what you’ve been through.’



  Jake raised his brows. ‘I don’t know about that. I only had myself to think about. You had Sophie too.’



  ‘And still have thankfully.’ Her hand flew to her mouth as her eyes met his. ‘Sorry. I should have worded that better.’



  ‘It’s fine,’ he said, smiling. ‘I know what you meant. She was the one good thing to come out of the mess.’



  Annie nodded. ‘She certainly was.’ She broke off, her gaze back on the spot on the table. ‘Lance has contacted me a couple of times recently, which is most unlike him.’



  Jake felt as though someone had just kicked him in the stomach. He raised a questioning eyebrow.



  ‘He wants to come to Yorkshire to see us.’



  ‘Is that so unusual?’ Jake’s earlier nausea had returned with a vengeance.



  ‘Very. We always have to go down to London to see him.’



  ‘Maybe he’s got something important to tell you.’



  ‘Hmm.’ Annie took a deep breath in, leaned back in her chair and linked her fingers around her mug. ‘But that’s enough about me. We’re supposed to be talking about you.’



  Her tone was bright, but Jake noted the anxiety written all over her lovely face.



  ‘We have,’ he said. ‘And I feel a whole lot better for it.’ He stifled a yawn. ‘Jeez, I’m boring myself never mind you.’



  Annie smiled sympathetically. ‘You look shattered.’



  ‘I am.’



  ‘And I don’t suppose you feel like going back the manor tonight.’



  At that prospect, Jake shuddered. ‘I’m not. I was going to ring the pub to see if they had a room but it’s probably a bit late now. It doesn’t matter though. There’s a couple of sleeping bags in the car. I’ll crash there.’



  Annie’s eyebrows shot to her hairline. ‘In the car? I can’t let you do that. Not when there’s a perfectly comfortable sofa here, a downstairs loo, and hot and cold running water. And, you never know, we might even be able to stretch to breakfast.’



  Jake’s heart skipped a bit. There she was again – caring for him. And it felt just as good as the evening she’d ferried him to the hospital. He smiled at her, noting how the evening sun, streaming through the open door, highlighted the natural golden streaks in her hair. She looked utterly gorgeous. But that was no excuse for him taking advantage of her good nature again. He’d been enough trouble already.



  ‘It’s very kind of you to offer, but I couldn’t. I’ve already ruined your evening chucking all my emotional baggage at your door.’



  ‘What’s a few more cases when my own pile is sky high,’ said Annie, grinning. ‘Now, do you want to go through to the lounge while I bring down the bedding?’



  ‘You sure about this?’



  ‘I wouldn’t have suggested it if I wasn’t. Besides, I wouldn’t get a wink of sleep worrying about you in the car so you have to stay here.’



  ‘Is that an attempt at emotional blackmail?’



  ‘Possibly. Is it working?’



  ‘Possibly.’



  Grinning across the table at one another, their gazes fused and, just as in the shop that morning, Jake felt a strange chemical reaction overtake him. One that made the air crackle with tension, one that obliterated every other thought from his mind, one that made him aware of nothing else, nobody else – other than Annie.



  Neither of them moved for several long seconds, until a gaggle of female laughter outside shattered the moment.



  Jake gulped and cleared his throat. ‘Well,’ he said, trying to act as though nothing in particular had happened. ‘The, um, sofa it is then.’ He pushed back his chair, completely forgetting about his crutches. They clattered to the floor.



  ‘Sorry,’ he grimaced. ‘I hope I haven’t woken Sophie.’



  ‘Unlikely. Panda earmuffs are a wonderful invention. You stay there. I’ll get the crutches.’



  Annie scurried around to his side of the table and retrieved the crutches. As she handed them to him, Jake’s hand brushed against hers, causing a bolt of electricity to shoot up his arm. Annie looked equally as startled. She was so close he could smell her strawberry shampoo. As she gazed up at him, her lips parted slightly. That movement caused every one of Jake’s senses to rocket into orbit and, before he knew what he was doing, he had thrown down the crutches, pulled her into his arms and crashed his mouth down on hers.


  





  Just as Annie promised, the sofa was extremely comfortable. Not that it made an ounce of difference to Jake. He could have been lying on a pile of six luxury mattresses with satin sheets and eiderdown pillows and he still wouldn’t have slept. Gazing up at Annie’s lounge ceiling, he replayed the events of the last twelve hours over and over again. As days went, this definitely ranked as one of the weirdest. First, there had been that strange ethereal moment in the shop with Annie, which Tanya’s untimely arrival had put an end to. Then, before he’d had time to get his head around either of those things, Jasper and his crowd appeared – with those bloody pills. All of the above, though, had been blasted out of the water by the evening’s events – or, to be more precise, the kiss with Annie. The memory of how good she’d smelled, how her body yielded against his, how she’d returned his kiss every bit as eagerly, caused some serious stirring under his thin duvet. And now she was upstairs, mere feet away from him, in her bed. What would happen if he managed to scramble up the stairs and –?



  Good god. What was he thinking? He jerked bolt upright on the sofa, causing Pip, lying alongside him, to raise a dubious eyelid. He didn’t know what would have happened if the dog hadn’t arrived back when he did. Things would either have escalated to the next level, or there would have been a very awkward moment.



  ‘So, little fella,’ he whispered. ‘What now?’



  Pip didn’t reply. And Jake found himself similarly devoid of answers as a torrent of other questions hailed down on him. What was he going to say to Annie? How could he face Sophie? What was happening to him? Where was all this leading? He had absolutely no idea. The only thing he knew was that he was in way over his head – and sinking at a rate of knots. Great waves of panic began crashing over him. His heart hammered wildly against his ribcage. He suddenly felt as though a hippopotamus was sitting on his chest, he could scarcely breathe. He was on dangerous ground here. Very dangerous. And for both his sake and Annie’s he had to leave Buttersley – immediately.



  CHAPTER TEN



  Following the kiss with Jake, it had taken Annie hours to get to sleep. Her mind had whirred with memories of how wonderful it had felt to be in those strong arms, to press herself against that muscular body, to feel his lips on hers. She couldn’t remember when she’d last experienced passion like that – if indeed she ever had. Every one of her senses had been overpowered with the need to feel him, taste him, smell his scent, drink in his very essence. She didn’t know what would have happened if Pip hadn’t wandered in when he did, but she suspected it might have involved looking at the kitchen table in quite a different light this morning. Just as she was viewing Jake in a different light. She’d guessed there were hidden depths to the man and she’d been right. But quite how deep, she’d had no idea. She couldn’t begin to imagine what he must have been through, but it certainly explained the pensive slips of mood she’d noticed in the past. She was glad she’d been able to provide a shoulder for him to cry on. Glad that, after a bumpy start, she could relax in his company, and enjoy it. She sighed contentedly as she stared at the ceiling. It was still early but the sun had already risen and was peeping around the edges of the gingham curtains. Her mind wandered to Jake asleep on the sofa downstairs – probably wearing nothing but his boxers. A frisson of excitement shot down her spine. But it was tempered with anxiety. As much as she would love to get to know him better, Jake’s time in Buttersley was limited. He would only be around for a few more weeks. And where would that leave her then?


  





  Jake had never known rain like it. The moment he’d arrived back in Scotland, the heavens had opened. And they’d remained open for the last two weeks, great stair-rods of water pelting down from a metal-grey sky. It felt as though the end of the world had arrived.



  His journey back over the border had been equally depressing and had taken twice as long as normal, the pain in his ankle forcing him to make annoyingly frequent stops. He really shouldn’t have been driving but he hadn’t cared. Everything at the time had paled into insignificance compared to his need to escape Buttersley.



  With the benefit of hindsight of course, he realised he should not have accepted Annie’s invitation back to the cottage that evening. His head had been all over the place and being in her kitchen had not helped at all. But the real problem had been Annie. When she’d been so close he could smell her strawberry shampoo, he’d completely lost it. Every one of the traits that had made him the most successful fund manager in Europe had evaporated in a puff of smoke. He might be able to hold his nerve when the markets pirouetted around him but put Annie Richards in front of him and every ounce of his implacable resolve turned to mush. So much so that he hadn’t been able to resist kissing her. And that had been the biggest mistake of all.



  The kiss had detonated a hole the size of the Grand Canyon in the wall around his heart allowing a raft of emotions to float out. Emotions he had neither expected nor wanted to feel again. The exposure had left him utterly terrified – for both him and Annie. Because, when Jake had told her about Nina, he had deliberately missed out a large part of the story …



  When Nina told him she was pregnant, Jake had been overjoyed – so overjoyed he arranged a romantic surprise for her. He booked a fairy tale cottage in the Cotswolds for the weekend. He ordered flowers, compiled a CD of her favourite music, and arranged for a top London chef to come down and make a special dinner for them. He wanted everything to be perfect. Because, that weekend, he intended asking Nina to marry him. He was going to go down on one knee and present her with a specially-commissioned dazzling diamond ring. And, if all went according to plan, she would say yes, and they would live happily ever after. Only, as they all knew, things hadn’t gone according to plan.



  On the way to the cottage, on a quiet Gloucestershire road, Nina – and their unborn child – had been killed. Naturally everyone had blamed the driver of the other vehicle – the spotty youth who had been off his head on Ecstasy. But while it was the youth’s car that had ploughed into them, there had been another perpetrator to the crime – a perpetrator who had put Nina in that precise spot at that precise moment; a perpetrator whose implication seemed invisible to everyone but himself; a perpetrator who had unwittingly slipped through the net, eluding the punishment he so richly deserved. And that perpetrator was Jake. He’d known Nina hated driving, particularly on country roads, but still he went ahead with his plans – putting his own selfish wishes before anything else. He might have kidded himself all the preparations were for Nina but, in hindsight – and with hours of contemplation – he had concluded they were more to boost his own ego. Why couldn’t he just have proposed to her when the urge had taken him a few weeks before? When it would have been completely spontaneous? But of course he hadn’t. He had to pull out all the stops. In an ostentatious way that now made him nauseous. He had all but pushed Nina into that car. Were it not for him and his fanciful romantic notions, she would never have been on that road, would never have been anywhere near the Cotswolds or the spotty drugged-up teenager. She would be alive. And so, too, would their child.



  That no one suggested he stand trial, provided Jake with little consolation. While his part in the proceedings might have been overlooked by the outside world, it formed the focus of his own world. And had done since the moment that podgy policeman had stood before him. Jake knew he would never forgive himself. Could never forgive himself. For the last five years the guilt had gnawed at his innards like a persistent case of woodworm. But not once had he spoken about it. He was too scared to. Scared that, if he did, the whole world would pile their blame onto his – and lugging around his own was already more than he could handle.



  In a strange way, he had grown accustomed to his ‘condition’. Had developed coping strategies, ways to detach himself from the real world, ways to be self-sufficient. His writing proved a godsend. For a short time, it allowed him to escape to another world. But it was just for a short time. Back in the real world, Jake had resigned himself to being alone. There was no way he could even contemplate another relationship. No way he could risk being hurt like that again. No way he could risk hurting someone else like that again – especially someone as special as Annie.



  As soon as Annie had mentioned Lance contacting her, Jake had felt sick. If the man had even half a brain, he would have seen sense and be doing everything he could to win back Annie and Sophie. And if there was any way they could be a family again – and Sophie could have her father back in her life – then Jake had no right to jeopardise that chance. His selfishness had ended Nina’s life. It did not have to ruin Annie’s too.



  So, now that he was back in Scotland, he would resume his former calm life. In time, the crevice in his heart would heal and Annie Richards would fade to nothing more than a pleasant distant memory.


  





  Jake had written the note in orange crayon on a piece of scrap paper from Sophie’s colouring-in box:



  Sorry. Had to dash back to Scotland. Thanks for the chat and the sofa. Much appreciated. Say bye to Sophie for me. J



  His sentiments summed up in two brief lines – sentiments a squillion miles away from where Annie had imagined them. She discovered the note on the arm of the sofa the morning after their kiss. Reading it, she felt as though the bottom had dropped out of her stomach. The recriminations had swiftly followed. How had she got it so spectacularly wrong – again? After those two strange intimate moments where – for her at least – the rest of the world had blurred, she’d honestly believed they’d had a special connection. An assumption reinforced by Jake pouring out his heart to her, and then, of course, The Kiss. But she’d been fantasising. Back on planet Earth, Jake evidently hadn’t thought any of those moments special. And his hasty departure demonstrated just how much he regretted kissing her. He hadn’t been able to get away quick enough – which didn’t do much for a girl’s already fragile confidence. But Annie had no one to blame but herself. For the first time in five years she’d allowed her feelings to tentatively peep over the parapet, only to have them cruelly shot down by an AK57. Was making a fool of yourself on the list of things to do before you’re forty? Unlikely. Because at her age, she should have known better.



  During the two weeks following Jake’s impromptu departure, Annie operated on automatic pilot. She consigned the recipe for chocolate and coconut cookies to the bin, and carried on as normal at work. She stuck to her plan for the spectacular wedding cake. She continued with her running, adapting her route to bypass the spot a certain someone had sprained his ankle. And when anyone – including Jasper – enquired about Jake’s whereabouts, she cheerfully reported that he’d had to dash back to Scotland on urgent business. A reply willingly accepted by all – except Mrs Mackenzie when she came to babysit on Monday evening.



  ‘What sort of urgent business?’ the old lady pressed.



  Not wishing to meet the probing blue gaze, Annie made a great show of hunting for her handbag. ‘I have no idea,’ she replied breezily. ‘He didn’t say.’



  ‘Did he say goodbye?’



  Desperately hoping her interrogator wouldn’t notice the flush creeping up her neck, Annie scuttled around to the fridge and yanked open the door – an unlikely place for a handbag but, given her recent state of mind, not an impossible one. ‘He, er, left a note.’ Out the corner of her eye, she watched Mrs Mackenzie rub her chin. Her wistful manner made Annie uneasy.



  ‘So you didn’t see him then?’



  Heavens. Where was her handbag? She needed to get out of the house and away from Mrs Mackenzie before she blurted out exactly what had happened – which was not a pretty tale.



  ‘Not on the morning he left, no.’ Annie swung the fridge door shut. She stood for a moment wondering where to look next, aware of Mrs Mackenzie’s eyes on her the whole time.



  ‘And the night before?’



  Despite her best efforts, Annie’s flush spread to her entire face. ‘We, um, had a bit of a chat.’



  A smile touched Mrs Mackenzie’s lips. ‘I see,’ she muttered, far too shrewdly for Annie’s liking.



  ‘Oh. I’ve just remembered I left my bag in the car,’ declared Annie, before shooting out of the house.



  Mrs Mackenzie’s interrogation or, more precisely, her perspicacity, had set Annie’s nerves on edge. Normally she enjoyed the old lady’s company but, following that conversation, she had the worrying feeling that Mrs M. had some kind of sixth sense where she and Jake were concerned. A hunch she had no wish to explore.



  The conversation at the quiz had not helped her mood either. To both Annie and Jenny’s amazement, Harriet – a sworn man-hater for the last fifteen years, ever since her husband had run out on her and her children – confessed to having been out three times recently with Henry Falstaff, the local solicitor. Annie had almost fallen off her chair and Jenny’s subsequent choking on her G&T had required some serious slapping of the back. Despite Harriet insisting they were ‘just good friends’, Annie couldn’t help but notice a change in her. Her eyes twinkled, her skin glowed, and she was much more animated than usual. She seemed … happy. And while Annie was delighted for her, Harriet’s happiness seemed only to highlight her own miserable plight.


  





  Jake was lying prostrate in an old rowing boat in the middle of the loch when his mobile rang. He glanced at the screen. Tanya’s name flashed at him. He briefly considered tossing the phone overboard, then decided against it. Since her performance at Buttersley Manor, there had been a marked deferential shift in her attitude, making her much less overbearing. He had no idea what had happened once he’d left the party, nor did he wish to have. But Tanya didn’t know that. And whilst neither of them had broached the subject, the striking change in her demeanour implied she was ever so slightly mortified by her behaviour.



  He brought himself to a sitting position before answering. ‘Hi, Tanya.’



  ‘Hello, Jake. How are you? Still bashing away?’



  ‘Absolutely,’ he lied.



  ‘Well, I’m sorry to disturb you but I just wanted to let you know that the film company have set a two week deadline for the acceptance of their offer and they’ve upped payment by another hundred thousand. I know it won’t make any difference, but thought you’d better know.’



  ‘Right. Thanks. Appreciate it.’ Jake ended the call and was about to switch off the phone and resume his prone position when a beep informed him he had one new email. It was from Nina’s mother – with several photographs attached. As he flicked through the images, large drops of rain began to splat about him. Jake scarcely noticed.


  





  Four weeks had now passed since Annie had last seen Jake, and only now was she beginning to feel anywhere near normal. Twice, in the last few days, she’d even managed a whole three hours without thinking about him. But, on the whole, the way he skated effortlessly into her thoughts, without the slightest encouragement from her, was quite unnerving. Take now, for instance. She and Sophie were in the kitchen carving shapes into potatoes, dipping them in paint, and stamping them onto cards. Annie had started to carve the Loch Ness Monster, which had triggered thoughts of Scottish lochs, Loch Tay and … Jake. She’d pictured him far too clearly, sitting across the table from her, Pip on his lap, colouring in the picture of a donkey in a straw hat. An abrupt end had been brought to the slideshow by a couple of deft knife strokes, transforming the monster into Dino from The Flintstones. And to abolish any lingering unwanted thoughts, she had then silently recalled all the characters’ names in the cartoon.



  With Dino complete, Annie had just handed over the stamp to Sophie, who was in charge of the paint-dipping part of the operation, when someone rapped on the front door.



  Two sets of eyebrows lifted in unison.



  ‘Who is it?’ demanded Sophie.



  Annie tore off a piece of kitchen roll and dried off her hands. Her heart was hammering. She only hoped it wasn’t who she thought it might be.



  It was.



  As she yanked open the door, her welcoming smile slid off her face and she had the sensation of a large medicine ball landing in the middle of her chest with an almighty thud.



  ‘Lance. What are you doing here?’



  ‘Surprise!’ he announced, looking decidedly smug in designer jeans and an orange polo shirt.



  ‘More annoyed actually,’ she said. ‘Why are you here?’



  ‘I told you I was coming,’ he said, running a hand through his dark wedge of hair - a style Annie had never seen him wear before, which was ever so slightly reminiscent of the 1980s.



  ‘No you didn’t. You said you were thinking of coming. And I told you to let me know when you had a good reason.’



  ‘I have got a good reason. I want to see my daughter – and you.’



  Something in his tone caused Annie’s toes to curl – and not in a nice way. ‘You never come to see us,’ she pointed out matter-of-factly. ‘I’m surprised you knew where to find us.’



  ‘Well, I’ve decided to make more of an effort. Spend some quality time with you both.’ He beamed at her, his teeth a shade too white.



  ‘Why?’



  He looked affronted.



  ‘Well, because … because you’re both very special to me.’



  Annie gave a snort of disdainful laughter. ‘So special you’ve seen us ten times in the last five years?’



  Lance’s awkward shuffling of feet was followed by a dramatic sigh. ‘Look, Annie, don’t be like that. I know I’ve screwed up but I’m here to make amends.’



  Annie’s brows disappeared in her hairline. ‘Amends?’



  He raked his hand through his wedge again. If fell beautifully back into place. Despite the naff style, it was obviously a very expensive cut. ‘Do we really have to talk about this on the doorstep? Can’t I come in?’



  Annie chewed her bottom lip. She didn’t want him to come in, didn’t want him intruding on the special space that was hers and Sophie’s. She’d already made that mistake with Jake. Apart from picturing him at the kitchen table every time she was in the room, it was only last week she’d been able to bring herself to sit on the sofa again. The sofa on which he had lain – albeit briefly – during his last night in Buttersley. She ignored the heavy feeling in the pit of her stomach, reminding herself that Lance was not Jake, and the reasons for not wanting him in the cottage were completely different. Namely, that he might contaminate the place. But she was being silly. A poncey haircut wasn’t contagious, and she suspected his yellow pallor was more sunbed than jaundice. Clearly he had something to say and wasn’t about to leave until he’d done so.



  ‘You can come in for a few minutes,’ she said, stepping aside.



  ‘Thanks.’



  As he squeezed past her in the hall, his bare arm brushed against hers. Whether by design or accident, Annie couldn’t tell. Either way, it made her nauseous.



  ‘Watch what you say in front of Sophie,’ she warned. ‘I don’t want her upset.’



  ‘I’m not here to upset her.’



  ‘Why are you here?’



  ‘I’ve told you. To see you both.’



  Annie slanted him a disbelieving glance before spinning on her heel and marching into the kitchen.



  ‘Look who’s here,’ she announced, in a tone which implied Father Christmas had arrived early.



  With the potato stamp dripping with paint in her hand, Sophie snapped up her head. As recognition hit her, Annie watched her expectant expression evaporate, replaced by one of confusion. Damn. She should have given the child prior notice, told Lance to come back later. It wasn’t fair of them to spring this on her.



  ‘Oh,’ she muttered, creases appearing in her little brow. ‘Hello.’



  Evidently this was not the rapturous reception Lance had been expecting.



  ‘Aren’t you going to give Daddy a hug?’ He crouched down and held out his arms to her. A move that failed to impress Pip. From his basket in the corner, he eyed Lance through narrowed slits while emitting a low throaty growl.



  Lance sprung to his feet. ‘I didn’t know you had a dog,’ he gasped, perspiration forming on his upper lip. ‘It doesn’t bite does it?’



  ‘It depends,’ said Annie.



  ‘On what?’



  ‘On whether or not he likes the colour of your shirt.’



  Lance gawped at her. ‘On whether he likes – Are you having me on?’



  ‘As if,’ replied Annie, assuming a beatific expression.



  Lance shot her a withering look, before resuming his crouched position, this time one eye firmly on Pip.



  ‘Now,’ he addressed himself to Sophie again. ‘Where’s my hug?’



  Sophie cast a questioning look at Annie before wriggling out of her chair and tentatively walking towards her father.



  ‘Be careful, darling,’ he said, ‘hugging’ her at arm’s length. ‘Daddy doesn’t want paint on his clothes.’



  Pip growled again and Annie rolled her eyes. Her shorts and T-shirt were covered in paint – a frequent and unavoidable occurrence with a five year old in the house. Not that Lance would have a clue about that – or indeed anything else involving his own child.



  ‘How are you?’ he asked Sophie, keeping her at arm’s length.



  ‘Fine, thank you,’ she muttered – to the floor.



  ‘I’ve brought you a present. Would you like to see it?’



  Sophie’s gaze shifted to her mother.



  ‘That’s nice of Daddy, isn’t it?’ said Annie, trying not to think how much Lance reminded her of a frog in that position.



  Lance gave a satisfied sigh, released his hold on Sophie and stood up. ‘It’s in the car. I’ll go and get it.’



  In a flash of orange, he disappeared through the back door and Sophie turned to Annie. ‘Why is Daddy here?’



  Her worried expression caused Annie’s gut to twist. But, for Sophie’s sake, she had to act positively. ‘He wanted to pay you a surprise visit. Wasn’t that nice of him?’



  Sophie didn’t look convinced. Before she could reply, Lance flounced back into the room brandishing a rectangular box wrapped in shiny pink paper.



  ‘Here it is,’ he announced proudly. ‘I hope you like it.’



  ‘Thank you.’ Sophie accepted the gift from him and stared at her mother.



  ‘Aren’t you going to open it?’ asked Annie, with an encouraging smile.



  Sophie nodded and carefully removed the paper. Inside was a box containing a scooter.



  ‘Wow,’ exclaimed Annie, desperately trying to convey some enthusiasm. ‘How lovely. We saw someone with one of those in the park the other day, didn’t we?’



  Sophie nodded. ‘Thank you,’ she said to Lance. ‘It’s very nice.’



  Lance broke into another of his Hollywood smiles and clapped his yellow hands together. ‘I knew you’d like it. Now, why don’t you run along and play with it outside while mummy and I have a chat.’



  Sophie’s emerald-green eyes grew wide with concern as she gazed at Annie.



  ‘It’s okay, sweetheart. We’ll be here all the time,’ Annie assured her.



  Sophie cast a dubious glance at Lance before taking her scooter and slowly making her way out to the garden. Annie resisted the urge to follow her. Instead, she pulled out a kitchen chair, sank down on it and tilted up her chin to Lance. ‘Right. Do you want to tell me what all this is about?’



  Lance pulled out the chair opposite her. ‘Aren’t you going to offer me a cup of tea or something?’ he asked, screwing up his nose as he spotted a blob of paint on the seat. He reached for the kitchen roll, tore off a sheet and began dabbing at the offending splodge.



  ‘No,’ said Annie. ‘I’m not offering you anything. Why are you here?’



  ‘God,’ he puffed. Evidently satisfied with his paint removal, he slipped into the chair. ‘Were you always so forthright?’



  ‘Unlikely. Being a single mother toughens you up.’



  Spotting an opening, Lance dived right in. ‘But that’s precisely why I’m here, Annie. You don’t have to be a single mother any more. I want us to give it another try.’



  Annie’s jaw dropped. Several seconds passed before she croaked, ‘Another try? You’ve got to be joking.’



  Lance cleared his throat in the manner of someone very important, about to give a very important speech. ‘Look, Annie, I know I screwed up. Big time. And you’ve every right to tell me to sod off-’



  ‘Exactly what I’m about to do.’



  Lance ploughed on undeterred. ‘The thing is, I’ve been beating myself up for months. Ever since I last saw you both. But it’s only now I’ve plucked up the courage to tell you exactly how I feel.’



  Annie’s eyebrows lifted. ‘And how’s that?’



  He looked her directly in the eye. ‘I still love you, Annie. I’ve never stopped loving you. We were good together once, weren’t we? We could be again.’



  Annie shot back in her chair. ‘What?’ she demanded, her tone dripping with incredulity. ‘And pretend like the last five years didn’t happen? Pretend you didn’t walk out on me and your daughter?’



  He shook his head, his wedge swinging beautifully from side to side. ‘Of course not. I know it won’t be easy but we could do it.’



  Annie opened her mouth to tell him exactly what he could do, when he added:



  ‘Think how good it would be for Sophie having us together again. Being a proper family.’



  Ouch! That struck a painful chord. A chord in the tubby form of Thomas Mullen and his hurtful remarks to Sophie the other day. She stared at the unfinished Dino card and chewed her bottom lip.



  ‘What do you say?’ pressed Lance.



  Annie rolled her eyes. ‘For god’s sake, Lance, what do you expect me to say? You can’t just turn up here and expect us to welcome you with open arms. This is real life not some happy-ever-after rom com.’



  ‘I know. I know. But we’ve got time. Lots of time.’



  Annie narrowed her eyes. ‘What do you mean “we’ve got time”? When are you going back to Japan?’



  ‘That’s just it, Annie. That’s what I’ve been dying to tell you. We’re opening a new office in Leeds and I’ve been asked to head it up. I’m doing so well, they’re even talking about appointing me to the Board next year. I’ll be the youngest director in company history.’ He leaned back in his chair, puffed out his chest, and folded his arms across it.



  Expecting congratulations as he so clearly was, he was about to be sorely disappointed. His career path was of no interest to Annie – unlike his whereabouts. Leeds was only twenty miles away – a distance that suddenly seemed suffocatingly close.



  ‘I thought, in the meantime, I might stay here for a while.’



  Annie’s eyes almost popped out of their sockets. ‘Here as in here? At the cottage?’



  ‘Why not? It’s not like we haven’t lived together before.’



  At Annie’s dramatic thrust to her feet, Pip jerked upright in his basket and glowered at Lance. ‘I can’t believe you just said that,’ she exclaimed, shaking her head in disbelief. ‘You really are unbelievable. You turn up here, drop a bombshell, and expect us to fall into line with whatever you want. Well, there is no way we’re falling into line, Lance. And there is no way you are staying here. If you want to hang around, you’ll have to stay at the pub.’



  ‘Oh. But I thought-’



  ‘Then you thought wrong. You can say goodbye to Sophie and then I’d like you to leave.’



  He gazed up at her with doleful eyes. ‘Could I see you tomorrow?’



  Annie rubbed her hand over her face. Honestly. He’d been in the cottage a total of fifteen minutes and she was exhausted. ‘We’re busy tomorrow. You can come round on Tuesday evening for an hour at five-thirty.’



  ‘Great. I’ll do that then.’ He gave her a sheepish smile before mincing into the garden to give Sophie a goodbye, arm’s length ‘hug’.



  CHAPTER ELEVEN



  At the pub quiz the following evening, Jenny whipped a beer mat from the table and began fluttering it furiously in front of her face.



  ‘Heavens,’ she declared. ‘I don’t think I can take any more of these sexploits. As if it wasn’t bad enough that Harriet here is all loved-up with the local brief–’



  ‘I’m not loved up,’ protested Harriet, blushing to the roots of her newly-bobbed blonde hair – which took a good ten years off her. ‘We’re just good friends, that’s all.’



  ‘Yeah right,’ scoffed Jenny. ‘Good friends who are planning a weekend in Paris. And, as if that wasn’t enough for me to get my little head around, Annie’s ex has turned up. Where, I ask myself, will it all end?’



  ‘Somewhere not very pleasant, knowing me and Lance.’ Annie picked up her glass and knocked back a large slug of red wine.



  ‘But why?’ asked Jenny. ‘You loved him once didn’t you?’



  Annie set down her glass, leaned back in her chair and cast her mind back. ‘Do you know, I really can’t remember. I suppose I must have – at some point.’



  ‘Then maybe you could again,’ said Harriet. ‘Although, I must admit, Annie, I did have high hopes for you and Jake. There was something in his eye when he looked at you …’



  ‘Grit?’ offered Annie, her stab at humour designed to detract from the sick feeling in her stomach every time someone mentioned Jake’s name.



  ‘No. A glint of something,’ Harriet continued. ‘I can’t quite put my finger on it.’



  ‘Well, I for one would have liked to have put more than my finger on Jake Sinclair,’ said Jenny, sounding like she’d had one too many G&Ts. ‘Don’t tell me you didn’t fancy him, Annie?’



  Annie’s cheeks turned the same colour as Jenny’s crimson top. ‘He was, um, okay, I suppose.’



  ‘Okay? I don’t think I’ve ever seen a man that good-looking. Anyway, there’s no point us harping on about Jake. He’s gone, whereas Lance is very much here. So … what we should be asking is … do you want to give it another go with Lance, Annie?’



  Annie took another mouthful of wine and shrugged her shoulders. ‘I have absolutely no idea.’



  Lance turned up at precisely five-thirty on Tuesday evening, wearing white jeans and a pale pink silk shirt. Annie briefly wondered if he’d turned gay but, by the lascivious way he looked her up and down, concluded he hadn’t – unfortunately.



  ‘Those shorts look great on you.’ He handed her a carrier bag containing two bottles of wine. ‘I always loved seeing your legs.’



  Annie didn’t bother taking the wine out of the bag. She set it down on the kitchen bench, then returned to her ironing, battling the compulsion to whip the cover off the board and wrap herself in it. Instead, she made a mental note to wear a pair of baggy trousers or, better still, a burka whenever Lance was within a five mile radius.



  ‘I popped into the shop earlier,’ he said, resting his buttocks on the edge of the kitchen bench. ‘You weren’t there.’



  ‘No.’ Annie set down the iron, folded the jeans she’d been ironing, and draped them over the back of the chair alongside her. ‘I wasn’t.’ She whipped up one of Sophie’s school pinafores from the pile of crumpled clothes on the table and slotted it over the end of the ironing board.



  ‘Who was that old bird?’



  ‘What old bird?’ Was that expression still in use? She hadn’t heard it since about 1982.



  ‘The one serving in the shop.’



  Annie rolled her eyes. ‘That lovely old lady is Mrs Mackenzie. One of the sweetest people I have ever met.’



  Lance gave a scornful snort. ‘Sweet? When I told her who I was, she looked like she wanted to chew my head off.’



  Annie flicked him a beatific glance. Mrs Mackenzie had told her exactly what Lance had said, but she wasn’t going to let him know that. ‘And who did you say you were, exactly?’



  ‘Sophie’s father of course.’



  ‘Nothing else?’ she asked, knowing full well he’d declared himself ‘Annie’s partner’.



  ‘Of course not.’ Looking decidedly guilty, he bustled over to the fridge and began scanning the patchwork of papers on the door. Annie felt a stab of resentment. She didn’t want him looking at anything, or touching anything, or resting his buttocks on anything in her home. But then again, she chided herself, she had invited him. She was supposed to be giving him a chance – for Sophie’s sake. And it wasn’t like there was anything of importance on the fridge door. It was a muddle of silly notes, fading postcards, Sophie’s paintings and–



  ‘What’s this?’ he held up the list from the magazine Portia had stuck there a few weeks ago. Damn. She’d meant to get rid of that after Jake had looked at it. As if that hadn’t been embarrassing enough, she’d now have to suffer Lance’s sardonic comments.



  She adopted a banal tone. ‘It’s a list of things to do before you’re forty.’ Going back to the pinafore, she watched out the corner of her eye as Lance perused the list.



  ‘So all these circled in red are on your list are they? Stand on your head, learn the merengue, put the bin out in your undies, run a marathon - Hah! Run a marathon? That’ll be the day. The only thing you’ve ever run is out of shampoo.’



  ‘Actually,’ began Annie, relieved he’d stopped there. ‘I’m training for a race in a few weeks’ time.’



  Lance snorted with laughter. ‘Now, that I would like to see.’



  Over my dead body, Annie resisted saying. But before she could compile something else to detract him from the list, he turned immediately back to it.



  ‘So,’ he muttered. ‘What else is on here …? Ah, yes. Number thirty-three – have a screaming orgasm. Now that –’ he said, with a triumphant smile. ‘–is much more achievable.’



  With a lot more force than was required, Annie pressed a button on the unsuspecting iron. At the great puff of angry stream it snorted out, Lance’s eyes widened and Annie deemed no further words necessary.



  Through the teeming rain, Jake made an impressive dart from the taxi to his front door, completely forgetting about the pond-sized puddle which formed in the middle of the path in such conditions. He ploughed straight into it. Muddy water splattered halfway up the legs of his jeans, soaking him to the skin. But Jake didn’t care. It wasn’t worth a second thought compared to what he’d witnessed over the last week.



  The key already in his hand, he unlocked the door, pushed it open and stepped out of the rain into the hall. He’d only been away a matter of days but the house felt strange, alien to him, and deadly quiet. Most likely because it was a million miles away from the world he’d just left behind – a world of chaos, devastation, noise and despair. An Indian Ocean island to which nature had donated so much beauty, and then blithely whipped it away.



  Sri Lanka had always held a special place in Nina’s heart. The moment she’d qualified as a doctor, she’d joined the international aid effort there, spending months at a time putting her skills to invaluable use. After her death, Jake and her parents had determined to do something to not only commemorate her selfless work, but to carry it on. The foundation they established – to which Jake donated every penny from the sale of his business – had done just that, vastly improving living conditions for hundreds of people. But, ten months ago, an unexpected typhoon had wrenched the soul out of the island, robbing it of lives, livelihoods and entire communities, without a hint of apology. For a few weeks, intense media coverage ensured money poured into the country, along with an army of charity workers. But then other disasters had occurred in different parts of the globe. The world’s fickle eye moved on and so too did the donations and the practical help. Sri Lanka had been all but forgotten.



  From the photographs Nina’s mother had sent Jake last week, it was clear that progress had stalled. Funds, he’d discovered, were exhausted, leaving a mountain of work still to be tackled – no place more so than the village which had been particularly special to Nina. Jake had seen for himself just how grim conditions there were. They desperately needed more housing, a new medical centre and a school that consisted of more than a tin roof and a dirt floor. But all of that required money. Serious money.



  Jake kicked the door shut with his foot, dumped his rucksack on the hall floor and wandered into the kitchen. The only noise was of rain hammering against the windows. The whole house seemed grey and … sad. It felt more like November than June. He flicked on a couple of lights and the radio. Fleetwood Mac’s Tusk spilled out – the song he’d heard twice blasting from Annie’s iPod. Jake’s breath caught in his throat. His head began to swim with memories of Annie – her sunny smile, the way she chewed her bottom lip, those gorgeous legs … He plumped down on the sofa and ran a hand over his chin. It met with three days’ stubble. What would Annie do in this instance? Annie, who, alone with a new-born child, had picked up the pieces and got on with her life. Unlike him. What had he done since Nina’s death? Nothing but wallow in self-pity, that’s what. Terrified of being discovered and exposed as the architect of the fatal accident, he had hidden himself away in a selfish bubble, where he and his guilt floated around day after monotonous day. Well, Jake had had enough of it. Five years of introspection was long enough. Particularly when there were so many others out there who didn’t have time for such self-indulgent luxury. No, there was no way, with so much to be done, that Annie would sit around contemplating her own navel – however delicious that navel might be. And there was no way Jake was going to sit around contemplating his either. He dug his mobile out of his pocket and scrolled through the address book until he found the number he was looking for …


  





  ‘I don’t believe it,’ gasped Portia. ‘How dare he turn up like that? I hope you’ve told him where to go.’



  ‘As tempted as I’ve been, I actually haven’t,’ said Annie. ‘I’m trying to be nice for Sophie’s sake. So she gets used to him being around. Not that she seems remotely interested in him. In fact, she seems positively miserable whenever he’s here.’



  ‘Sensible girl. Obviously knows he’s pond life.’



  ‘But he’s still her father,’ countered Annie. ‘And now I feel bad that I haven’t given them a real chance to get to know one another. Whenever I’ve arranged to meet him in London, it’s always been somewhere with loads of people.’



  ‘Only because you’ve wanted to diffuse a potentially awkward situation.’



  ‘I know. But it doesn’t help the fact that they’ve never really bonded.’



  ‘And whose fault it that? Certainly not yours. You’re not the one who ran off to Japan.’



  ‘Well, anyway,’ sighed Annie. ‘I’m trying not to make a big deal of it and am hoping things will settle into some kind of routine.’



  ‘You shouldn’t make yourself so available. He can’t just turn up and expect to pick up where you left off. Why don’t you pretend you’re having a mad passionate affair with that dishy mate of Jasper’s?’



  At the reference to Jake, Annie’s heart skipped a beat. She hadn’t said anything to Portia about her feelings for Jake. And now certainly wasn’t the time. Lance turning up was enough to deal with. ‘Jake’s gone back to Scotland,’ she said, in what she hoped was a neutral tone. ‘He had some … urgent business there.’



  ‘Shame,’ huffed Portia. ‘I had high hopes for him.’



  Not half as high as I did, Annie almost added.



  The following evening found Lance in a particularly animated mood. Annie and Sophie were at the kitchen table colouring in when he bounded in through the open door wearing turquoise jeans and a Hawaiian type shirt.



  ‘I’ve some great news, girls,’ he announced.



  So taken aback was Annie by the shirt that at first she couldn’t reply. She made a mental note to Google men’s fashions. Perhaps it was just her who thought Lance looked like a trussed up Christmas tree. Sophie, though, appeared equally dumbfounded – if not on the verge of tears.



  ‘What’s this great news then?’ asked Annie, regaining something of her equilibrium, and resuming her rummaging in the crayon tin.



  Lance steepled his hands in front of him. ‘My boss is coming over from Japan on Sunday the twelfth and would like to take us all out for the day.’



  Annie snapped up her head to him. ‘What? As in us as a family?’



  Lance beamed at her. ‘Of course. We are a family, aren’t we? And they’re very keen on that in Japan, you know. All the board members are big family men and–’ He broke off, the guilty pink tinge over his yellow cheeks turning him a strange shade of tangerine.



  A rather large metaphorical penny dropped with an almighty clang, right next to Annie.



  ‘I see,’ she mused innocently. ‘And I don’t suppose all these board members being Big Family Men has anything to do with your sudden appearance in Buttersley?’



  Lance gave a hollow laugh. ‘Of course not. Don’t be silly.’



  Annie pinned him with her gaze for several seconds, enjoying his evident discomfiture.



  ‘Well, it’s a real shame, Lance, but I’m afraid you’ll have to count us out. The twelfth is the day of my race.’



  Lance’s jaw dropped. ‘Your race? But surely you can miss that, Annie. This is much more important.’



  ‘Not to me it isn’t.’



  She watched out the corner of her eye as Lance shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot, clearly wondering what to say next.



  ‘There’ll be other races, Annie, but there might never be another opportunity for me to–’



  Annie leaned back in her chair, crossed her arms over her chest and lifted her eyebrows. ‘Another opportunity for you to what?’



  He diverted his gaze from hers and ran a hand through his hair. ‘Thing is, there’s another guy in the running for the board as well as me and–’



  ‘–and don’t tell me.’ Annie placed her forefinger on her chin and raised her eyes to the ceiling as if giving the matter a great deal of consideration. ‘He’s married with children.’



  Lance’s jaw dropped. ‘Well, actually he is, but … but that’s neither here nor there.’



  ‘Isn’t it?’



  ‘No, it isn’t Annie. And I don’t know what point you’re trying to make here.’



  ‘Oh, I think you do. But please carry on.’



  Lance cleared his throat and contorted his lips into what passed for a smile. He addressed his next comment directly to Sophie. ‘And if Daddy does get appointed to the board, we can all go and live in Japan.’



  A wave of horror settled over Sophie’s face. ‘But I don’t want to live in Japan.’



  Annie glowered at Lance before turning her attention to her daughter. ‘Don’t worry, sweetheart. We will not be going to Japan. Now, why don’t you go and play in the garden for a few minutes. There are a few things I’d like to say to Daddy in private.’



  The moment Lance left – bearing strict instructions never to return – Annie sat Sophie down and had The Talk, the outcome being that they were both much happier without Lance. No amount of cutting comments from Thomas Mullen, or trips to Disneyland were worth having their private space invaded.



  Annie was only glad she’d ferretted out the real reason for his visit so quickly. She had suspected an ulterior motive the moment she set eyes on him. Lance might think he was one step ahead, but he was as transparent as a newly-cleaned window. And while the notion of him conspiring to use his daughter for his own career ends incensed her, she wasn’t surprised. Lance hadn’t changed one jot. Although no, actually he had changed. He was even more selfish and up his own backside than ever.



  Despite her raging fury though, Annie hadn’t voiced any of the above to Sophie. Whatever his faults – and the list multiplied daily – Lance was still the child’s father and Annie didn’t intend cutting him out altogether. When Sophie was ready which, she anticipated, might not be for a long while yet, she would arrange a meeting with Lance in another place crammed with people and distractions.



  *



  Since agreeing to the film deal, Jake had been swept along in a whirlwind of activity. The stream of interviews, meetings and photo shoots Tanya had set up seemed never-ending. Indeed, when the first cogs of the well-oiled marketing machine creaked into action, Jake had almost changed his mind. It had all seemed so terrifyingly daunting, not to mention unnecessary. Gradually, though, he was conquering his nerves, beginning to relax and, although he could never imagine enjoying the attention, at least he’d stopped waking up in the middle of the night in a cold sweat. The thing that really kept him focused though, was the contract he’d signed – the contract for an obscene amount of money – which stated that all payments, profits and royalties were to be paid directly to the Sri Lankan foundation. With the exception of Nina’s delighted parents, there was only one other person with whom Jake would have liked to have shared his news. But that person was miles away in Yorkshire and probably wouldn’t be one bit interested.



  Arriving back from London a couple of days later, Jake was exhausted. Another thirty-six hours in the capital had taken its toll. He must be getting old. Goodness only knew how he was going to feel when all the publicity went live next week. He was too tired to think about that right now. All he wanted to do was hide away in his cottage for a few days. Pretend none of this madness was happening.



  He’d been in the house a couple of hours and was halfway down the stairs after taking a shower, when the post landed with a thud on the mat. Not in the mood for bills or flyers, Jake was about to ignore it, when something caught his eye. An envelope addressed in a child’s handwriting. His heart skipped a beat. The only child he knew was Sophie Richards, but surely it couldn’t be from her. He picked up the envelope. It was postmarked Buttersley. A wave of nausea washed over him. It must be bad news. It had to be. Why else would Sophie Richards be writing to him?



  He carried the envelope through to the lounge and sank down on the sofa, his heart now thundering. If it was bad news … if something had happened to Annie … he wouldn’t be able to bear it. He’d already lost one woman he loved. He certainly didn’t want to lose another. He sank back against the cushions, his head whirring. He loved Annie Richards. And, now that he came to think of it, he had done for some time. Perhaps even from the first day he’d seen her, when she’d been wearing that ridiculous armour helmet. Of course he’d known he’d had feelings for her, knew she encroached on his thoughts at all hours of the day and night. But it had taken the possibility that something awful might have happened to her for him to realise the true extent of his feelings.



  He held his breath as he tore open the envelope, praying his instincts were wrong.


  





  Annie added the final finishing touch to the wedding cake, before stepping back and running a critical eye over it. Not that she could see anything to criticise. Even if she said so herself, it looked stunning – a four foot cascade of sugar-paste wildflowers, exactly how she’d imagined it. It had been every bit as challenging as she’d imagined too. But she wasn’t complaining. She’d learned heaps as she’d gone along, was set to make a healthy profit and, given the cake’s originality, was virtually assured of several spin-off orders. Orders from other brides-to-be, wanting her cakes to form part of their Special Day. Did that put her in the same category as ‘always the bridesmaid, never the bride’? She heaved a heavy sigh and suspected it might.



  Annie had never really thought about being a bride before but, looking at the magnificent cake, she couldn’t help wonder how it must feel to have someone love you enough to want to spend the rest of their lives with you. And how amazing it must be to find someone you loved enough to want to share the rest of your life with. She’d thought that person might be Lance, once. Thankfully his true colours had shone through before she’d wasted too many years on him. But was there someone else out there for her? Waiting in the wings until fate ushered them centre stage? Her thoughts drifted to Jake. But before they could loiter there, Annie deftly reined them back in.



  CHAPTER TWELVE



  The following morning Annie awoke early to the sun peeping through the curtains and the birds exercising their vocal chords. It took just seconds for the significance of the day to hit her: today was the day of her race. Panic and excitement began coursing through her veins. Panic that she might be the slowest person in living history to complete a 10k, and excitement that she might not. She leaped out of bed, prepared to face the challenge ahead.



  The starting and finishing point for the race was the meadow where the village fair had been held. Annie decided to walk down in the hope it might calm her jangling nerves. It didn’t. By the time she arrived, the meadow was already swarming with activity – runners, in a rainbow of fluorescent Lycra performing warm-up stretches; legs of varying lengths and strengths jogging on the spot; green-bibbed volunteers scurrying around with bottles of water; plus a rabble of supporters, two of whom looked decidedly pleased with themselves as they marched over to her, each carrying what looked suspiciously like a homemade banner.



  ‘What do you think?’ They unfurled their efforts and held them up. Harriet’s said ‘Go Annie Go’. Jenny’s ‘Annie Get Your Gun’.



  Annie burst out laughing. ‘You’re not serious.’



  Jenny looked slightly affronted. ‘Of course we are. We thought they might spur you on.’



  ‘I’m sure they will,’ said Annie, with a twinge of guilt. ‘But you really didn’t have to go to all that trouble. A few words of encouragement as I passed would have been enough.’



  ‘There wouldn’t be time,’ pointed out Harriet. ‘You’ll be nothing but a streak of pink and black as you zip past us.’



  Annie laughed again. ‘I’m not sure about the “zipping” bit, but as long as I–’



  ‘Will all runners please proceed to the starting line,’ interjected a male voice over the loudspeaker.



  Annie grimaced. ‘Well, I guess that’s me.’



  ‘You go and show them what you’re made of,’ said Harriet.



  ‘At this particular moment it feels like blancmange. Remind me why I thought this was a good idea again.’



  ‘Character building.’



  ‘Does my character really need building that much?’



  ‘Yes. Now stop dithering and go.’



  The first mile was the worst but once she got into her stride, Annie loved the whole experience. Of course the atmosphere helped. Dozens of fervent, morale-boosting supporters lined the route, waving flags and banners. She passed Jenny and Harriet three times, as they darted around the route, using various shortcuts.



  In what seemed like no time at all, Annie crossed the finish line. The realisation that not only had she completed the race, but she’d done so in well under her anticipated time, caused a massive surge of adrenalin to pulse through her. She almost felt like she was flying. Which, indeed, she was. Having somehow tripped over her own foot, she was about to land flat on the ground, when a pair of strong arms reached out and caught her. A pair of strong arms she had been in once before, under quite different circumstances.



  ‘Well,’ said Jake, setting her upright. ‘That wasn’t quite the reception I’d envisaged, but you were brilliant, Annie. Really brilliant. Even that little stumble was spectacular.’



  As she looked into his twinkling dark eyes, Annie thought she must be dreaming. Either that or she’d suffered a coronary and died on the spot. Sophie tugging on her arm brought her back to reality.



  ‘Well done, Mum. You were great.’



  Annie’s body might have stopped racing, but her brain had taken over – with a raft of questions. Namely, what was Sophie doing here when Annie had dropped her at Jessica’s house earlier? And what was Jake Sinclair doing here when he was supposed to be hundreds of miles away in Scotland?



  ‘I wrote to Mr Sinclair and asked if he was still taking me to the race,’ Sophie announced proudly.



  Annie gawped at her. ‘But how did you know where he –?’



  ‘I believe a certain Scottish lady had a hand in it.’ Jake’s diffident tone was replaced by one of anxiety as he gazed directly into her eyes. ‘Look, Annie, I know the way I left last time was … well, inexcusable. But I’d like to explain – if you’ll let me.’



  ‘What’s to explain,’ snapped Annie, anger overtaking all other emotions at breakneck speed. Following the Lance debacle, she’d had enough of men to last her a lifetime. ‘What happened was a stupid mistake.’



  ‘Not on my part, it wasn’t,’ countered Jake. ‘The only mistake I made was running off like I did. Please. Give me a chance to explain. Properly.’



  Annie blew out her breath in a huff and crossed her arms over her chest. ‘There’s no point.’



  ‘Oh but there is,’ he said, his firm tone causing Annie to snap up her head to him.



  She examined his face. He looked totally gorgeous and completely exhausted. The lines fanning the corners of his eyes seemed more pronounced, there was a shadow of stubble over his chin and, for the first time, she noticed flecks of grey in the hair at his temples. And then, of course, there were those eyes, those startling navy-blue eyes gazing into hers, overflowing with something she couldn’t quite identify, something that made every ounce of her resolve melt.



  Just when she’d thought she couldn’t feel any more confused, up popped Mrs Mackenzie.



  ‘Now, didn’t you do well, dear,’ she said, patting Annie’s arm. ‘And I can see it’s all a bit much for you to take in here, so why don’t you and Mr Sinclair enjoy the rest of the afternoon and go out for a nice dinner this evening? I’ve already arranged to take young Sophie here back to my house.’



  ‘But I thought you were going to –’



  ‘Changed my plans. Some things are more important.’ Her knowing wink caused Annie’s already flushed cheeks to turn scarlet.



  ‘We’re going to cut up all of Mrs Mackenzie’s clothes and make a patchwork quilt,’ Sophie informed her excitedly. ‘Can we cut up your green flowery blouse, Mrs M? I don’t really like that one.’



  Mrs Mackenzie shook her head in horror. ‘Heavens, no, child. That’s one of my best. You’ll have to leave me something to wear. Now, come along. We’ve a lot to sort out. And –’ she turned her attention back to Annie, ‘as these quilts are very time consuming, you just give me a call when you’d like me to bring her back. I’ve nothing on tomorrow so she’ll keep me out of mischief.’



  Annie watched in something of a daze as Mrs Mackenzie led Sophie away. She couldn’t believe all this plotting and planning had been going on and she’d been completely oblivious to it.



  ‘So,’ said Jake softly. ‘Will you let me explain?’



  Annie met his gaze



  ‘Please, Annie.’



  His voice was so full of pleading that Annie found herself muttering. ‘Oh, all right then.’



  He gave a weak smile, his relief almost palpable. ‘Should we go for a walk? Down by the river?’


  





  It took a while before they completely left behind the sprawling crowd from the race and reached a bench on the riverbank. They both sat down, Jake leaning forward and resting his forearms on his thighs. He turned to look at her, and gave another fleeting smile. ‘Thanks for giving me the chance to do this. I know I don’t deserve it. ‘



  ‘No,’ said Annie, her anger simmering again. ‘You don’t. You made me feel like a discarded old shoe. Exactly how Lance had made me feel all those years ago. I thought you were better than that but obviously I was wrong.’



  Jake dropped his head. ‘I’m really sorry, Annie. You deserve better.’



  ‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘I do.’



  ‘What happened with Lance?’



  Annie shrugged. ‘He turned up, bleating on about how much he’d changed, how much he wanted to get back together. But, to cut a long story short, he hadn’t changed at all. I sent him packing.’



  ‘And Sophie?’



  ‘She was glad to see the back of him too.’



  Jake nodded pensively. ‘Between the two of us, it’s probably been enough to put you off men for life.’



  ‘It has.’



  He turned to look at her again. ‘I don’t regret what happened, Annie. I don’t regretting kissing you. God knows, I’d wanted to kiss you for ages.’ He gave a shaky smile. Annie’s expression remained steely.



  He turned back around and dropped his head again. ‘But I shouldn’t have left like that. It was an immature knee-jerk reaction. The truth is … and I know it sounds totally pathetic … but I … I freaked. I realised I was … I realised I had feelings for you.’



  Annie’s heart began to pound. ‘What feelings?’



  He turned back to her. ‘I love you, Annie. And I’d never expected to love anyone again. I was terrified of loving again. Because the last time I loved someone, I hurt them … ’



  Annie furrowed her brow.



  ‘Nina died because of me. The car accident. … it was all my fault. She died because I put my own selfish needs before anything else. I knew she hated driving but I didn’t give that a second thought when ploughing on with my plans. It was like I effectively pushed her into the car. Forced her onto that road. The road where …’



  As the words tumbled from Jake’s mouth, the pain of his confession was written all over his handsome face. By the time he’d finished, tears streaked down Annie’s cheek. She swiped them away, then reached across and slipped her hand between his.


  





  Four hours later, standing in Annie’s kitchen in his boxers, cracking eggs into a mixing bowl, Jake couldn’t believe how happy he felt. He’d had no idea how Annie would react to his reappearance and his ‘confession’. He’d been terrified she would condemn him; banish him from her home with orders never to return. But she hadn’t. She’d been wonderful. And her common-sense approach had helped him put things into perspective. He couldn’t imagine ever being totally guilt-free but a significant weight had been lifted from his shoulders. He hoped it might ease still further with time, freeing up room for another emotion: his love for Annie.



  He’d known from the moment she’d reached for his hand that she felt the same. After clearing the air by the river, they’d walked for a while, hand-in-hand, before heading back to the cottage. There, they’d sat at the kitchen table sharing a bottle of wine. Before Annie had accidentally knocked over Jake’s glass. It had startled Pip. As if on springs, the dog had leaped from Jake’s lap onto the table, knocking over Annie’s glass, and sending a bowl of olives tumbling to the floor. Creased with laughter, they’d scrambled about under the table retrieving the olives. And then their hands had collided and the mood changed. Their lips followed suit, and then …



  Jake couldn’t resist a smile as he looked around the kitchen and spotted Annie’s bra dangling off the food mixer and her knickers on top of the bananas in the fruit bowl. At some stage in the proceedings, she’d suggested they might find her bed slightly more comfortable. Not that Jake had been bothered. He’d been perfectly happy on the floor devouring every inch of her heavenly body.



  He rummaged around in a kitchen drawer, pulled out a whisk and began whipping up the eggs. He was starving. Hot and steamy sex certainly gave you an appetite. And hot and steamy didn’t go anywhere near describing what he and Annie had just shared. Just thinking about it made him hard again. He didn’t know if he’d be able to stay away from her long enough to make the omelettes. Thank god the night was still young, because there was lots more he wanted to do to her. Lots, lots more. And it didn’t include telling her about the book stuff and the film deal. There’d been enough talking for one day. He would tell her all about that tomorrow. In the meantime, the omelettes could wait. Thinking about Annie naked in bed, he realised he couldn’t. He threw down the whisk and strode towards the stairs …


  





  From a wonderful deep sleep Annie Richards drifted back into consciousness to find a muscular brown arm draped across her stomach, and the man to whom it belonged fast asleep beside her. Relishing the moment, she turned her head slightly so she could study his face. And what a face. Long dark lashes, sculpted cheekbones, a smooth straight nose, dark stubble covering his uncompromising jaw, and then that delicious mouth. The mouth that had kissed, licked, nibbled and teased every willing part of her last night. She’d forgotten just how good sex could be. Not that she’d ever had sex like that before. She’d never doubted that a man like Jake would be anything other than dynamite in bed, but just how explosive, she couldn’t have begun to imagine. The memory of how many times he’d brought her to a shuddering orgasm caused her to blush and smile at precisely the moment Jake opened his eyes.



  ‘Good morning, Ms Richards. And what can I do for you today?’



  The huskiness of his voice and the languid way he looked at her, caused some serious sizzling in the pit of Annie’s stomach.



  ‘I was just wondering,’ she slid her foot up his shin, ‘what you would like for breakfast.’



  Jake’s eyes grew a shade darker and one corner of his mouth lifted. ‘Funny you should mention breakfast. I was about to show you exactly what I’d like.’



  Three hours later, her hair still damp from the shower, Annie skipped down the stairs and into the kitchen. Every part of her body ached but she felt absolutely wonderful. Jake had tumbled out of bed ten minutes earlier and driven into the village to pick up croissants for breakfast – even though it was almost midday.



  She swiped up the various pieces of clothing littering the kitchen, shoved them in the washing machine, then picked up the phone to call Mrs Mackenzie.



  ‘It’s no problem, dear. We’ve had a lovely time and the quilt is coming along marvellously,’ said Mrs M, in response to Annie’s apology for not calling sooner. ‘Now, what about you two? Did you have a nice dinner?’



  Despite being on the other end of the telephone, something in her tone made Annie blush.



  ‘We, er, did, thank you, Mrs Mackenzie,’ she replied, casting her mind back to the omelettes she and Jake had shared in bed at lord only knew what time.



  ‘Did you go anywhere nice?’



  Oh god. ‘We just … we just stayed local.’



  ‘Ah ha. I see. Well, that’s nice, dear. You deserve a treat.’



  Annie bit back a giggle. ‘Treat’ was certainly one word to describe what Jake had done to her last night.



  ‘And are you doing anything today, the two of you?’



  Possibly having sex in the garden, Annie almost said. Because, now she thought about it … ‘I’m, er, not sure. Jake should be ba- I mean Jake should be here in about ten minutes. I’ll see what he wants to do then.’ She had a fair idea of exactly what Jake would want to do and it might well involve sex in the garden.



  ‘That’s nice. You two enjoy your afternoon and I’ll bring Sophie back after tea.’



  ‘Thanks, Mrs Mackenzie. I really don’t know what I’d do without you.’



  ‘Och. There’s no need for any of that. I’m sure you’d cope just fine.’



  As Annie set the phone back on the stand, she couldn’t believe how lucky she was. She had a wonderful daughter, fabulous friends and now Jake, hopefully, would be part of her life too. She had no doubt that what they’d shared last night was much more than a one night stand, much more than mind-blowing sex. There had been a special connection between them, exactly as there had been that time in her shop. And it was a connection she couldn’t wait to nurture.



  She’d just flicked on the coffee machine when an orange face topped with a mane of overly-highlighted hair appeared around the door.



  ‘Only me,’ announced Lydia, sashaying into the kitchen. ‘Just wanted to let you know I’m back.’



  ‘Wow,’ gasped Annie, marvelling at how Lydia had managed to pour herself into the scrap of material masquerading as a tennis dress. ‘You most certainly are. How did it go with Dar–?’



  ‘And to introduce you to Eduardo.’ The smile on Lydia’s face would have given the national grid a run for its money.



  Annie’s gaze moved to the doorway where an extremely good-looking man loitered, wearing baggy white shorts and a T-shirt two sizes too small for him.



  ‘I got him in Spain,’ Lydia informed her, in the same way one might say they’d got a nice pair of castanets.



  ‘Right.’ Annie nodded, looking first at Lydia, then at Eduardo, then back at Lydia, noting that the Spaniard appeared at least ten years Lydia’s junior. ‘Well,’ she said at length, closing the gap between her and Eduardo and extending a hand to him. ‘Welcome to England, Eduardo.’



  ‘Gracias,’ he said, shaking her hand firmly. ‘I very glad be here.’



  ‘Right. Lovely.’



  ‘Eduardo’s a tennis coach and an ace with the racquet.’ Lydia winked at the young man, before pulling out a chair and perching on it. ‘So, what’s new here? Anything exciting happened while I’ve been away?’



  Apart from me having sex with Jake Sinclair under the kitchen table? Annie wanted to ask. ‘Nothing I can think of,’ she lied. ‘When did you get back?’



  ‘Last night. We had the most ghastly journey. Plane delayed and everything. Oh, and you’ll never guess who we saw on television while we were stuck in that hideous airport lounge.’ She raised two perfectly plucked eyebrows.



  Annie stared at her blankly. She didn’t have clue but she’d wager it would be some two-bit celebrity she hadn’t even heard of.



  ‘Jake.’



  Annie furrowed her brow. She couldn’t possibly mean her Jake. It must be another footballer or something. ‘Jake? Jake who?’



  Lydia rested her forearms on the table and leaned forward. The effect on her cleavage was staggering.



  ‘Jake Sinclair, of course. Only that’s not his real name. He’s actually called Jake O’Donnell and he used to be a fund manager, the most successful in Europe apparently. He had his own business and made squillions, then he sold it a few years ago and since then he’s written three books – all bestsellers, and just signed a huge film deal.’



  Annie gawped at her.



  Lydia leaned back in the chair and folded her arms over her chest. ‘Of course I’d always thought there was more to him than met the eye. Always had the feeling he was holding something back. The sneaky type, if you know what I mean. Anyway,’ she pushed back her chair and rose to her feet. ‘We must be getting along. We’re off to play tennis – or something.’ And with a lascivious giggle and a flick of the hair, she was gone, Eduardo trotting along behind her.



  No sooner had Annie sank down onto a chair, than Jake strode into the kitchen. The moment he set eyes on her, his smile slid from his face.



  ‘Annie, what’s wrong?’



  ‘You’re not Jake Sinclair.’



  His brows knitted in confusion. ‘What-? Oh, no. I’m not. I was going to tell you all about that later.’



  ‘When later?’



  ‘Later today. Now. While we’re having breakfast. Brunch. Whatever you want to call it.’



  ‘Why didn’t you tell me before?’



  ‘It didn’t seem important.’



  ‘But we spent the whole night together and I didn’t even know your name.’



  Jake sat down next to her and raked a hand through his hair. ‘Oh, Annie, does it really matter?’



  Tears burned the backs of Annie’s eyes. ‘Of course it matters. You lied to me.’



  He shook his head. ‘I didn’t. Well, okay, perhaps I did. A bit. But I couldn’t tell you everything at the time. If I’d told you about the books when you’d first asked me – that evening you drove me to hospital – a dozen other questions would have followed, none of which I was ready to answer.’



  ‘You lied about your career. You told me you worked in finance.’



  ‘I did work in finance.’



  ‘You were the most successful fund manager in Europe.’



  ‘So? What’s that got to do with anything?’



  ‘You didn’t tell me the truth.’



  He reached for her hand. Annie moved it away.



  ‘I was going to, Annie. Honestly. I thought about telling you last night, but … well … we were otherwise engaged.’



  ‘So you think getting me into bed was more important than telling me who you really are.’



  ‘No, of course not. I just thought you’d listened to me enough for one evening.’



  ‘So I have to listen to the rest of it from Lydia Pembleton?’



  Jake looked even more baffled. ‘Lydia? What’s she got to do with anything?’



  ‘She’s just been round to introduce her new boyfriend, and inform me that the man I spent the whole of last night with is not the man I thought he was.’



  ‘Oh, Annie, of course I’m the same man. Okay, perhaps I should have told you everything last night but … well … things got a bit out of control. But now you know and … is it really that big a deal?’



  Annie couldn’t look at him. Memories of the evening Lance had announced his departure for Japan came flooding back to her. Memories of how betrayed she’d felt, how hurt, angry and foolish.



  ‘I’d like you to leave,’ she said.



  Jake’s jaw dropped. ‘But surely there’s no need for that. Surely we can work this out. I admit I’m in the wrong and I should have–’



  ‘I’d like you to leave now.’



  Jake stared at her for several seconds. ‘All right.’ He stood up. ‘If that’s what you want.’



  ‘It is.’



  Two weeks on from ordering Jake out of the cottage, Annie’s emotions had been subjected to several cycles of the food processor. Sliced, diced, pickled and curried, they were no longer fit for analysis. Over the first few days she’d convinced herself she’d done the right thing: she should never have dropped her guard, never have allowed her defences to slip, never have considered lowering the drawbridge, permitting Jake access to the safe haven she’d so diligently constructed for her and Sophie. But, now … well, now she wasn’t quite so sure. If she’d done the right thing, why did it feel so spectacularly wrong? Like Jake had taken a part of her with him when he’d gone?



  Portia’s comments had added further confusion. Annie had attempted to keep the conversation light, but Portia had seen through her immediately. In the end, Annie had told her everything – well, not exactly everything, but enough to put her in the picture.



  ‘Oh, Annie,’ she’d sighed. ‘You’re being far too hard on him. I remember the guy from years ago and I can assure you he’s nothing like Lance. And he didn’t really lie to you. Not in the same way Lance did. It sounds to me like he’s sorting his head out, that’s all.’



  Jenny and Harriet were of the same opinion.



  ‘I knew it,’ Jenny exclaimed. ‘There was something in his eyes when he looked at you. He was dotty about you even before you’d had sex under the kitchen table. Why don’t you just give him a chance?’



  ‘Because he might let me down again. That’s what men do.’



  ‘Not all of them,’ Jenny insisted. ‘And certainly not Jake whatever-his-name-is-now.’



  And she was right. The more Annie thought about it – and she’d thought about it a great deal - Jake was nothing like Lance. He was honest and decent and had been through a really crap time. It had just taken her this long to realise it.



  The week following his exit, he’d tried to contact her. Annie hadn’t answered the phone. She’d shredded his unopened letter, deleted unread texts and scrubbed voicemails without playing them. And now he’d given up.



  She didn’t blame him. Jake deserved someone better than her. Someone more compassionate. It was so long since she’d had anyone other than Sophie in her life, she’d completely forgotten other people had cares and worries and needs too. Consequently, she’d blown it with Jake and now had to live with the consequences. Which she could do. She’d coped perfectly well without a man for the last five years and she could do the same for the next five, and the next. The problem was, she really didn’t want to.



  Now, though, was hardly the time for self-pity. This was the first day of their holiday and they were en route to Northumberland. For Sophie’s sake, she had to maintain a brave face. Easier said than done when everything seemed to be conspiring against her: the weather was abysmal – a federation of clouds overhead promising something not very pleasant later; the car had been making some strange spluttering sounds; Sophie had vomited all over the back seat and now, Annie discovered as she called into the agency office to collect the key, there was a problem with the heating system at the cottage.



  ‘But it should be fixed today,’ Janine, the bubbly office manager informed her. ‘Our engineer is on the case as we speak.’



  ‘Right. Great. Thanks.’ Annie attempted to sound positive, whilst debating if she should just turn the car around and head back home. But, given the spluttering noises, the smell of sick, the threatening weather, and the way the day was panning out, that probably wasn’t a good idea.



  She plastered a smile onto her face before returning to the car. ‘Well,’ she said, jumping into the driver’s seat. ‘Now I have the key, we can really start our holiday.’



  Two blank faces – one human, one canine – stared back at her.



  The cottage sat on the edge of a village, directly across the road from the beach and next door to the kipper shop. By the time Annie parked the car outside, Sophie had fallen asleep. Poor little mite, mused Annie. She’d never known her be car sick before. But none of them seemed to be themselves lately. Not since Jake- She stopped the thought dead. She wasn’t here to think about Jake. She was here for a well-deserved change of scene and to spend some quality time with her daughter. And they would have a good time if it killed her.



  Filled with resolve, she marched up the path to the front door. It was open. Annie popped her head inside and called out a tentative ‘Hello?’



  ‘Not be a minute, love,’ came back an Irish male voice from upstairs. ‘Just fixing the boiler.’



  Annie bit back a sigh. After the awful journey, she really just wanted to unpack and crash out, but now she’d have to wait. ‘No problem. I’ll just … wait down here,’ she called back.



  Pip, though, was evidently of another mind. Looking livelier than he had for several days, he bounded straight into the house and up the stairs.



  ‘Pip,’ called Annie. ‘Come down here at once.’



  Pip didn’t respond.



  Heaving another sigh, Annie trudged up the stairs after him.



  ‘Sorry,’ she muttered. ‘I’ll take him back down–’



  She broke off as she reached the landing and a tall male figure stepped out of the bathroom, Pip dancing around his feet.



  ‘Jake!’ she gasped. ‘But how … I mean … how … what are you doing here?’



  ‘Fixing the boiler.’



  His mouth stretched into such a devastating smile that Annie’s legs almost caved beneath her. Suddenly she forgot all about her crap day, all about the autumnal weather, all about her dodgy, smelly car. She was aware of nothing other than Jake standing a few feet away from her. ‘But how did you–?’



  ‘Put on such a fantastic Irish accent?’ His dark eyes twinkled. ‘My dad’s Irish.’



  Annie shook her head as all her other emotions were swept aside by a rush of happiness. ‘How did you–?’



  ‘Know how to fix the boiler? My dad’s a plumber. I used to help him out in the holidays.’



  Annie grinned, deciding she would very much like to meet Jake’s dad. ‘I was going to ask how you knew where we were. But … don’t tell me … Mrs Mackenzie.’



  ‘I’m afraid I cannot possibly divulge that information.’



  ‘Not even for a chocolate chip cookie?’



  ‘Are you trying to blackmail me, Ms Richards?’



  ‘Very possibly. Is it working?’



  ‘Very possibly,’ he said, taking her into his arms.
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  Chapter One



  This cannot be my life, Tabby Riley thought as she finished her latest article. Four hundred words on the dire consequences of plucking outside your brow line. She needed ice cream.



  Rhi was sitting in her usual spot in the middle of the living room floor and Tabby had to skip over the sea of papers and books surrounding her to get into the kitchen. She retrieved the Ben & Jerry’s and a spoon, then stood in the doorway, watching her housemate.



  ‘Do you think I’m a bad feminist?’ Tabby asked, recalling the last few articles on weight-loss, decoding male body language and how to dress like a pixie dream girl.



  ‘Yes.’ Rhi didn’t look up. ‘But I think you’re an excellent person. So could you hold out on whatever crisis you’re about to have until I finish this chapter? Please?’



  It was hard to refuse when Rhi said ‘please’. It happened so rarely.



  ‘Sure, it was nothing.’ Tabby picked at the chocolate chips, suddenly not so in the mood for ice cream. ‘I just get so bloody tired of myself sometimes.’



  ‘Well, luckily I never do. Be a love and put the kettle on? I’ll be done in ten minutes. Warn the biscuit tin!’



  And then Rhi was back in her zone, craned over, picking a pencil out of her blonde dreadlocked bun. She flicked down her blue-rimmed glasses and suddenly Tabby didn’t exist any more. Rhi’s ability to go from zero to studying in under ten seconds was something that had driven Tabby crazy when they were at university, but seeing as Rhi went to her job at the library and then came home to work on her Masters degree, while Tabby wrote articles in her pyjamas all day, it just seemed unfair to hold a grudge.



  Everyone else was going somewhere. And Tabby couldn’t remember the last time she’d had to wear real clothes.



  She clicked on the kettle, made herself a cup of tea, knowing it would be at least half an hour until Rhi would finish. She unlocked the back door and padded out into the poor little concrete excuse for a garden, hoping to see a little of the fading daylight.



  Last year she’d tried to plant herbs – one of her article-inspired kicks – then promptly forgot about them. Their sad, weedy little skeletons drooped over the ceramic pot. Two previously white deck chairs and a plastic table they’d found in a nearby skip sat there like survivors of war. Tabby once again considered how maybe if she got the outward look of her life together, then maybe the real stuff would come along with it. In fact, she was pretty sure she’d written an article on that. She roughly wiped down one of the chairs, and stuck the mug of tea on the table. It wobbled precariously. Next door, the teen boys who thought starting a band called Dyspraxic Elastic was a cool idea practised their guitar solos. Five months on and they weren’t any better.



  Tabby rolled herself a cigarette, cheerfully finding not only all the components in her dressing gown pockets, but a lighter in her pyjama bottoms. Score.



  ‘Hey.’ Rhi stepped outside, stretching in that feline way she had. ‘No tea for me?’



  ‘Thought you wouldn’t be done for ages.’ Tabby shrugged.



  ‘Give me a toke on that, then.’ She held out her hand. ‘Why are you smoking anyway?’



  Tabby tucked a dark curl behind her ear, then reached around and found an earring caught in the back of her hair. She threw it on the table and grimaced. ‘I feel like I’m falling apart.’



  Rhi sat on the doorstep and pulled her jumper around her. ‘We all do. What’s wrong exactly? The articles? I thought they were being well received?’



  ‘Yeah, but they’re…well, let’s be honest, they’re shit.’



  ‘Yeah, but it’s shit people want to read. Well-written shit, obviously,’ Rhi hurriedly added, reaching over to take a gulp of Tabby’s tea, then making a face when she realised there was no sugar in it.



  ‘Yeah.’ Tabby sighed, looking up at the few spindly treetops they could see from the real gardens around them.



  Tabby loved London, loved their shitty little house in Tufnell Park. Loved red buses and tube stations and all night kebab shops. She loved her home town in the way most people love their parents – for making you who you are. But sometimes she would give anything to see a bit of greenery, to be out on a farm or sitting by the sea. The constant greyness of London before the spring arrived could be a little hard to bear.



  ‘Tabs.’ Rhi was easily exasperated, but that was OK, because Tabby was sick of herself too. ‘There’s only so many times I can say this. If you don’t like what you do, don’t do it! Do something else, anything else. Go back to interning at newspapers, or retrain as a teacher or something. Just stop moaning about it.’



  At least Rhi was honest. Tabby couldn’t imagine herself saying that to anyone, even if it was true. She felt her shoulders slump as she visualised herself as a teacher, with the little shits throwing apples at her head. She tried as a copy editor, but couldn’t even imagine what she’d wear to work in an office. The only thing that made any sense was ranting and raving about useless things on websites, her blog and Twitter. Things like whether a Jaffa Cake was a cake or biscuit (clearly a cake, it was all in the name and the chocolate-to-base-thickness ratio) or how to trick your body into exercising without it realising.



  And her followers loved her, that was true. These young girls who respected her opinions on fashion and music, LOL’d her jokes and ‘Liked’ her updates. Retweeting with the words ‘SO TRUE’ before things she’d written. She was a truth-sayer, bringing snarkiness and sarcasm to the masses of girls who felt too smart to be loveable. That was something, right?



  ‘Come on, chick,’ Rhi tousled her hair and dragged her to her feet. ‘Let’s raid the chocolate stash and order a pizza for dinner.’



  ‘Is there wine?’ Tabby asked hopefully.



  ‘Who do you think you’re talking to? It’s right there in the house rules: the chocolate cupboard shall always be stocked, and there will always be wine in the fridge.’ Rhi grinned. ‘Order the pizza, will you, I just have ten more minutes of reading to do!’



  Tabby trudged back upstairs to get her laptop and caught sight of herself in the mirror. Not too bad. She’d trained herself to try and be positive every time she passed by. Not awful. She’d spent enough time writing self-confidence pieces as asides to the make-up guides to know that it was way too easy to feel shit about yourself, and she wasn’t going to propagate that. Nope. It was hard enough being a woman. There was the niggling feeling that by writing articles on how to get the best feline flick with liquid liner she was clearly buying into that though. She tried to dismiss it.



  She pulled at her skin, mostly clear, and ran a hand through her short brown curls. OK, so she could do with more sleep, that would stop the dark circles under her eyes, and sure, her lips we chapped, and maybe her face was a little rounder since she’d stopped running. She squared her shoulders and smiled at herself. Not too shabby. Her eyes were clearly her best feature, a greyish blue that seemed to change with the weather, or the right type of eyeliner. She was all right, really.



  So maybe all this article stuff wasn’t for nothing. She’d learnt some stuff. It was just that she felt like a fraud. If the girls who followed her knew that the woman doling out fashion advice and ranting about reality TV shows was actually a twenty-six-year-old journalist who didn’t venture out of the house most days, would they still think she spoke the truth?



  She logged on to her Twitter account and checked the stats for her blog ‘Miss Twisted Thinks’, the latest entry being what Rhi described as a scarily vicious rant about the housewives of various American states. Seeing the numbers creep up gave Tabby the warm and fuzzies though. When the closest you got to affection and intimacy was with cyber fans who had no idea who you were, maybe it was time to reconsider your life. Or just say, ‘To hell with it,’ and get a cat.



  A satisfying ping announced that she had a new email, an official-looking one at that. From the Specialist Blog Editor at The Type, the latest digital newspaper to emerge. Tabby scanned the email, then re-read it three times. Then walked downstairs to Rhi, clutching her laptop.



  ‘Did you order the pizza yet? No pineapple, please, I can’t bear it – ’ Rhi paused, looking up to see Tabby’s look of confusion. ‘What happened? Did you accidentally stumble onto Rule 34 again? I told you, the internet is full of freaks with Disney fetishes.’



  ‘I got offered a job.’



  ‘That’s great!’



  ‘A real writing job. At an online newspaper. Writing about real issues,’ Tabby said in monotone.



  ‘What’s the problem? This is amazing! I’m getting fizzy wine, and I won’t even buy the own brand stuff!’ Rhi went to get up.



  ‘Well, I didn’t apply for a job…this just…appeared.’ Tabby frowned. ‘And the interview is tomorrow.’



  Rhi twitched her lips. ‘Do you think it’s a scam?’



  Tabby shook her head. ‘The address checks out as the paper’s office, I looked up the Specialist Editor, this Harry Shulman guy, and he seems to be for real. They referenced a few of my articles…am I allowed to be happy about this? Or is it all some big joke?’



  Rhi rolled her eyes. ‘You know how I said you needed to cheer the fuck up or do something about it? Well, apparently fate was on my side and knew you were a lazy cow and decided to help me out. So be cheerful about this or so help me Goddess I will – ’



  ‘Happy, look, see face? Happy face. Go buy wine.’ Tabby grinned.



  ‘There you go.’ Rhi hugged her fiercely and Tabby felt herself welling up with tears. ‘I’m really proud of you and pleased for you. You’ll see, things are finally starting!’



  Tabby took a deep breath. ‘Well, let’s not get carried away. It’s a great opportunity; let’s see what happens. I’ll order that pizza now.’ She froze in the doorway. ‘Oh shit!’



  ‘What, what now?’ Rhi turned back.



  ‘Need to do washing! And what do you even wear to an interview? I haven’t been to an interview in three years! And I should have got a haircut and do I have any shoes, or any cash for my Oyster card, what’ll the traffic be like at that time? I haven’t printed any portfolio pieces! I – ’



  ‘TABITHA RILEY!’ Rhi yelled, forcefully pushing Tabby into a chair. ‘Chill the fuck out. I am going to get wine, you are going to order pizza, and we will sort this out.’



  ‘Yes, yes we will.’ Tabby pretended to sound in control so that Rhi would stop shouting at her. And continued making lists in her head.
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Learn the merengue
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Go to a movie alone
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