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      There was a massive hole in the middle of the ceiling. No doubt due to be followed by an equivalent one in my bank balance. I hadn't noticed this when I'd stared through the window of the house that was now mine. Having watched far too many episodes of Homes Under the Hammer than should be deemed healthy for a woman of twenty-two, I should have listened to my gut, to my common sense that said do not buy a property without the proper checks.

      Unfortunately, at the auction, my heart had won out over my head. You see, it was my nan's old house. A house I'd spent many a happy hour in as a child and teenager. A place where I'd felt safe and protected, and in my hectic, chaotic childhood that was a rare thing. My nan had passed on a few years ago, but my memories were as fresh as ever as I stood in the living room and stared up straight into what I presumed was my main bedroom.

      Driving to my new house this morning, I'd noticed that the corner shop where I'd got my pick ‘n’ mix as a kid was now a mini supermarket and twice the size of the original store. Instead of the fruit and veg shop next door but one, it now had a shop that repaired computers. It was a reminder that things were very different now to those past times, and that I should be looking to the future not chasing ghosts.

      Once I’d pulled up in front of the house this morning, I’d been out of my car in seconds, where I’d stared up at the two-bedroomed semi. My first impressions had been favourable. It had looked in need of a lick of paint on the outside which was easily rectifiable. The front garden was overgrown, which I'd expected, but hopefully another quick fix. I’d walked around the back of the house and unlatched the gate into the rear garden. Again, it was overgrown, the grass so long and tough that I couldn't reach the back window to investigate there. I couldn't make out whether the patch of mint my nan had grown remained or whether there was still a gate at the bottom left-hand-side of the back-to-back garden that used to belong to the Waite family.

      I wondered if they were still there? If they were and they were still in the house renovation business, then I figured I needed their help. Though Nana Marj would turn in her grave, having decided they weren’t suitable types for me to mix with all those years ago.

      I carefully walked upstairs to survey the rest of my new purchase. The stairs seemed structurally okay, although the carpet was dirty. The bathroom was in need of a new suite as soon as possible. My bedroom indeed had the large mysterious hole in the middle of the floor, so I didn't enter that room. The smaller bedroom on the back looked out over the garden jungle. Paper was peeling off the walls and half of the room's walls were damp to the touch, thus ruling out the possibility of my using this room temporarily. It looked like I was making camp in the living room, albeit well away from the ceiling hole. My savings had been used to buy this house and to hopefully leave enough in the bank for redecoration. I couldn't afford to waste any of it on renting or hotel fees. Now though as I continued my tour, it seemed that every last penny I had was going to end up on making the house safe, never mind treating myself to some designer bedding.

      From the back window of the living room, I could see a small amount of the garden that used to belong to the Waite family. It'd been eight years since I'd last been here. I wondered if any of them were still around or whether they'd all moved on? The Waite family had lived in the largest house on the estate with six bedrooms. When I'd been younger it'd been like a castle. I still couldn't tell whether the gate was there in the corner. The one my nan had fixed a padlock to. Only once, I'd been allowed into the Waite’s garden to play with Juliet Waite. We'd have been about seven. We'd had a great time and she'd told me how boring it was being the youngest of six and having five older brothers who got on her nerves. Then the gate was relocked and never opened again. I remembered she'd had one of those plastic playhouses. I was super envious and heartbroken that the gate remained permanently closed. I had no idea what had happened between the Dawson’s and the Waite’s, just that I was to never talk to them again if I saw them, which to be honest, I rarely did, because from then on I was largely encouraged to stay in the house.

      My stomach rumbled which reminded me that I'd not checked out the kitchen yet. There was no separate dining room in the property, though there was room in the living room near the back window; but my nan had always had a table in the kitchen and that's what I intended to do. Walking into the kitchen revealed units with cupboard doors that were misaligned, and worse of all, they were brown with tobacco stains. I dry-heaved at the stuffy smell. There was an old carpet down: a migraine-inducing floral pattern in browns, greens, and oranges. It was threadbare and covered with burn marks in one corner where a square revealed a newer looking piece of carpet. A chair had once been here, its owner careless with fag ends. Nostalgia hit as I looked at the door at the left-hand side of the kitchen which led to a downstairs toilet; it had been a source of fright in my childhood. Positioned next to the outer main side door, the toilet had always been freezing cold with an old latch that had a tendency to get stuck. I'd once been in there for what seemed like hours to a little girl but was more than likely a few minutes at most, convinced the ghosts of the house were going to get me. I wasn't let out of my nan's protective sight for long, so I’m sure it was no time at all, but I’d been scared half to death and never locked the door again after that. My eyes widened as I realised it was still there, almost exactly how I remembered it. Still with its green painted wooden door, still an extra coat colder than the rest of the non-heated house. There was no central heating fitted, so it was a good job I'd brought a small heater with me this morning, just in case it turned cold, although the day was proving warm so far. I don’t know who’d had this house after my nan, but they’d done nothing much to it other than let it rot. Evidence of gouged out plaster on the walls revealed a rewire of the electrics had taken place, so I hoped that was one less thing needing doing. I’d still have it all checked by an electrician. However, I decided to risk plugging in the kettle I'd brought to make myself a cup of tea. I had a bed and a fridge freezer due to be delivered between eight and ten pm, so I'd brought a carrier bag containing the kettle, one mug, a pint of milk, three teabags and a packet of milk chocolate digestives with me. Once the fridge freezer was in situ I’d be able to shop. Everything else I owned—which wasn't much following my divorce—was in the back of my Ford Focus, a car that matched my house in terms of the state of it.

      The July day was a hot one, and the digestives had bit the dust fast, melting into a sludge of chocolate on the plastic wrapper, so I grabbed my handbag and locking the door behind me I started for the corner shop. I figured I may as well buy lunch and treat myself to some non-melting goodies to cheer myself up. The mini-supermarket was located on a crescent around six minutes’ walk away. As I got further from the house, I laughed at my locking the front door. It already looked like it had been burgled, why had I even bothered?

      I paused as I passed the end of Stather Road, the street the Waites’ house was on. I lifted onto my tiptoes to try to see if the house was still as I remembered but it was too far up the road and out of sight on the tree-lined street. Sighing, I continued to the shop. As I approached, it confirmed what I’d seen on my brief drive past. What used to be Mrs Smith's sweet shop was now a Robins’ branch, a generic shop that most neighbourhoods had. The shop next door, that used to sell toys, had been demolished so that Robins’ took over two spaces. More inner pangs hit my stomach on entering as I saw there wasn't a single memory remaining from the past. Or maybe it was hunger? I bought myself a bland packaged sandwich, recalling that there had been a bakery on the crescent at one point selling not only baked goods but meats. Their roast pork sandwiches had been legendary. To try to improve the taste of my lunch I added a packet of cheese and onion crisps to my basket and a bottle of Coke.

      “You'd be better off with an apple and a bottle of water,” a male voice advised from behind me.

      I turned to discover a man snooping at the contents of my basket. I scowled at him.

      “I'd be better with a double cheeseburger, and a vodka in the coke.” I huffed and turned away. Cheeky fucker. How dare he pass comment on my shopping? I’d spent my short marriage being judged for every decision I made; I didn’t need it from strangers.

      He put a hand on my arm, making me step back. For fuck’s sake. Couldn’t I buy a sandwich in peace?

      “Sorry. I know I should mind my own business, but I'm a newly qualified fitness instructor and can't seem to help myself. That’s my excuse anyway and I’m sticking with it.”

      I looked him over. Tall, dark hair, clean shaven. Too skinny for me, though his physique was toned. I liked more meat on my men. He had the most amazing brown eyes though, like dark chocolate. I realised I'd so obviously just given him the once over and felt my face heat.

      He held out his hand and I shook it, my inbuilt politeness not allowing me to ignore him and head to the checkout.

      “Can we start over?”

      I nodded.

      “Excuse me for striking up a conversation with you, but as I said I'm a newly qualified fitness instructor. I'm randomly starting conversations with people and handing out my cards in case they or any of their friends feel like getting fit.” He reached into his pocket and handed me a card.

      I stared at it as I heard him say the words.

      “This is me. Silas Waite.”

      My eyes snapped to his, and for a moment my mouth parted in surprise. “Do you live around here then?” I asked him, trying to sound casual while my heart began skipping a beat.

      “Yes. Big house just around from here on Stather Road.”

      I gulped. Fucking hell. Was it just him or were they all still there?

      “I'm Violet Blake.” I introduced myself. “I just moved onto Redwood Road, number forty-two.”

      “Never.” Silas smiled. “That house is just over the garden from ours.”

      “So, do you live there with your wife?” I pushed. A knowing smirk quirked his lips.

      I sighed and rubbed at my forehead. “God, I'm sorry. That sounded like a huge pick-up line.” I met his gaze directly. “Listen. You're good looking, but I don't have any romantic interest in you. I wasn’t flirting, just making conversation, and once again I engaged my mouth before I engaged my brain. It’s quite usual for me.”

      Silas made a dramatic falling action, pretending to hold himself up against the shelf of tinned goods. “Way to make a guy feel good, and a sexy fitness instructor at that.”

      I quirked a brow. “I'm sure you'll live.” Something told me this man was a total player. My fascination with the Waites had bordered on obsessive since my nan would never discuss any of them and I’d built up a picture of them in my mind, so seeing a real-life one had me a little overwhelmed.

      “I will.” He grinned. “So, no, I don't live with my wife. I don't want a wife. Why stick with just one woman when you can have a whole harem, or in my case a whole class, dressed in tight lycra and cropped tops?”

      I rolled my eyes and he grinned before his expression turned more serious.

      “It's my dad's place and I live there with four brothers and a sister. Yes, we should have moved out by now bearing in mind we range in age from twenty-two to twenty-nine. I'm the oldest by the way. Don't look it, do I?” He waggled his brows and then gave up when he realised I really wasn’t lusting after him in any way, and wasn’t about to give him a compliment. I was too busy wanting him to tell me more about his family. “Anyhow, our dad's desperate for us to all get lost but we like being around each other and have or do work for the family business, so sometimes it’s just a lot easier that we all live together.”

      “Are you still in the renovation trade?” I asked.

      Now it was Silas' turn to look surprised. “Yeah. Well, I'm juggling that now alongside my fitness stuff, but my brothers and sister are involved. Except Ezra. He's in New York being a star. He'd be scared to break a nail.”

      The penny dropped. “Ezra Waite? The actor Ezra Waite is your brother?” Oh my lord. He was a fabulous actor, able to mould himself to any role. I’d no idea he was from Willowfield, never mind one of the Waite brothers.

      “Oh God, please don't tell me you’re another of his groupies and have come around here to see where he used to live?”

      I stuck a hand on my hip. “No, I'm not. I told you I just moved onto the estate. My nan lived around here all her life. I’m returning to my roots.”

      “Your nan?”

      “Marj Dawson.”

      His jaw dropped for a moment and his eyes widened. “Fuck. Are you Marj Dawson's granddaughter? The one we called Rapunzel because we'd catch the occasional glimpse of your long golden hair, but you were locked in the tower, albeit Marj's house and garden. Not allowed to associate with us oiks.” A look of solving a puzzle swept his features and he smiled.

      “The very one. Violet.”

      “Bloody hell. I can't wait to get home. Our Milo's going to have a shit fit.”

      “Um, why?” I only vaguely remembered Milo Waite and certainly didn’t remember doing anything that would make him have a violent reaction.

      “Oh, he used to moon about trying to catch a glimpse of the mystery girl.”

      “Really?” I laughed.

      “Yep. Can't wait to embarrass him.”

      I decide that seeing as I’m stuck on a trip down memory lane, I may as well use this meeting to my advantage. “Listen. I bought my nan's house at auction, and I didn’t get it checked out first.”

      I watched as Silas shook his head.

      “I know. I should have done, but I just wanted it, whatever it took. Anyway, I don't know who owned it since my nan had it, but it’s a mess. I can't live in it that well as it stands. Could someone from your company come and give me a quote and an idea of what needs doing?”

      He nodded his head. “Ah yeah. Bit shady, the people who were in that house.”

      “Oh dear.” I wondered what else they’d done to my new property.

      “Well, their loss is our gain as a Dawson returns to the fold.” Another grin.

      “That wasn't ever my name.”

      “Maybe so, but that feisty bloodline’s running through those veins, I can sense it. I tell you what. You head back to yours and eat your disgusting lunch.” He nodded his head towards my basket.

      I placed a hand on my hip. “Keep your eyes out of my basket or I will add the vodka.”

      He smirked. “I'll be round in an hour or so and I'll bring our best builder.”

      “Really? That would be fab.”

      “Not a problem. Can't wait to see what Milo makes of you now.”

      “Milo.” I repeated. “He's your best builder?”

      “Absolutely. Though I think getting him to concentrate on the house might prove difficult. Catch you later.”

      With a wink, he headed off to pay for his bottle of water and a bag of apples, while I pretended to be fixated with the baked beans. The Waites were still there and another one of them was coming round to my house. Maybe they weren't going to remain a mystery to me after all.
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      “What the fuck are you grinning at?” I turned to face my eldest brother. “You been eating pussy again for lunch instead of fruit?”

      “Nope. Though there's no need for you to be so jealous, just cos you're having a dry spell.”

      “Piss off.” I smashed my hammer through the wall I was dismantling. Debris flew at my body. It was a warm day and despite being in shorts and shirtless, sweat still clung to me like a second skin. Dirt gave me an extra layer. I couldn't wait to get a shower, but that wouldn't be happening until this wall was down.

      “I've got a job for you to price up.”

      “I'm busy.”

      “You're not too busy for this. I promise you, Miley, you're going to fucking thank me for this one.”

      I wiped my brow and threw down the hammer. “Will you stop trying to fix me up?”

      “Hey. That's not what's happening here.”

      “Is it a female?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I'm not coming.”

      “It’s the answer to a lifelong question. Think of it as a magical mystery tour.” Silas waggled his brows.

      “Have you had too much Lucozade Sport?”

      “You're coming to price up this job and that's the end of it. By the sounds of it the house almost needs rebuilding and the owner is a poor young woman who bought at auction and wasn't expecting the mess.”

      “Dear God, a dimwit who bought at auction without the proper checks? Aren't the bimbos your department, mate?”

      “Get cleaned up. We need to go now.”

      “Fuck that.” I grabbed my towel and dried myself off a bit. Then I rubbed my forehead with it.

      I caught Silas staring at me. “I'm not sure it’s a good idea you go like that.”

      “They can take me as they find me. I'm hot and a workman.”

      “Don't say I didn't warn you. You're going to want to look hot all right but not the sweaty kind.”

      “Let's go.” I slapped my brother on the back. He might be older, but at six feet, he was two inches shorter than I was.

      I grabbed the keys to my work van, and we were on our way.

      Silas began directing me back to where we lived. “Are we going home, bro? Is there a family meeting and you don't want me to know? Is Jules all right?”

      “Jules is out plastering and having the time of her life. Go past our road here and down to the bottom onto Redwood. Yep, drive up here, I'll tell you when to stop.”

      “This road's a twat to park on, mate. Can't you give me the number?”

      Silence.

      “Here. Pull up.”

      “Jesus, man.”

      I manoeuvred past a crappy Ford Focus and parked just ahead of it. Then I jumped out of the car, which despite air conditioning had been like sitting in a microwave on full power. I used the shirt I brought to wipe more sweat and dirt off myself and reached into the back for a can of deodorant, giving myself a hefty dose. A dusty workman, a customer could deal with; it showed we weren't afraid to graft. A sweaty, pongy workman? There wasn’t a customer in their right mind going to give them a job.

      “What number?” I asked again.

      “Forty-two.”

      I stared at him, waiting to see if he explained why we were here. At forty-two Redwood Road, AKA Rapunzel's Tower.

      “Come on, mate. The woman’s waiting for us to give her a quote. Apparently, there's a large hole in the ceiling.”

      I walked up the front steps. I used to dream of charging around here, giving Mrs Dawson a mouthful and demanding she let her granddaughter come play with Jules. Course really I just wanted a closer look at that long, golden hair. My father would never let me go round though. Just shut down and said it wasn't my place.

      I knocked loudly on the door. There was movement behind the frosted glass and then the door opened.

      A princess smiled at me, and just like that I realised why Silas had brought me here. Because it was Rapunzel herself. And I could tell you now, as I felt my cock harden and my shoulders stiffen, I was the fucking prince come to claim her as my own. She just didn't know it yet.

      “Violet. This imbecile on your doorstep is Milo. He'll regain the ability to communicate in a moment I'm sure. We've come to look over the place, to see if it’s as bad as you say.” Silas explained.

      I had indeed lost the ability to talk. I was staring. Looking her over. Her hair was now lightened to a paler blonde and in a bob, but she was still stunning. Her grey eyes were intense, and her lips, a soft, kissable pink. Fuck, Milo, it’s rude to stare. Stop it. I stuck my hand in my pocket and pinched my right bollock hard. Tears sprang to my eyes but at least I was back on the planet.

      Violet gave me a strange look.

      “Call me Vi, please. Come in. I hope I'm wrong.”

      But she wasn't. I made notes as we were escorted from room to room. I tried not to record my thoughts of her beautiful arse encased in navy-blue trousers or her medium-sized tits. The lace of her bra showed through her white t-shirt. My testicles were going to need hospital treatment if I had to pinch them again.

      Finally we stood in the kitchen while I reviewed my notes. “There's no quick fix here, Vi.”

      Her grey eyes met mine and she chewed on her bottom lip. “I thought you might say that. Tell me what needs doing.”

      I consulted my notepad. “The floors down here are sound so that's a positive. It looks like the last owners had a rewire done before they gave up on the place. We'll get Cal over later to check it's been done properly. He should be back about seven.”

      “Cal? That’s another brother, right?”

      I was used to explaining our family, so I gave Vi the rundown. “If you number us from one to six, one being the eldest, then we have Silas, who you've already met.” Silas nodded at her. “Twenty-nine. Total womaniser. Did work for the firm as a painter and decorator, still does occasionally, but decided he'd retrain as a fitness instructor. Reckons he's found something he loves, but we all think it’s the access to women in hardly any clothing.”

      Vi giggled. Christ they could bottle that up and inject depressives with it. I began to imagine bunnies and other shit frolicking in the grass. What was happening to me?

      “Number two is Ezra. He's twenty-eight.”

      “I've heard of Ezra.”

      My jaw clenched. I tried to relax it. Was she looking a bit dreamy there? She’d better not fancy any of my brothers.

      “Yeah, Ezra's the black sheep. Likes to keep his hands smooth. We don't hear from him much. He was a weirdo, going to drama school and shit. Gets a TV advert for mushy peas, next thing he's in a soap opera. Speed up a year and he's in Hollywood making movies. He's currently living in New York and has a starring role in a long-running play. No idea if he's got a girl, or a guy.”

      “Well I don't read celebrity magazines, so I can't help you out there with any gossip on your brother. I used to watch Westside and I've seen a couple of his films. I thought he was American. He plays them.”

      “Yeah, he’s not keen on discussing where he comes from. After that, number three is Finn. Finn's a plumber, so judging by the state of this place I reckon you'll be meeting him later too. He's twenty-six. He's single because a woman messed with his head and married someone else. He can't let it go. Avoid the name Sylvie anywhere near him.”

      “Noted. Can't imagine why I'd bring that name up, but as I said noted.”

      Her lips turned up at the side in a smirk. I tried not to imagine that mouth around my dick.

      “Then there's me. I'm number four. Twenty-five and as you know a builder. Damn good one if I say so myself. I make plenty of money and I'm single.”

      Vi blushed.

      Silas interrupted my flow. “Yeah, thanks for your vital statistics. Surprised you haven't given Vi your inside leg measurements.”

      Give me time.

      “If Milo pisses you off at all, just call him Miley. He hates it. We sing Wrecking Ball when he knocks walls down. For some reason he doesn't find it amusing.”

      I chin tilted my brother. “Watch it, Si.”

      “Do continue with the family history, bro. Shall I fetch a cake because I feel like I'm going to be celebrating my birthday soon. Woman wanted a quote, not the history of The Waites.”

      “Oh honestly, I don't mind,” said Vi. “You were always a mystery to me. It’s great getting to know you all after all this time.”

      “See?” I refrained from pulling my tongue out at Silas. Just.

      “So in fifth place we have Cal. Beautiful soul, but don’t talk to him about romance at all. It’s a long story but he ended up jilting his fiancé two years ago.”

      “Oh,” Vi's eyes widened.

      Silas cleared his throat. “That's Cal's story to tell, Miley. Move along.”

      I huffed. “He's twenty-four and an electrician.”

      “And then there’s your sister, right?”

      “Yep. Juliet, who we call Jules. She's twenty-two.”

      “She's the same age as me. We played once in your garden.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Me and my brothers were on a camping trip when she came around. I went ballistic when I got home and found she'd been there in my own garden.

      “I'm looking forward to meeting her again.”

      “You'll have to pop around to ours for a cuppa some time. Juliet's a plasterer. Dad told her she could work in the office when she was growing up. That's what she thought of that idea. Always been a bit rebellious our Jules.”

      Silas snorted. “Understatement of the year.”

      “I guess it’s difficult being the only girl and the youngest at that.”

      “That's the excuse she brings out for everything.”

      “So are your parents still at home?” She asked.

      I couldn't help it. My face clouded over a little.

      Vi's hand flew to her mouth. “Oh, I'm sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. Forget I asked.”

      “It's okay,” I told her. “Dad's still there. He's the head honcho of us all, at home and work. Our mother walked out fifteen years ago and never contacted us again.”

      Vi placed a hand on my arm. My naked arm.

      “I'm so very sorry.”

      “Not your fault is it? She got another bloke. No idea who. Dad told us she'd been shagging around and when he confronted her, she took off, without a second glance back at us. Hit Jules the worst, she was only seven.”

      Vi nodded. “Gosh, it was around that age that we had our playdate. I met your mum. She seemed lovely.”

      “She was. Until one day she wasn't there.” I shrugged. “Anyway, that's the potted history of our family.”

      “Potted history?” gasped Silas. “I could have dug a massive hole in the garden and buried a body in that time.”

      “Jog on. Don't you have someplace else to be?”

      Silas looked at his watch. “Christ, I've a client in thirty minutes. Lovely to meet you today, Vi. No doubt I'll be seeing you around as you live over the garden.”

      “Sure will.” She shook his hand. “Thanks for looking around the house.”

      “No problem. Oh, hang on, I nearly forgot,” he said, rummaging around in his jogging bottoms.

      I looked at him aghast. Why was he adjusting his junk in front of Vi?

      He brought out a small miniature vodka. “Here. With what we've seen, I figure this needs to go with your Coke.”

      That earned him a shit-eating grin. “Thanks, Silas.”

      Thanks, Silas. I sing-songed in my head in a sarcastic girly voice. It was all you heard from his simpering subjects.

      “So will you be all right to stay with Vi and take her through the list of what needs doing and where to focus first?” The subtext for me to stop staring at her tits was crystal clear.

      “Yeah. I think I can manage.” I headed him off towards the door. The quicker I had Vi to myself the better.

      Door firmly closed behind him, I turned to her. “Right room by room, let’s see if we can agree on what your priorities are.”

      “Okay,” she said. She didn't move her eyes away from my face or make any move towards a different room. Was she staring at me? Or, I thought panicking, was I staring at her? Who was staring? It’d been longer than people should look at each other without speaking now. Help.

      “Erm,” I offered, while I scratched my chin.

      “Sorry.”

      “What for?”

      “Staring. It's just you lot were always this big mystery I built up in my mind and now I've met two of you today. It's just a bit weird to me.”

      I let my arms hang loose by my side. “I totally get it. We all thought it was weird that you weren't allowed out on the street to play or anything. We called you Rapunzel.”

      She snorted, “Silas mentioned that.”

      “All we ever got to see was your long hair, and you were kind of trapped.”

      “In a semi-detached tower.”

      I scratched my chin again. “Bit lame I know, but we were kids.”

      She shrugged her shoulders. “I like it. Far more glamorous than a girl visiting her nan. Better than you calling me Red Riding Hood.”

      “Nah, there was no big bad wolf.”

      “Not here anyway.” She said. I was about to quiz her further when she interrupted. “Shall we?” She indicated towards the kitchen, so I nodded and followed through.

      “Right. So like I said, later I'll get Cal over and he can check the electrics. If they're good to go, then it's not too bad in here.”

      “Not too bad? Have you seen the state of these kitchen cupboards?”

      “That’ll come off with hard work and sugar soap.”

      “Yeah right.”

      “I'm serious. Okay, have you got a pen and paper? You've some shopping to do. First thing on your list needs to be a few bottles of sugar soap and a large bucket for hot soapy water.”

      Vi rooted in her handbag, brought out a pen and notepad and started writing.

      “Okay, so this carpet. For now, to save money I'd hire a carpet cleaner and do the best you can with it.”

      Vi turned up her nose. “But it’s disgusting. It has burns on it.”

      “If you've got money left after the basics, then be my guest, buy some flooring and have a bonfire with this shit. Right now though it’s a floor cover and if you can clean it up, it'll do you. You can clean the stair carpet at the same time. Best to wait until all the works done though before you hire one as we’ll be traipsing in and out.”

      I walked over to the kitchen window and looked out. It was a fucking jungle. What a mess.

      I turned back to her. “Where's your furniture if you don't mind me asking?”

      “I've got a bed and fridge freezer coming shortly and a cooker and washing machine due tomorrow. Everything else I'll organise now I'm here.”

      She watched as I glanced out of the window. “A lawnmower is not a priority.”

      I thought of the gorgeous summer we were having and had an idea.

      “Sure. Totally get you.”

      At the bottom of the staircase I pointed to the living room. “That fire needs checking to make sure the flue is clear. Don't put that fire on until it’s done. Finn will check that; he's registered to do so.”

      “So I can't plug in a heater or put the fire on? Good job we’re having a heatwave.”

      “Better safe than sorry. Don't want to have to come rescue Rapunzel from a blaze.”

      Her cheeks flamed.

      I swallowed.

      “Lead me upstairs then, Vi.” I winked.

      She punched me in the arm, “Stop that.”

      “Stop what?”

      “Winding me up. I don't know you well enough for you to start teasing me.”

      “Not true. You've known me for years. Just not actually met me. Reckon I've years of teasing to fit in.”

      She shook her head and moved upstairs. I stayed behind her at the right distance for me to perve over her fit arse all the way up to the top. She led me to the main bedroom. I’d had dreams about this over the years, with my imaginary grown-up Rapunzel. The real-life Rapunzel had exceeded my imagination. However, our trip to her bedroom had not. The hole I’d imagined filling had not been in the floor.

      “Priority, we get this floor patched up. Check joists and everything.” I looked around the hole again. “How the fuck they managed this, I don't know, but I'll sort it. I'll be round tomorrow to get started.”

      “Don't you have other jobs booked in?”

      “I'll change them. Rapunzel takes priority.”

      “You don't have to do that. I don't need special treatment.” She planted her hands on her hips. She didn't realise but she was kind of sticking her tits out.

      “Fine.” I looked away. “First week in September all right for you then? That's my next vacancy.”

      “S- September?” Vi looked around at her new home.

      “Or… you can accept the Milo special.”

      She sighed, “and what's that?”

      “You stay around and be my Girl Friday. Mash me tea, pass me nails. Shit like that.”

      “And if I do that you'll start tomorrow?”

      “Yup.”

      “Deal,” she agreed, and she shook my now outstretched hand.

      She shook my fucking hand.

      The minute her tiny, warm, smooth palm met my coarse, rough one, I swear to God ten thousand volts of electricity shot down my spine.

      I stared at her as her eyes locked on mine. I knew I must be looking at her as if I wanted to nail her right at that very moment, but I noticed her own reaction. She looked afraid. I loosened my grasp of her hand and backed away.

      “The windows will do for the next couple of years but you're probably looking at a new set in maybe three years’ time. That'll be a few thousand so bear that in mind when you're working out your sums.”

      “Christ. I'd better hope I find a new job soon then.”

      “You're not working?”

      “No. New house. New start. I'll figure something out.”

      She moved past me and into the spare room. I followed.

      “We need Finn again here. There's a leak happening somewhere. Could be coming from the roof. I'll take a look at the roof from the road in a minute and see what state it's in. If the roof needs work, we’ll need scaffolding. Don't know what size job we're looking at until Finn's been.” I trod on a floorboard and it broke under my foot. “Don't come in here on your own again. Floorboards are rotted. Joists under ‘em could be too.”

      We moved back onto the landing at the top of the stairs.

      “I wonder why there's only carpet in the kitchen and on the stairs,” Vi stared at the carpet below her feet.

      “My guess would be that the owners took anything of value out of the house before the auction and left the shit behind. Think yourself lucky they've left the plug sockets, and bulbs in the lights. I've seen people strip a house before now. Took the pipes out and sold them for scrap.”

      “Yeah. I suppose it could be worse.” Vi said, though she didn't look convinced.

      We headed to the last room. “So, you still want this suite ripping out and a cheap white one putting in?”

      “Yes please. Lemon bathrooms are not for me and this is beyond disgusting.”

      I stared in the bath which looked like Edward Scissorhands had tried to get out of it. “What the fuck were they doing in here, you reckon?” I asked her.

      “No idea, though unfortunately I know exactly what they were doing in the toilet. My first job when I arrived this morning was cleaning that up.”

      I scrunched up my nose. “Jesus. Right, well I'm going to pull a quote together for you for my bits. I'll be back later with Finn and Cal and we'll take it from there. Oh and given the keys you have are the ones from the previous owners, I’ll grab you a new set front and back.”

      Vi shook her head. “You don’t have to do that. It’s too much.”

      “Safety is not too much.”

      “Well, thanks so much for everything. It makes me feel better knowing it’s all going to be repaired.”

      “What time are you leaving tonight, so I can make sure I have the lads around before you go?”

      “I'm not leaving. I've got my bed coming remember? Said I was glad it was warm?”

      I shook my head at her slowly. “You can't stay here. We don't know it’s safe. Where are you planning on putting the bed?”

      “In the living room.”

      “Vi, the ceiling could fall on your head.”

      “It’ll be fine. You were able to walk on it.”

      “The place is a state. You shouldn't stay here.”

      “There’s no option. I can't afford a hotel and there’s nowhere else.” Frustration laced through her tone.

      “Come and stay at ours.” I blurted out.

      “What?” She took a step back.

      Her expression revealed she thought I'd totally lost it, but I'd never been so sure of anything in my life.

      “Seriously. Come stay at ours. It’s only across there so you can get back to work on the house easily. You can have my room and I'll sleep on the sofa.”

      “Milo, you don't know me. I could be a serial killer.”

      I closed the distance between us, backing her up against the wall and I sniffed her neck as if she were my dinner. “And I could be a cannibal. I'll take my chances.”

      She pushed me away. “Have you heard of personal space?”

      Her breathing was heavy. Probably with fright.

      “Erm, sorry about that. I got a bit carried away. I tend to act before thinking.”

      She wiped the back of her neck with her hand. “Yes, well, like I said, I'll be okay here.”

      Way to go Milo, you scared her to death.

      “Just so you know, I'm not a cannibal. More a dickhead.”

      “I'm not a serial killer either. If I had been, I'd have just stabbed you for that move and buried your body out in that undergrowth.”

      “Point taken. I'll try to think before I act from now on. Instead of impersonating Hannibal Lecter. I’ll leave the acting to Ezra.”

      Then Vi did something unexpected.

      She laughed. A loud snigger that caused her to clutch under her ribcage.

      “Oh my god, Milo. You're like a breath of fresh air. You're quite ridiculous. Don’t worry, I can be stupid too. I think we're going to be great mates.”

      “Mates?” I pouted.

      “Yes, mates.” She elbowed me. “I don’t mix business with pleasure. Doing this house up is going to be so much fun.”

      I had to be mindful to not stomp down the stairs. Fucking mates. No actually ‘not fucking’ mates. This house better not take long to fix.
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      As he left the house, I sagged down onto one of the stairs. What the hell had just happened? I felt like I'd been hit by a hurricane. Hurricane Milo. Jesus, that man was fit. Light brown close-cropped hair, stubble on his upper lip and chin, and swagger like a walking testosterone advert. I bet his muscles had muscles. When I first saw him, it felt like I'd known him my whole life and yet we'd never met before. I hit myself in the forehead. Don't be such a cliché, Violet.

      I sighed. His arse in those beige shorts was like a juicy peach. He was so tall and stocky I was surprised he had to hit walls with a hammer and that they didn't just fall down with a punch of his arm. Just like that, a nickname for Milo came to me. The Incredible Hunk. I couldn't stop laughing, imagining that his shorts were trousers when he first put them on.

      I went in search of where I’d left my shopping list, grabbed my bag and headed out to the small shopping centre about ten minutes’ drive away which had a store that sold all the household products I needed.

      I spent a small fortune but arrived back at the house determined to get the kitchen cleaned before the day was over. I walked over to the kitchen sink before I remembered I couldn't get any warm water. Goddamn it. Every time I tried to do something I hit a snag. Pondering my next move, I stopped when the sound of a super loud strimmer started up. Just what I needed. It sounded like an angry king size wasp. I’d be getting a bloody headache listening to that racket. As I looked through the window to see where the noise was coming from, I realised it was my own garden. Milo had hacked down the overgrown weeds and grass to reveal the old path that led from the side of my back garden up to the connecting gate.

      Abandoning the sink, I walked out of the side door and over to him.

      “The garden's not my priority. I told you that.” Milo had disturbed a lot of flies and I had to keep wafting in front of my face.

      “Yeah, I heard you. But I'm being neighbourly. You’re insisting on sleeping in that hell hole and so I'm clearing the path for when you come to your senses. I'll kip downstairs. Knock on the back door when you stop being stupid.”

      I placed a hand on my hip.

      “And what's happened to the gate?” The garden gate was lying on top of a pile of strimmed grass.

      “The lock had rusted and it wouldn't budge so I kicked it open. RIP the gate I'm afraid. I'll repair it if you like, but I can't see the point as we'll be at each other’s houses all the time anyway.”

      I clutched my forehead. “Are you always like this?”

      “Like what?”

      “Take your pick: bossy, domineering, Neanderthal.”

      Milo shook his head. “Nah, usually after work I sit on my arse knackered and don't move other than to go to the bathroom, eat, and drink.”

      “Then what's so different now? Go and sit on your lazy arse and leave me to my house.”

      “No.”

      “Pardon?”

      “No. Now if you don't mind, you're interrupting me getting this garden done. I want to give it a first cut down so that later we can get a bonfire going in the corner. If it stays dry, I should be able to give it a bit of a mow over tomorrow.”

      I cocked a hip. “What if I say no?”

      A dimple appeared in his cheek as he smirked. “How are you going to stop me, Princess?”

      “I… I…”

      “Yep, you can't. So get back in that house, little lady, and get some cleaning done.”

      “Oooooh.” I stomped off to the sound of his chuckling. How I wish I had a garden hose to turn on him. That'd shift him. I wondered if I could budget for one. I'd be able to get this half dead grass growing again, be able to wash the outside windows and my car, and drench Milo for bonus points. Tomorrow I was going back to the shopping centre.

      Not a minute after I stepped back in the house, there was a knock on the door I’d just walked through. What did he want now? I huffed and yanked the door open.

      “What?”

      A thinner version of Milo and a shorter variation of Silas stood in front of me. They exchanged glances.

      “I'm sorry, I thought you were Milo.” I changed my snarl to a smile.

      “If he gets on your nerves let our father know,” said the thinner Milo. “I don't know what's got into him today. It’s like he's taken steroids. We were ordered to get round here or else.”

      “He is very bossy.”

      “Not usually. Usually he just gets on with his work, comes home and crashes. Sometimes he'll pop for a pint but that’s about it.” Said the shorter Silas. “Although you are Rapunzel.”

      “So you lot keep saying.” I took a deep breath.

      “Oh anyway. I'm Cal, the electrician,” revealed the thinner Milo. He shared the same blue eyes as his brother but was clean shaven.

      I shook his hand. “Pleased to meet you. Hoping you have good news for me.” I crossed my fingers. “And you must be Finn?” I guessed.

      Another hand was held towards me. “I certainly am. Sorry, I don't feel from what Milo's noted down that I'm going to be bringing you great news in regard to that spare room. The roof needs repairs and I think that's probably the root cause of the damp.”

      I sighed. “Come in then and let's see what the damage is.”

      I looked behind them.

      “Milo's staying in the garden if that's who you're looking for.” Added Finn. He had brown eyes like Silas, but a different shaped face and longer hair. You could tell they were brothers, but they weren’t overly alike.

      “I'm just surprised he's not come to nosy.” I said, not letting on that I was strangely disappointed that he'd stayed in the garden.

      Cal checked the electrics and I was delighted to hear that they were in full working order. I celebrated by putting the kettle on and making the three of us a brew, knowing it was now safe to do so. I inwardly berated myself for using it earlier before the electrics had been tested. Peeking through the window, I found that Milo was halfway through strimming the garden. I watched as his back muscles flexed as he arced the strimmer through the overgrowth. He looked like some kind of Adonis. Filling up a large mug, I opened the window.

      “Miley.” I bellowed, so I could be heard over the strimmer.

      Cal and Finn chuckled behind me, but Milo didn't hear.

      “Hang on. I'll have to take it to him.” I said.

      “No problem. I'm done here, I'll take it.” Cal exchanged my mug for his that he'd already drunk. “Nice to meet you, Vi, and if you need any extra sockets adding anywhere as you start living in the place, just give us a shout. Might be an idea to think about it before you decorate, because as you can see,” he pointed to a chiselled out piece of rewired wall, “It can get quite messy.”

      I took Finn upstairs to show him the damp wall. He peeled off more damp wallpaper. “Good job the electrics are okay,” he said and plugging in a tool at the other side he went across the wall. It kept beeping.

      “What's that?”

      “It lets me know where any electrical wires and things are so I don't chop through them.” He took a small pencil from behind his ear and marked the wall. Then it was back into his toolbox for a weird drill-like tool with a small circle on the end. He removed a small circle of plasterboard with it and peeked inside. “I don't think it’s the pipes. I reckon it’s coming from the ceiling and you need some repairs doing up there, so for that Milo's your man. Prepare for your house to be covered in scaffolding cos that's the only way we're allowed on roofs these days.”

      “Thanks for checking. Hopefully we'll have better luck with the fire.”

      “Are you having central heating? Because I'll take notes of what you need while I'm up here and price you up for that and a boiler.”

      I frowned.

      “It'll be mates rates, you being an old friend.” He winked. “I'll do the estimate and we'll take it from there.”

      “Take what from where?” Boomed a voice from outside the door.

      “Dear God,” said Finn. “I'll be looking at that fire.” He pushed past Milo. There was barely room for them to get past each other. As Finn passed him, he flicked him in the forehead. “Stop being a dick, Miley.”

      Finn carried on downstairs. I folded my arms over my chest.

      “You can't just let yourself into my home.” I scowled.

      “I knocked and shouted but you didn't hear me. I was wanting to let you know I'd done. Wondered if you wanted to see it?”

      I'd already been watching from the window while talking to Finn, but feeling contrite, I dropped my gaze.

      “Gosh, I'm sorry, Milo. After all you've done for me, I must seem like a really ungrateful cow.”

      “Well you can make it up to me now by fawning all over my hard work.”

      “Come on then.” I tilted my chin towards the stairs and followed him back down them.

      He really had worked hard. The overgrowth was down and in large piles on the garden. There were lots of bare patches of soil exposed and dead looking grass.

      “I'll rake it over tomorrow and then if you have a few quid for grass seed you can reseed it when the weather gets a little cooler. Won't be garden of the year anytime soon but at least you can take a chair out and have a breath of fresh air.”

      “Thank you, Milo. Are you sure you don't want anything for all this?”

      “Hmm, now you mention it, the pub does two meals with two pints for a tenner. How about you take me out for tea?” He beamed at me hopefully.

      “I’m not sure if I can drag myself away from cleaning down the kitchen.” I said sarcastically.

      “Still be there tomorrow. Start afresh in the morning.”

      “Let me grab my bag.”

      I walked back into the house just as Finn was coming back out. His chin was tight. His fists curled.

      “What's the matter?” I asked, alarmed.

      “The matter,” he said, looking over at Milo. “Is there's no damn flue or vent for that fire. If you'd have put that on you could have died.”

      My hand went across my mouth. “I don't understand.”

      “Cowboy builders. Probably just put it in for show. You can get flueless fires but that's not one. I've stuck condemned tape over it. Do not put it on.”

      I sighed. “Another expense to add to the ever-growing list. What did I think I was doing buying this house?”

      “You thought about coming home.” Milo said, putting an arm around my shoulders. I was aware of his bare flesh against mine. “Come on, it'll seem a lot better after a pint.”

      So off to the pub we went; once I’d made him call back to his for a t-shirt.
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      She agreed to take me out to dinner! First day here and I had a date with Rapunzel. Oh I knew I didn't actually ask her for a date and it was a thank you dinner, and well, she was paying, but come on… She must be interested in me a little or she'd have made excuses and stayed home.

      “I'd thought of coming here to have my food anyway,” she told me as she picked up her pint.

      Way to go to spoil a bloke’s fantasy.

      “I know my nan brought me here when I was little because she used to speak of it, but I don't remember the place at all,” she added.

      “Well, it’s been refurbished a few times since then.”

      “Might have to have a go on the swings at the back.” She laughed and gestured behind me.

      But all I saw was her left hand and the whiter mark where a wedding ring had been. Been for a long time to have made that mark. My pint glass slipped out of my hand and crashed to the floor. Beer erupted everywhere, coating both me and Vi with brown, smelly ale.

      She gasped and jerked back but I wasn’t really aware of the chaos as my mind fractured like the glass.

      She was married? She couldn't be married. Because she was mine. She'd always been mine. Except as I sat there stunned and she began to pick up the largest pieces of broken glass, I checked again, hoping it was a trick of the light. But no, it was still there.

      “Milo. Milo. Are you having a fucking stroke or something? You've spilled your pint. Get off your arse and go get the barmaid and some cloths.” Vi pushed me in the shoulder and I looked up at her.

      “God. Oh yeah. Right.”

      “Men. They always expect to be waited on hand and foot,” she said to the couple of older women at the next table.

      “Yeah, love, isn't that the truth?” one said back.

      I came to my senses.

      “I'll have you know I've just mowed all this lady's overgrown lawn. That's why I dropped my pint. I had a period of over-exhaustion through providing my services to the lovely lady in my company. So yes, I need her to wait on me now, because I need to sit here a moment and let my testosterone build back up.”

      They all stared at me open mouthed. In the meantime, a staff member came over and cleaned up. She got us to move tables.

      “I'll be back in a moment. I'm just going to clean the beer off me, the best I can.” Vi said.

      I grabbed hold of her hand. “You can shower at ours. We'll run your clothes through the washer/drier as well. You can sit in a towel in my bedroom while you wait.” I winked. Bad move.

      “God you are such a flirt,” Vi yelled loudly, then she stomped off to the toilets.

      The parents of the kids at the nearby table gave me a filthy look. “I didn't say I would be in the room with her when she was in the towel, did I?” I protested. Though I so fucking would.

      Vi returned from the toilets with her arms wrapped around her chest. She looked very odd.

      “Are you cold?” I asked her, bearing in mind it had still got to be twenty-seven degrees outside.

      “No.” She snapped. “I've splashed myself with too much water.” She dropped her voice. “My top is clinging to my boobs. How am I supposed to eat when I can't move my arms away?”

      I couldn't help it; I burst out laughing.

      Vi turned around and started to head for the exit, just as they brought our food out.

      “Hey. Here.” I yelled and I took off my t-shirt. No-one gave a toss about a bloke baring his chest in this area. Soon as it hit twenty degrees, there'd be someone showing a milk bottle white expanse of flab with proudness. It was how it was done in Yorkshire. So I had no problem at all in showing my own body off, cos I had youth and working as a builder on my side. I was what the ladies liked to call ‘ripped’.

      She grabbed the t-shirt and quickly shrugged it on, but not quickly enough to prevent me seeing that t-shirt moulded around those titties like puppies in a basket. I sat down quickly to hide my erection. She sat down quickly and thanked the waitress for her food.

      As she took a huge bite of her burger, all I could think of was that mouth wrapped around my cock. Since all the blood diverted that way, I forgot about the bigger problem, but it all came back to me as she displayed that finger again, wrapped round the burger’s edge.

      “Are you married?”

      She placed the burger down and put her index finger up. I gave her time to finish eating the food in her mouth.

      “No. Not anymore. My divorce came through a month ago.” She looked at her own hand. “I didn't take the ring off until it was completely over. Stupid, hey?”

      “I guess you didn't want it to be over then?”

      “It's complicated.”

      “Sorry. I shouldn't have asked.”

      “Don't do that, Milo.”

      “What?”

      “Say sorry for being a nosy git when you've practically moved yourself into my house or me into yours after a few hours of knowing you. Don't apologise for being you.”

      I was desperate to know her past so I could claim her future, but I guessed now was the time to leave her alone. So I ate my own burger and chatted about my building work.

      As soon as we’d finished eating, Vi picked up her bag. “My delivery is coming soon. I’d better get back.”

      “Okay, I’ll walk you home.”

      That earned me an eye-roll.

      We walked back to her house as I could cut through her garden to get to my own.

      “You were right,” she said.

      “Huh?”

      “I did buy this house to come home. My happiest memories are here. I hope my getting the house is a good omen for happier times ahead.”

      “I've got a feeling you're onto something there.” I told her, managing to restrain myself from telling her it was because I was here.

      “I feel safer knowing you lot are across the garden. Thank you.”

      “It's no problem. But you can be even safer if you stay at ours for the night, until we get you a couple of rooms habitable tomorrow.”

      “Your offer is very kind, but I do want to get to that kitchen. It’s disgusting and I'm going to work as late as I can getting the tar off and then collapse in a heap on my new bed.”

      We'd reached her house. She leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. “Rapunzel is all grown up now. She doesn't need a prince. Doesn't need rescuing. She's got this.”

      Then she walked into her house.

      I held my fingers over where her lips had brushed my cheek and feeling a heavy sensation in my chest from the dismissal, I headed home to have a couple more pints.
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      I felt like I couldn't breathe and it wasn’t due to the humidity. It was the proximity of Milo. How could I become so attached to someone in only a few hours? I didn't want to explain my past to him because I was sure that would be the last I saw of him. I didn't want to see that disappointment in his eyes when I confessed I was just my mother's daughter. That what I did in my marriage was unforgivable and that I still wore my ring like a penance. To remind me of how far I'd fallen. Right until my divorce came through a month ago, when I'd removed it and buried it in the garden of the rental home I’d left behind. To stay in my past, because I had to move on. My counsellor told me I was ready.

      With rubber gloves on, I scrubbed my frustrations out on the kitchen cupboards. The brown grime that slid down them as I sprayed the sugar soap made me want to vomit. The water in the bucket looked like builder’s strength tea. It was hard work: emptying, refilling, spraying, re-wiping. I finally finished in the early hours of the morning. I was exhausted. My goods had arrived at a little after nine pm and the flat pack containing my bedframe was against the front window with the mattress, wrapped in plastic, stacked on the top.

      The fridge freezer was in place in the kitchen. One bright, shiny new thing among a sea of detritus. It gave me hope. Along with the newly washed down kitchen cupboards, and the view of a garden not a jungle, there was a semblance of normality in this one room. It was already my favourite room in the house. Tomorrow I would go out and buy a kitchen table and a couple of chairs. There were some charity shops nearby that sold furniture. With some effort, I pulled the mattress down. I dragged it onto the floor and laid a large towel across it. Then I flung myself on the top of it and I was out within minutes.

      

      I woke to the sound of something falling over and shot up with a jolt. What the hell was that? I turned my head towards the sound.  Was there someone in the kitchen? Don't tell me Milo was here again? For fuck’s sake. I looked around me. The only weapon I had available to me was my handbag. In it I had an attack alarm. I prayed to God that I didn't need it. My phone showed me it was just after four am. I'd only been asleep an hour. Why would Milo come around at this time?

      With my mouth dry and heart beating fast and with 999 keyed into my phone, I stepped into the hallway and saw my empty Coke bottle fall onto the floor in the kitchen.

      Screaming, I pressed the button on the attack alarm. Its screech attacked my ears. It also shocked the cat who jumped down off the sink, shooting out of the open window. I’d never closed it. Not surprising as I was exhausted, but how could I have been so stupid? Anyone could have got in. I sat back down on my mattress feeling like my heart was going to burst through my chest. I grabbed my notepad and wrote ‘burglar alarm’ on it. Top priority. I needed to feel safe here. I needed an electrician after all. I’d also ask Milo if he could by any chance change the locks for me tomorrow and I’d ask him how much it would cost to get new keys for the window locks.

      In shock I found myself weeping and then berated myself for being so pathetic. What had I said to Milo just a few short hours ago? I could do this myself. But I didn't want to right now. I wanted to confide in someone that I wasn’t as brave as I was making out to be and that living alone, being single, was the scariest thing I'd ever done. I’d been nervous in my rental, but here in this rundown house with its strange noises, I was even more on edge. There was only one person I felt wouldn’t judge me for being pathetic, so with my keys in my hand, I locked the side door behind me and I ran as fast as I could over the garden. The Waites’ automatic outside light came on, another thing I mentally took note of as needing, and their kitchen blind moved to one side. He'd seen me.

      As he opened their back door I more or less threw myself straight into his arms.

      “Can I stay here for a few hours?”

      

      After saying what had panicked me, I found myself on the Waite family corner sofa with a cup of tea in my hand. Milo had insisted. Even with a drink, my mouth was still dry. Though I’d explained the cat, I’d decided against confessing that I felt so alone. Milo picked up the woollen throw from one of the chairs in the room and tucked it around my shoulders. The sofa was huge, but then I guessed in a house with so many adults you needed a lot of seating.

      “You feeling a bit calmer now?”

      “A little. I'm sorry to have disturbed you.”

      “You didn't disturb me. I've been keeping a lookout.”

      “What?”

      “I set the alarm on my phone so I could keep checking from here that you were okay. All because you were too bloody stubborn to stay over here in the first place. We could have had a good night’s sleep ready to start afresh on your house in the morning, but no, you had to go all independent woman and keep us both awake.”

      My shoulders slumped. He nudged me with his own.

      “I'm joking, Princess. Well, half joking. You stay here until we have you more secure. I’ll get your locks done tomorrow for definite. I’m sorry I didn’t do it yesterday now.”

      “You have nothing to apologise for. I don’t know what I’d have done without you to be honest.”

      I yawned. A yawn so wide that it felt like I'd pulled a muscle in my throat and a tear fell from my eye. Milo scooted in at the side of me. He was wedged between the sofa arm and my body. He took my cup from me and placed it on the coffee table and pulled me against his arm.

      “Put your head there and sleep,” he commanded.

      I was too tired to call him a Neanderthal again, and did what he said.

      

      “Well, well, what do we have here?”

      I opened an eye and closed it again trying to think of where I was and why a middle-aged guy would be standing in front of me dressed in a towelling robe over pyjamas. I half opened it again, trying to make it look like it wasn’t open so I could see if he was still there or whether I’d dreamed him up. No, dark hair and a moustache, pale skin, and a face expecting an answer. I sat up as realisation dawned and I shook Milo's shoulder.

      “Milo.”

      Milo took forever to stir, possibly due to not getting many hours sleep. I gave up and stood up holding my hand out. “I'm guessing you're Mr Waite? I'm Violet Blake. Owner of the house across the garden.”

      He shook my hand.

      “And you know Milo?”

      “Yes. Well, only since yesterday afternoon.”

      Mr Waite's eyes widened.

      “When your sons came to give me estimates. The house is a mess. A huge mess. Anyway, I thought there was a burglar last night, but it was a cat, and well, I ran over here in a panic.”

      “Oh dear. Was it black, fluffy?”

      I nodded.

      “I’m guessing that was our cat, Jasper. Sorry, he’s always on the lookout for food.”

      “That’s okay. I shouldn’t have left the window open.”

      “So I'm Joshua. But you can call me Josh. Definitely do not call me Mr Waite. I have a hard enough time looking at this lot and not feeling as old as the hills anyway.”

      “I think you look really good for however old you are,” I blurted, then I blushed.

      He laughed. “Thanks. I'm fixing breakfast. Saturdays we usually all have a good cooked one before we start. You staying?”

      My stomach rumbled at the thought of bacon and eggs. “Yes please. If you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all. I’m sure I won’t even notice an extra mouth at our full table. If you could be trying to wake Milo up while I cook I’d be grateful. After the breakfast we have a family summit of what work we have
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