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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Anna sat in her dad’s kitchen and watched the rain pour down. She was miserable; the day was miserable. Her life was miserable. Three days ago, it hadn’t been. Then she’d had a place to call home, a job, and a loving boyfriend. Only it turned out the loving boyfriend was in fact a cheating bastard, and now she’d lost the lot.

      ‘He’s not worth it.’

      Her dad, sipping at a gloopy green smoothie – one of his morning rituals – gave her his steely police stare. He might have retired from the force last year, but in his own home he was still very much the Chief Superintendent.

      ‘I know.’ In her heart, she did. Any guy who could sleep with another woman behind his partner’s back wasn’t worth getting upset over. Angry, yes. That was how she wanted to feel. Not this pathetic sadness. This feeling that somehow it had been inevitable. ‘I didn’t just lose him though, did I?’

      ‘That place you lived in was never yours – it was his. And you’ll find another job.’

      Both were true statements, but surely only an ex-policeman could see her situation with such a clinical eye. She’d loved Miles Rutherford, or at least she’d thought she had. She’d certainly loved her times with him. Charming, dashing, he’d given her previously dull life some real gloss. And God, how he’d dazzled her as they’d worked together in his restaurant. She’d been in awe of his calm when the rest of them had been running around like headless chickens, his flair when he’d put together the menus. His skill. Despite the pressure they’d been under, working with him had been an unexpected joy. It was no wonder she’d fallen for him.

      Tears crept down her face and her dad let out a deep sigh. ‘He was never right for you. I always figured you’d come to your senses and realise that.’

      ‘How can you say that? We were good together.’

      ‘In a restaurant, maybe.’ He put down his newspaper – another of his morning rituals – and gave her another of his no-nonsense looks. ‘I know you don’t want to hear this, but you were turning thirty, your friends were all getting married…’ He shrugged, not finishing the sentence.

      ‘You actually think I was so desperate to settle down that I lived with the first guy who asked me?’

      ‘Of course not.’ Another sigh, only this time there was an edge of frustration to it. ‘I’m no good at this kind of talk, you know that. Always shove my foot in it.’ He paused, looking out of the window briefly before settling his gaze back on her. ‘But I know my daughter deserves more than a man who can’t keep his trousers zipped. She should be with a guy who loves and appreciates her for the amazing woman she is.’

      A lump lodged in her throat and Anna slipped off the bar-stool to throw her arms around his neck. ‘Thanks, Dad.’ She sniffed. ‘And now you’re making me cry again.’

      ‘You don’t have to thank me for speaking the truth.’ He squeezed her back and Anna absorbed the love behind the gesture. Since her mum had left – make that since her mum had abandoned them – to return to Italy when Anna was ten, it had just been her and her dad. Hard times, during which Anna had both hated and missed her in equal measure. She’d felt betrayed, hurt and confused, but one thing her dad had made sure she’d never felt was unloved.

      As she unwound her arms from his neck and stood up, she caught sight of movement out of the kitchen window.

      Her dad saw the direction of her gaze. ‘Sheila’s got a visitor.’

      They both watched as a guy in black leathers climbed off a motorbike outside the neighbour’s house. When he pulled off his helmet and shook his shaggy blond hair, the penny dropped. ‘Is that Jake?’

      ‘Yep. Visits her every Saturday on that death trap.’

      Anna hadn’t seen their neighbour’s son for several years. She’d heard a lot about him though – ever since the family had moved into their street the infamous Jake Tucker had been the favourite subject of gossip for neighbours with nothing better to do. Of course he didn’t help himself, or his mum, by giving them so much to gossip about. Always in trouble, that one. His poor mum – the shame he brings to the family! What do you expect from a lad who was brought up on that estate?

      She’d also heard about his exploits from Miles, who’d ended up on the wrong end of one of Jake’s fists. ‘How long has he been out of prison?’

      Her dad wrinkled his brow. ‘Must be coming up two years. Poor Sheila’s worried about him.’ He grimaced. ‘Can’t be easy, readjusting once you’ve been inside, even if it was only for six months. Sheila said the fire station wouldn’t give Jake his old job back because of his record so he’s been drifting, picking up casual jobs here and there.’ He patted Anna’s hand. ‘At least I don’t have to worry about you. I’m sure you’ll find it easy getting another job with your experience.’

      Anna wasn’t so sure. Miles, or at least the Rutherford name, carried a lot of influence in the town and especially in the restaurant business. And it wasn’t like they’d parted as friends. Hard to, when she’d found him having sex with Tilly, one of the waitresses, in their bed. The visual of the blonde on her hands and knees, Miles behind her… Nausea crept up Anna’s throat, leaving a bitter taste in her mouth.

      And all on the sheets she’d flipping well changed that morning.

      She shook off the image and stared at Jake as he ambled up Sheila’s drive, long legs encased in black leather. Looked like a stint in prison hadn’t rid him of that irritating swagger, though his boyishly good-looking face had a harder edge to it now, accentuated by the dark-blond stubble on his chin. As he shifted his helmet under his arm, a piece of paper fell out of his jacket and fluttered onto the driveway. She waited for him to notice, but he carried on walking.

      ‘Damn it.’ Her dad glanced questioningly at her. ‘Jake’s dropped something. Guess I should tell him. Might be important.’

      Reluctantly she grabbed a coat, opened the kitchen door, and jogged over to pick up the now soggy paper. ‘Hey, Jake.’ He halted and turned. Damn, he was tall. She’d forgotten that. Also how intimidating he was, she remembered belatedly as a pair of bold blue eyes locked onto hers. Most people would smile at this point, maybe say hello, but Jake was clearly way too cool for that because he just quirked an eyebrow. ‘You dropped this.’ She glanced down at the paper and noticed a phone number with a girl’s name scrawled next to it. Typical. ‘You wouldn’t want to disappoint Tracey.’

      His lips tilted in a smirk. ‘Trust me, I never disappoint.’

      God, he was annoying. Always had been, as far as she could remember. Jake had been twelve when the Tucker family had moved in next door and though he was two years her junior, he’d acted like the big man even then. By the time he’d turned sixteen… She cringed as she remembered that day.

      As if he knew where her thoughts had headed, he winked. ‘Don’t need to tell you that though, do I? As I recall, you once heard me definitely not disappointing.’

      Irritated, both at him and at herself for allowing him to rattle her, she shoved the paper into his hand and started to walk away. She was getting wet, and for what? All so he could stand there and throw snide remarks at her? He unbalanced her, and she hated it. If it was another few years before she saw him again, it would be too soon.
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      ‘Visiting your dad?’

      Jake wasn’t sure why he’d decided to carry on the conversation. Probably something mean in him that liked seeing Anna flustered. And getting wet. Seemed he’d not grown up.

      Anna slowed her stride and swivelled round, her body language stiff as a board. That summed her up, really. Stiff and starchy. He guessed that was what happened when you were brought up by a cop. He’d had a bollocking from the Chief Super a time or two. I’ll have to tell your mum. She’ll be disappointed in you. Yeah, he’d never admit it, but the guy had made him feel two feet tall. Thank God their paths rarely crossed now, beyond a cursory nod.

      Anna’s striking green eyes stared back at him. He’d never really understood how a woman who was half-Italian could be so rigid. He’d never met her mum – apparently she’d walked out on them when Anna was a kid – but his own mum had told him the woman was a dark beauty with a fiery temper. He saw the looks: glossy brown hair (when it wasn’t wet), striking eyes, olive skin, and curves he could appreciate when she wasn’t throwing mental daggers at him like she was now. He’d like to bet she never lost her temper though, never let go of that cool control.

      ‘Actually, I’m staying with Dad for… a few days.’

      The hesitation made him pause and he studied her. How many years since he’d seen her? Before his stint inside, that was for certain. He wasn’t sure what normal looked like on her, but he doubted it was this washed-out. He also knew enough about the guy Anna had been shacking up with to guess what might have happened. ‘All not well in paradise?’

      If eyes could spit, hers would be doing exactly that. ‘None of your business.’

      Clearly he’d touched a nerve and he immediately regretted his words. He wasn’t usually such a git, but she rubbed him up the wrong way. Had done ever since she’d looked down her nose at him the first day they’d moved in next door. To be fair, he’d been in a bad place, just turned twelve and still grieving the loss of his dad from a heart attack earlier that year. He’d not wanted to move from the estate he’d grown up on, and where his mates still lived. Plus, he’d hated that it was the money from his dad’s life insurance that had paid for the new house in the so called ‘better’ area – a place his dad had always dreamt of living.

      ‘Seems to me you’ve stuck your nose in my business a few times,’ he retorted.

      She gave a dramatic eyeroll. ‘Don’t tell me you’re still bearing a grudge for what happened that night.’

      ‘Actually, I was remembering the day we moved in.’

      She narrowed her gaze. ‘What, when I caught you smoking?’

      He could still remember the look she’d given him. Only fourteen yet bristling with a holier-than-thou attitude. You shouldn’t be doing that. Didn’t anybody tell you it’s bad for you? She’d had it in for him from day one. Not surprising that several years later she’d told her daddy when she’d found out he’d invited his mates over for a party the first time his mum had left him overnight.

      ‘I don’t regret telling you off.’ She flicked her hair back over her shoulder – a pure fuck-you gesture. ‘You were way below the legal age and besides, smoking is bad for your health.’

      ‘How about the night you called your daddy to break up my party? Do you regret that?’

      Finally, his words did the trick and she looked uneasy, her eyes not quite meeting his. ‘You were only sixteen. I heard a scream. What was I supposed to do, ignore it? I was worried for your sister.’

      It might have been twelve years ago but he felt the insult like a slap round the face. ‘Yeah, so you said. As if I’d ever let any harm come to Daisy.’ He loved his baby sister – hell, he loved both his sisters. No way would he ever let anything happen to them.

      ‘Your mum asked us to keep an eye on you as it was the first time she’d left you in charge of Daisy overnight. I heard lots of male laughter, drunken voices.’ She angled her chin. ‘I did the right thing. The responsible thing.’

      And now he couldn’t meet her eyes. Having his mates over and drinking when he’d been in charge of Daisy hadn’t been responsible. It had been frigging stupid. Then again, that was him all over. Doing stupid things without thinking first. ‘Yeah, and what did your dad find when he came dashing over,’ he taunted, ‘blue flashing lights an’ all?’

      He couldn’t tell if she was blushing but he reckoned he’d at least equalled the score.

      ‘Are we really talking about some night that happened twelve years ago?’

      He shrugged. ‘We can talk about why you’re living back with your dad if you like.’

      Her eyes flashed. ‘Or we can discuss what’s happened to you in the last three or so years since I last saw you.’

      The superior look on her face told him she knew exactly what had happened to him. Of course she did. The whole town knew he’d been banged up in prison for six months for punching Miles Rutherford. ‘Strikes me you might want to hit him yourself right now.’

      He must have guessed right because she tore her gaze from his and sucked in a deep breath, clearly clutching hard at that icy control. Finally, she glanced back at him. ‘Say hi to your mum from me.’

      With those quietly spoken words she turned her back on him and walked off. It made him feel mean, dirty. She’d only come over to do him a favour. If she’d not spotted that he’d dropped Tracey’s number, he’d have missed out on a couple of days’ work next week, laying a new patio. ‘Hey,’ he called out just as Anna reached her dad’s front door. When she looked back, he held up the note. ‘Thanks, you know, for picking this up.’

      He’d obviously pissed her off because she didn’t even give him the polite smile. Just ignored him, stepped inside, and shut the door behind her.

      He sighed and headed back up the drive, finding his mum frowning at him from her doorstep. ‘I hope you’ve not been rude to Anna.’

      Because seeing his mum always brightened his day, no matter how shitty – and recently there had been a lot of shitty – he bounded up to her and lifted her off her feet.

      ‘Put me down, you daft boy! You’re all wet,’ she complained, but the twinkle in her eyes took the heat out of her words, as did the beam of pleasure that crossed her face.

      ‘How long have you been standing there?’

      ‘Long enough to hear you wind the poor girl up.’

      He snorted. ‘Nothing poor about her.’ And her curves were all woman, he added silently.

      She gave him a stern look. ‘You of all people should be more sympathetic.’

      ‘Me, why?’

      ‘Because you know what Miles is like. He screwed you over, and from what I hear he’s now screwed Anna, too.’

      He started to laugh. ‘Whoa, enough of the bad language.’ He pointed to his chest. ‘Sensitive ears here. Besides, I thought screwing was what you were supposed to do when you live with someone.’

      She gave him a none too gentle slap at the back of his head. ‘You know what I mean. Now come and say hi to your sister before she heads off to work.’

      He ducked his head as he manoeuvred out of the way of the damn chandelier she’d insisted he hang for her in the hallway, bought because she wanted a bit of fancy. When he’d complained it was too low she’d smiled. ‘I don’t care. You’re the only visitor we get over six foot and you’ll just have to learn to dodge it.’ And he had, in the main.

      After hanging his sodden leather jacket on the peg and yanking off his boots – his mum was watching – he pushed open the door to the living room. Daisy jumped to her feet when she saw him and he bent to hug her. Twenty-one now, he found it hard to accept she was a grown woman and not the kid sister he’d spent years looking after while his mum had been at work. ‘How are you doing, Buttercup?’

      She prodded him in the ribs. ‘I told you a million times, stop with the dumb nicknames, Jakey.’

      ‘Oh wait, you prefer Cowslip? Bluebell?’

      She huffed, prodding him in the ribs again. ‘Mum, tell him to stop being annoying.’

      ‘I’m not getting involved.’ Their mum put her hands on her hips. ‘You two are as bad as each other. Now, I’m going to put the kettle on while you pretend to be normal, civilised children.’

      He and Daisy grinned at each other. ‘So, what’s new?’ he asked as he sat down next to her on the sofa.

      ‘Miles came into the pub the other night.’

      That made him sit up. ‘He didn’t—’

      ‘Chill. He makes sure never to come up to the bar when I’m serving.’

      Relief flowed through him. ‘Okay, good.’

      ‘Wasn’t so good for Anna next door, though. Heard him mouthing off about how he’d kicked her out of his house and the restaurant.’ She screwed up her face. ‘He said some nasty stuff about her. He’s such a bastard. And she doesn’t have a big brother to defend her.’ Daisy kissed his cheek. ‘She’s not lucky like me.’

      He smiled. ‘It’s part of the job description. Annoy your sisters, take the piss out of them, but protect them, always.’

      She looked at him sadly. ‘Yeah, but it shouldn’t have to land you in prison. I know you don’t like talking about it but—’

      ‘Stop. It’s two years’ worth of water under the bridge.’ He kissed her forehead. ‘Are you happy?’

      ‘Well, yeah, of course. I mean, one day I’ll be a nurse and have my own place, but the pub earns me good money while I’m doing my studies.’ She nudged him. ‘And living with Mum’s pretty cushy.’

      He laughed. ‘Then that’s all that matters.’

      She frowned and worried at her lower lip. ‘Mum says the fire station still won’t take you back, even though your sentence is spent now.’

      The shock of it still hadn’t sunk in. For two years he’d held on to the hope that he’d get his old job back. Now that hope had been yanked from under him. He didn’t know how much of their decision was down to Rutherford influence, how much down to his previous brushes with the law, and how much down to the fact his old boss, the guy who would have vouched for him, had retired to Spain. He did know he felt at a loss now, unsure what the hell to do. As a firefighter he’d been someone, a guy his dad would have been proud of. A guy he’d been proud of. Now, what was he? An ex-con who did casual work. The odd jobs he’d once done around his shifts – labouring, gardening, hell, he’d even learned plumbing – now they were all he did. And he could only see more of the same yawning in front of him.

      But Daisy was looking at him with big, worried eyes, and he couldn’t, wouldn’t, have her feeling guilty. ‘Hey, you know me. I’m smart as shit. I’ll find something else. Something better.’

      And in case someone up there was listening, and in case they could see that he wasn’t a bad person, just a guy who’d made bad decisions, he crossed his fingers and sent up a silent prayer.
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      Reeling from her encounter with Jake, Anna retreated into the sanctuary of her bedroom. Her dad’s eyes had been full of questions – apparently she looked as unhinged as she felt – but she’d stalled them.

      ‘I’m going to my room to check out jobs online.’

      It was true enough, but first she needed a minute to recover her composure.

      She couldn’t believe he’d raised that bloody night again. How typical that he’d managed to twist things so that she was the one feeling embarrassed. She had heard a scream, and she had been worried about Daisy.

      As an eighteen-year-old virgin, how was she to know the scream had come from one of the girls who’d been – very happily – having sex with Jake outside on the decking? Or that Daisy had been safely asleep in her bed?

      Even now, she felt her cheeks burn. The whole situation had been made worse by the fact that Jake’s then-girlfriend had been in Anna’s class at school, and had gleefully told the entire class what had happened.

      Annoyed with herself, she dug out her laptop. No more moping, crying, or letting Jake get under her skin. She needed to find a job and somewhere to live. It didn’t help that the Rutherfords owned the three best restaurants in the area. If she was going to work as a chef, she thought glumly, it wasn’t going to be here.

      Her dad tapped on the door and pushed it open, his expression full of concern. ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘You mean aside from being homeless and jobless?’ She groaned. ‘Ignore me. I’ll pull myself together soon.’

      ‘I know you will.’ He perched on the end of her bed, as he had done countless times while she’d been growing up. ‘Meanwhile, you know you can stay here for as long as you need.’ He gave her one of his sheepish smiles, so at odds with his gruff appearance. ‘I happen to like having my daughter around.’

      ‘You mean your stomach enjoys it.’

      ‘Can’t deny that’s one of the perks. Still’—he made a huffing noise—‘you know what I mean.’

      ‘I do, and you know I like being here too, it’s just…’ She didn’t know how to phrase it. ‘I’m thirty, Dad.’

      ‘And you don’t want to be living with your old dad – I get it.’ He paused, eyes searching hers. ‘You know you don’t have to look for a job round here, don’t you? I’d hate you to feel tied to this place because of me. The world’s your oyster. Maybe this is a chance to explore it.’

      Her smile felt wobbly. ‘And now you’re trying to get rid of me.’

      ‘Wherever you go, I will hound you with visits and definitely outstay my welcome.’ He nodded towards the computer. ‘Promise me you won’t just find another job, Anna. Take your time and find your dream job.’

      ‘Dream job.’ She had to swallow to loosen her throat. ‘That’s a lovely idea but how on earth do I search for that?’ Idly, she typed dream job into the search engine and ran her eyes down the hits. ‘Dream jobs that don’t feel like jobs. Eleven dream jobs that really exist.’ She clicked on the second link and read out the list. ‘Penguinologist, tea taster, fortune-cookie writer. Panda nanny?’

      He chuckled. ‘Maybe you need to refine the search a little.’

      ‘Wait, this one is for an island caretaker. Comes with a beach hut.’ She paused, thinking. ‘You know what? You might be onto something, Dad. Not sure I fancy a tropical island but what if I can find a job that comes with accommodation?’ She quickly refined the search and scanned the hits. ‘Wow, there are actually jobs that involve living in a castle.’

      ‘That sounds more fitting for my princess than living back with her dad.’

      ‘Very funny. But seriously, this does actually sound do-able. I’ve managed a restaurant; I reckon I could manage a castle and its estate.’ She clicked on the next post. ‘This one needs someone who can also cook for the owners and their guests when they come to stay.’ She felt a bubble of excitement as she scrolled down the job description. ‘Oh my God, the castle is on Lake Como. The contract is for a year and it comes with a two-bed apartment in the castle itself…’ Her breath caught. ‘Wow, look at the views, Dad. It’s stunning.’

      Her dad rose from the bed and glanced over her shoulder. ‘Your mum loved the Italian lakes.’

      Her eyes darted to his and she saw the flicker of sadness before he had a chance to hide it. ‘I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want to go to Italy.’

      He placed a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. ‘Don’t be daft. Italy is in your blood. You even speak the language. That job looks perfect for you.’

      She had tingles, she realised as she stared back at the photo. Honest-to-God tingles racing down her spine. ‘It does… Damn it. They’re looking for a couple.’

      He shrugged. ‘I doubt that’s set in stone. I’m sure you can convince them to hire you as the manager and bring on contract workers for the jobs you can’t do.’

      ‘Maybe. They do sound desperate because they want the couple to start straight away.’ She tried not to get her hopes up, but it was hard when there was nothing else in her life to grasp hold of. ‘I’ll give them a call.’

      But half an hour later, all the energy, the fizz, had drained out of her.

      Her dad looked up from his newspaper when he heard her walk in to the living room. ‘I phoned the number and spoke to the recruitment people. They said the owners were very clear they’re looking for a couple to manage the Lake Como property. They tried a formal management team once and didn’t like it. Said it felt like going to a hotel rather than their Italian home. For the last ten years a married couple have been managing the place and it’s worked so well the couple have become firm friends of the family. Sadly the wife’s been diagnosed with cancer so they’ve been forced to retire. The owners are looking for another couple to replace them with the hope they can build a similar rapport. Bugger, bugger, bugger.’

      ‘Hey.’ He stood and gave her one of his hugs. The ones that had got her through the devastation of her mum walking out on her and the trauma of being dumped by her first boyfriend. ‘There’ll be other similar jobs out there looking for a smart, hard-working, talented chef-cum-manager-cum-brilliantly-resourceful-woman.’ He smiled. ‘It’s just a question of finding it.’

      Their conversation was interrupted by a knock on the front door. Her dad went to answer it and Anna had to resist the urge to run back upstairs when she saw who it was.

      ‘Anna, Jake wants a word.’

      Seriously, she’d managed to avoid the man for three years and now, when she was feeling at her lowest, she had to endure his company twice in one day?

      Drawing in a breath, she straightened her shoulders. He wasn’t going to rattle her a second time.
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      Jake had actually walked past the Chief Super’s front door, but his conscience had started to prick the nearer he’d got to his bike, Daisy’s words running through his head. He might not be a fan of Anna’s, might even believe that if you went to bed with a rattlesnake, you shouldn’t be surprised to get bitten. Still, it didn’t seem right that the rattlesnake was mouthing off behind Anna’s back. Miles had once done the same to Daisy and while he wasn’t about to risk prison again fighting for Anna’s reputation, he did reckon he should at least warn her about what was being said.

      So he’d manned up, knocked on the door, and forced himself to look the Chief Super in the eye as a twenty-eight-year-old man might, and not a sixteen-year-old kid.

      Whatever the guy thought about Jake’s stint in prison, he’d given no hint of it when he’d answered the door. Just nodded at Jake’s request and disappeared back into the house.

      Anna looked wary as she walked over to him. ‘Yes?’

      Now she was in front of him, he realised he should have left Daisy to talk to her. Or his mum. Anyone with more tact than he had.

      ‘Look, I’m not sure how to say this.’ Yeah, great start. He shoved his hand in the pocket of his leathers and tried again. ‘You probably think I’m shoving my nose in your business again, but Daisy overheard some stuff in the pub and, well, I thought you should know.’

      Her face paled, her expression tightening. ‘What stuff?’

      And shit, he really wasn’t equipped to tell her, not without seriously upsetting her more than he already had. ‘Stuff that Miles was saying to his mates about you. How he’d kicked you out… that sort of thing.’ He was way out of his comfort zone here. He enjoyed getting one over her, but not like this. ‘If you want the details you need to talk to my sister. I just figured—’

      ‘You’d come and rub my nose in it.’

      ‘Whoa.’ He took a step back, stung as much by the icy glare as the words. ‘You reckon that was my motivation for knocking on your door?’

      ‘Wasn’t it? The chance to show me my paradise is anything but?’

      Okay, maybe he’d used the term glibly earlier but hell, it wasn’t like he’d come to crow. ‘Think whatever you want. I’m done here.’

      Thoroughly pissed off, he started to stalk off but her voice stopped him in his tracks.

      ‘Wait, Jake.’

      He wanted to keep his anger, but when he turned to look at her, he saw her eyes glisten. Damn it, he never could stand seeing a woman cry.

      ‘Sorry.’ She gave him a wan smile. ‘I was taking my anger out on the wrong guy.’

      He nodded, accepting the apology. ‘If you plan to take it out on the right guy, be careful.’ He was a glaring example of what could happen if you weren’t careful around Miles Rutherford.

      ‘Careful is my middle name.’

      He should have figured that. She wouldn’t lose her head, like he had. For the first time, he felt a smidgen of grudging respect for her, though for anyone having to live or work with all that careful control, that prissy attitude, it must be a bloody nightmare.

      With another incline of his head, he ambled down the drive to his bike. There wasn’t much he looked forward to these days, but sitting on the bike was one of them, even when it was drizzling, as it was now. Whether he was weaving through heavy traffic or zipping down the dual carriageway, it was the only time he felt really free. Sometimes he dreamt of just climbing on the back of it and heading off, no plan, no destination in mind, just seeing where the road took him. Starting again somewhere nobody knew him.

      Maybe he would. But first he had a bathroom to tile, the job courtesy of his mum.

      Sighing heavily, he shoved his helmet back on. Freda, the woman his mum had put him in touch with, was a right battleaxe, but she was also tight enough to get the job done the cheapest way possible, which was him.
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      Two hours later, surrounded by dust and broken tiles, he was being scowled at by Freda, who stood in the bathroom doorway with her arms crossed over her ample chest.

      ‘Do you have to make so much mess?’

      Give me a break. He tried his best smile. ‘We talked about this. Before I put the new tiles on, I have to take these old ones off.’

      ‘Maud said when she had her bathroom done, they just tiled over the old ones.’

      Bully for Maud. He’d like to bet her old bathroom hadn’t been as minging as Freda’s. ‘That only works if the original tiles are in good shape.’ See, he could be tactful.

      ‘Well, I’ll be expecting you to clean it all up. I’ve only got you to do the job as a favour to your mum. Otherwise I’d have brought in a professional . Someone I didn’t have to keep an eye on.’

      He jerked his head up to look at her. ‘Sorry?’

      ‘Don’t act all coy with me, young man. I know you’ve been inside.’ She sniffed. ‘I’m taking a big risk having you in my house, so you’d better do a proper job.’

      With that she waddled off, probably to phone his mum and complain.

      With a curse of frustration he slumped to the floor, broken tiles crunching beneath his boots. Was this going to be his life from now on? Treated like a criminal, left to do crappy jobs for small-minded people because he’d made some stupid decisions? He wasn’t going to say mistakes because if he had his time again, he’d still do everything he could to protect his sister.

      Wretchedly, Jake stared at the mess of a bathroom. He couldn’t even walk out. Not only would that be grossly unfair to his mum, he needed the blasted money Freda might, if he was lucky, pay him. Rent was due next week and his funds were scarily low. He’d lost enough of his pride and he didn’t think he could handle having to move back in with his mum. Especially with the Chief Super and Christ, maybe even Saint Anna, living next door. It would feel like being back in flaming prison.

      That bike ride sounded more and more appealing.
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      Anna checked her face in the mirror. If she was going to face Miles, she wanted to look her best. Her shoulders slumped. Fine, her best was too much of a stretch. Taking hold of the miracle concealer, she dabbed a bit more under her eyes. Sod it, why was she bothering? Maybe he should see what his actions had done to her. It was his fault she looked like crap. The sooner she got her stuff out of his house, the sooner she could start moving forward.

      As she opened the front door, she spotted Sheila next door hauling shopping bags out of her car boot. Jake must have got his height from his dad because his mum was short. His eyes were like Sheila’s though, but in Jake’s case the blue was even more vivid.

      ‘Hey, let me help you with that.’

      Sheila smiled. ‘Don’t you worry – I’m used to it.’

      Anna ignored the older woman and took hold of a couple of the bags, following her up the drive to her front door. ‘You should get Jake to help you.’

      Sheila laughed as she unlocked the door. ‘I usually do, but this afternoon he’s busy on a job.’ She leaned closer to Anna. ‘Poor boy will be wishing he was here, helping me with the shopping. The woman he’s working for can be really difficult. When she asked me if I knew anyone who could update her bathroom on the cheap, I wasn’t sure whether to give her his number or not.’ A small sigh left her lips as she plonked the bags on the kitchen table. ‘He’s found work hard to come by though, so I figured he could put up with holding his tongue for a few days.’

      Anna wasn’t sure how to reply to that. Her own experience suggested Jake didn’t hold back on what he thought.

      ‘I saw the pair of you having words this morning. I hope he didn’t upset you.’ Sheila glanced at her as she started unpacking and putting things in the fridge. ‘When it comes to that Miles, our Jake seems to lose his head.’

      From what she remembered, Jake lost his head quickly and easily over most things. ‘I suppose you heard what happened with Miles and me?’

      Sheila stopped unpacking and gave Anna’s arm a pat. ‘I did, love. I’m really sorry that man hurt you.’ She nodded towards the kettle. ‘I’m about to make myself a brew. Be lovely to chat if you’re not in a hurry to get off.’

      ‘I’m not.’ Seeing Miles could wait. As she helped put the rest of the shopping away, Anna realised how much she wanted to talk to another woman about what had happened. It had been a long time since she’d last had a proper heart-to-heart with Sheila but back when she’d lived with her dad before, she and Sheila had been close. ‘You know, I can remember sitting in this kitchen pouring my seventeen-year-old heart out when Paul dumped me.’

      Sheila chuckled. ‘And then Jake wandered in and overheard us. You were mortified, but he was oblivious to it.’ Shaking her head, she went to fill up the kettle. ‘What did he say? Something about—’

      ‘“Don’t know why you’re moping. The guy’s a dick.”’ She remembered it vividly. Distraught at being told by Paul he didn’t want to see her anymore and that he’d never really fancied her anyway, her humiliation had been complete when Jake had basically implied she was stupid for going out with Paul in the first place.

      ‘That’s right. He never was one for tact, but Jake’s heart’s always been in the right place.’ Sheila held up the mugs. ‘Let’s sit down and drink these. I’ll put the rest of it away later.’

      As she followed Sheila into the little conservatory – she’d had it put on the back of the house because she liked to look out onto her garden – Anna thought about Sheila’s words. Had Jake genuinely had her interests at heart when he’d knocked on her dad’s door earlier to tell her about what Miles had been saying?

      Or had he wanted to create problems for Miles? The man had helped put him inside, after all.

      ‘So, how are you coping, love?’ Sheila asked when they’d both sat down. ‘Your dad says you’ve given up your job.’

      ‘I couldn’t face the restaurant. Seeing Miles and Tilly together, knowing that everyone knew what had gone on…’ She shuddered. ‘I know I should have put my big-girl pants on and brazened it out but my heart wasn’t in it. I realised I didn’t want the damn job anymore, not if I had to work for him. I want a fresh start away from it all.’

      Sheila smiled sadly. ‘I can totally understand, and I bet my Jake can, too. He’s finding it hard to get a decent job since he came out of prison. Folk aren’t prepared to give him a chance. Seems to me you’ve both ended up paying the price for knowing that Rutherford.’

      How bizarre that for once, she and Jake had something in common.

      She’d never really got to the bottom of why Jake had punched Miles – it had happened before they’d starting dating – but she’d not been surprised to hear he’d ended up in prison over it. There was a reason her dad had had dealings with him over the years. Even though Jake had ended up being a firefighter, his bad-boy rep had followed him.

      ‘Well, I hope Jake finds something soon.’ Anna drank back the rest of her tea and stood up. ‘I’d better get going. I’m off to pick up the rest of my stuff from our— from Miles’s house.’

      Sheila’s face softened at her slip. ‘You’ll find a place of your own soon, love.’

      ‘I hope so. I’ve got a bit saved up but really I need to find a job first. Or, if I’m lucky, a job that comes with its own accommodation a long way from here.’

      ‘That sounds like a plan, but do jobs like that actually exist?’ Sheila asked as she followed Anna to the front door. ‘I’m thinking Jake could do with something similar. Get him away from this town.’

      ‘Tell him to google dream job. He’ll be amazed what comes up.’

      As she waved goodbye to Sheila and walked down the drive to her car, Anna wondered what Jake would think if he came across the castle job on Lake Como. Knowing him, he’d rope a woman in to pretend to be his wife.

      Anna scowled as she climbed into her car. She’d be bloody annoyed if she found out Jake had conned his way into her job. Then she laughed at herself. As if a castle on Lake Como was ever really on the cards for someone like her. What did her dad call her? Grounded. Yep, a polite term for boring, sensible, careful. She was hardly going to up sticks and move to Italy. No matter how perfect it sounded.
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      An hour later, as she stood in what had once been her bedroom and zipped up a suitcase containing the rest of her clothes, a move to Italy – or frankly anywhere away from Miles – didn’t just feel do-able, it felt essential.

      ‘Come on, Anna, don’t be like this.’

      Miles stood in the doorway, hands on his hips, brown eyes pleading with her. She loved his eyes – at times they could be so soft. Had loved, she corrected herself. ‘Don’t be like what? A woman betrayed? A woman you’ve been talking about behind her back?’

      He snapped his head back. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Stop it.’ She turned to face him, the anger she’d wanted to find at last burning through her. ‘I think you’ve lied to me enough, don’t you? If you’re going to slag me off, at least have the decency to admit it.’

      ‘I haven’t.’ His eyes wouldn’t meet hers.

      ‘I know you have.’

      A flush crept up his neck. ‘Okay, I might have said some stuff about being glad to get rid of you, but I was angry and lashing out.’ This time when he looked at her, she finally saw some regret. ‘I was angry at myself, Anna, for being so stupid. I don’t mean to get caught,’ he added hastily, clearly seeing her reaction. ‘I mean to have slept with Tilly in the first place.’

      ‘You did though.’ Her voice caught and she had to swallow several times before she felt she could speak again. ‘So clearly I can’t trust you anymore.’

      ‘That’s ridiculous.’ He threw his hands up in the air. ‘You’re going to chuck what we had away for one dumb mistake?’

      ‘What we had?’ Flashes of the angry words he’d thrown at her that night came crashing back. ‘You said I drove you mad. That I was… what was it? All meticulous and squeaky clean and sometimes a man wanted dirty?’

      ‘You’d just caught me with my blasted pants down. I was mouthing off to cover up how humiliated I felt. I didn’t mean any of it.’

      It had hurt more than she’d ever admit. Was she lacking in bed? Was she too staid, too missionary? ‘And what about my lack of flair in the kitchen? Did you mean that?’ She felt her hands start to shake and hurriedly picked up the case. ‘Forget it. I can’t tell what’s lies and what’s not anymore.’ She glanced around the room. ‘If you find anything else of mine, you can bin it. I don’t want to see you again.’

      As she struggled down the stairs, she heard him curse. ‘That’s it? You’re just buggering off?’

      She almost laughed. As if it was that easy.

      When she reached the front door, he was behind her. ‘Please, don’t leave. Not like this.’ His voice softened to the one that had persuaded her into his bed in the first place. ‘We were good together.’

      ‘Were we?’ She felt traitorous tears well up. ‘If we had been, we wouldn’t be in this situation.’

      You wouldn’t have gone off and had sex with someone else in our bed.

      He huffed out a breath. ‘I guess it’s goodbye then. Good luck finding another job in a restaurant round here.’

      Bastard. She glared at him. ‘If you deny me a decent reference, I’ll get the lawyers on you.’

      She heaved the case into the boot of her car but as she jumped into the driver’s seat her bravado crumpled and tears streamed down her face. Why did people who were supposed to care for her end up kicking her in the teeth? First her mum, then Paul, now Miles. Was she that hard to live with? To love? Inhaling a shaky breath, she slumped forward and rested her head on the steering wheel.

      Stop feeling sorry for yourself. Dad loves you. He never left you.

      Yes, that was better. Sitting back up, she wiped away her tears, drew in a deep breath, and headed back to the one constant in her life.
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      Later that evening as she sat on her old bed with her laptop in front of her, she typed dream job and Lake Como into the search bar. The photo of the castle stared back at her – the calm of the lake, shimmering in the sun, reflecting the green of the trees. The glorious backdrop of the mountains. A job she could start straight away, where she could still cook. They even needed a fluent Italian speaker.

      Never mind the job being perfect for her, she was perfect for it.

      If only she had a partner. One who could supply what she couldn’t: gardening and handyman skills.

      Unconsciously her mind wandered back to Jake. A man not afraid to break the rules.

      Her heart gave a little jump, nudging against her ribs. Before she had time to question it, she’d phoned Sheila for Jake’s mobile number.

      Then, heart in her mouth, she dialled his phone and waited for him to answer.

      ‘Who is this?’

      Typical Jake. ‘It’s me. Anna.’

      Silence. Her pulse began to race. Weird how intimate it felt, talking to him on her phone, while sitting on her bed. Thank God he couldn’t see her.

      ‘Yeah?’

      She shook her head at his unpromising response. What had she expected? Great to hear from you? ‘I wondered if we could meet up tonight. I’ve got a proposal for you.’

      More silence. When he finally spoke, she could hear the mockery in his voice. ‘Is there a ring involved? Only, I’ve got to warn you, I’m not sure we’re at that stage just yet.’

      You want him onside, she reminded herself. So she clamped down on the terse reply – you and I will never be at that bloody stage – and forced a smile into her voice. ‘No ring, but I will buy you a beer.’

      ‘Is the offer dependent on me saying yes to whatever favour you need?’

      Play nice. ‘I didn’t say it was a favour I wanted.’

      ‘You didn’t have to. No way are you offering to buy me a beer from the goodness of your heart.’

      She was starting to wonder if this was worth it. Even if he was agreeable, and even if they pulled it off, could she really put up with him for a whole year?

      And the alternative is?

      Besides, she was only sounding him out. It was surely worth the price of a beer, and an hour spent biting her tongue. ‘You’re right, it’s not from the goodness of my heart. I want to discuss something that could be advantageous for both of us.’

      Another pause. She could almost imagine him rubbing at the stubble on his chin. ‘Okay, I’ll bite. See you at the King’s Arms. Eight o’clock. Mine is a pint of whatever beer is the most expensive.’

      With a shake of her head, and a silent question to herself as to what on earth she was doing, she ended the call. Yet as she opened her wardrobe and fished around for something to wear – so she felt good for her benefit, not his – her heart lifted, ever so slightly. The evening was bound to come to nothing, but even putting up with Jake for a few hours was better than moping.
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      Jake ambled into the King’s Arms, eyes searching for a dark-haired, olive-skinned woman with flashing green eyes and killer curves. He smiled to himself. Put like that, it sounded like a dream date. Shame the woman in question had Anna’s annoying personality. She wanted to buy him a beer yet didn’t need a favour? Yeah, right, pull the other one. It wasn’t the first time since he’d been out of prison that someone had invited him for a drink on the pretext of getting some plumbing/DIY/car-repair job done on the cheap. Apparently that was what ex-cons were good at: cheap manual work. He was just surprised Anna had stooped that low, though he guessed she was unemployed now.

      He caught sight of her in one of the booths in the corner. She had a pint of something brown waiting for him, and a glass of red wine for herself.

      ‘It’s a dodgy craft beer,’ she said in lieu of a greeting. ‘The most expensive, as per your instructions.’

      Raising an eyebrow, he shrugged off his jacket and draped it round the back of the seat before plonking himself down opposite her. ‘This non-favour must be pretty huge.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      Reaching out, he took a swig. Too hoppy, too poncy. Served him right for trying to be clever. ‘You, doing as I’—he mimed quotation marks—‘instructed.’

      She inhaled, shaking her head, glossy brown hair sliding over her shoulders. ‘Are we going to sit here and have a civilised conversation, or are you just going to make snide remarks?’

      He smirked. Probably something was seriously wrong with him because he really got a kick out of winding her up. ‘Can’t I do both?’

      ‘I know you can do the snide,’ she muttered, then seemed to catch herself and gave him an overly polite smile. ‘I’ll get straight to the point. Save us both the torture of sitting here discussing the weather.’ Pulling out her phone, she tapped on the screen a few times and then placed it in front of him. ‘Take a read of that and tell me what you think.’

      He stared down at it, frowning. ‘You’re asking my opinion on a job vacancy?’

      ‘Sort of, yes.’

      He rubbed at his chin. ‘Got to say, you’ve got me stumped. Figured you were going to give me some sob story about how your car’s knackered and you can’t afford to get a garage to look at it now you’re out of a job.’ Dazed, he shook his head. ‘Never thought you’d be asking me for career advice.’

      ‘I’m not.’

      Of course she wasn’t. Acutely embarrassed, he took another swig of the pretentious beer. ‘So why am I looking at this?’

      Now it seemed it was her turn to look away and reach for her drink. ‘Read it first and then I’ll tell you.’

      He glanced over the advert. Looking after some fancy castle in Italy for a year. Sounded like a doss of a job, frankly. A bit of gardening, he suspected, some maintenance. Taking care of guests now and then. ‘You and Miles made up and moving out to Italy then?’

      ‘What?’ He watched as she swallowed the sip of wine she’d just taken. ‘You think I’d take him back after what he did? What he said?’

      Jake shifted on the chair. ‘You asked Daisy, huh?’

      ‘No.’ She glanced away sharply. ‘I didn’t need to. I can guess.’

      He didn’t mind winding her up, seeing the prissy formality get flustered. He didn’t like seeing her upset. ‘If it helps, I figure he wouldn’t have you work in his restaurant if you were a shit chef. And as for you being shit in bed…’ He winced as her face paled and then went scarlet. Yep, tact still wasn’t part of his skillset. ‘I figure he’s got a small dick.’ He threw her a grin, hoping to ease the awkward factor. ‘Must have been tough to get excited over it.’

      She raised her eyes to the ceiling, her face losing some of its heat. ‘I’m not here to discuss Miles’s anatomy.’

      ‘Right, then tell me what you are here for, instead of leaving me to play guessing games.’ Sitting in his dive of a flat watching re-runs of whatever was on Dave had to be better than dealing with the prickly Anna.

      Again, she looked uncomfortable. He kind of liked it, but he also wanted her to spit out whatever it was she wanted to get off her chest – her voluptuous, had to be a D-cup at least, chest, not that he’d looked, much – so he could finish his beer and go.

      Finally, her eyes met his. ‘I want to apply for that job.’

      ‘Good on you. Sounds great.’ He took a healthy swig of his drink. ‘Can I go now?’

      She let out a hiss of frustration. ‘Why are you always so antagonistic?’

      ‘Why don’t you just tell me what the hell we’re doing here?’

      Briefly she closed her eyes. When she opened them again, she aimed them straight at him. ‘It needs a couple.’

      ‘I can see that. Good luck finding someone to be your other half… Whoa.’ He reared back, stunned. ‘Wait a minute. You’re not suggesting we hook up?’

      ‘God no.’

      And yeah, he was relieved, but she didn’t need to be so snotty about it. ‘Thought of being with a real man too scary for you, huh?’

      She gave him a look loaded with sharp mental daggers. ‘Right now, the thought of being with any man makes me queasy.’

      Frustrated, he leaned forward across the table. ‘Then what the blazes are you suggesting?’

      Again her eyes found his, and this time there was a spark of challenge. ‘I’m suggesting we pretend to be a couple.’

      He liked to think he wasn’t stupid, but his brain seemed to take an age to process what she’d said. ‘You want me to pretend to be your husband if you get an interview?’

      ‘It doesn’t say we have to be married.’

      He let out a bark of laughter. ‘Oh well, that’s okay then. Just a plain old living-together couple, eh? I mean, we can’t spend more than five minutes in each other’s company without arguing but sure, that’s entirely do-able.’ He had a vision of him putting his arm around her, and started to laugh harder. ‘Christ, this business with Miles must have totally fried your brain. You realise if I so much as touched you, you’d slap me round the face?’

      The green eyes flashed. ‘I think I can manage to refrain from slapping you for the length of an interview.’

      ‘You think?’ Amused, he leaned back on his chair. ‘And you really believe these people will be convinced that you’—he waved at her, only now taking in the expensive-looking green jumper—‘and the dude with the tattoos are a couple?’

      ‘You could wear a long-sleeved shirt.’

      Annoyance pricked. ‘I could, huh?’

      She had the grace to look embarrassed. ‘Sorry.’ Her shoulders lifted in a shrug. ‘Maybe I like tattoos. Lots of women do.’

      He had an image of Miles in his head. Clean-shaven, neatly styled dark hair. Expensive tailored shirts, chinos. Fancy leather brogues. No way did the guy have any ink. ‘And do you?’

      ‘It doesn’t matter, does it? We just need to convince them we can do the job and that we… love each other.’

      The whole concept set him off again and he started to laugh, which in turn made her cross, which only made him laugh harder. ‘Jesus.’ Shaking his head, he thrust a hand through his hair. Unlike her ex, his was overly long. Since coming out of prison he’d not wanted to cut it. A reminder to himself he was free to do what the hell he liked. ‘And what happens if by some miracle we pull that off? Do I come down with some mystery illness for a year?’

      ‘We go to Italy.’

      He stared at her, stunned. She wasn’t seriously considering… ‘You and me, living and working together. Pretending to be a couple. For a whole fucking year?’ He laughed so loudly the people around them started to stare. ‘You really have lost the plot.’
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      Anna watched Jake crack up with increasing levels of annoyance – and, she had to admit, curiosity. She’d never actually seen him laugh, only his smug smile. He had dimples, she realised with a start. Though maybe she should call them grooves as they lined either side of his mouth, the effect shockingly attractive.

      Or it would be, if the laughter hadn’t been aimed at her.

      ‘I don’t see what’s so funny. Your mum said you’ve found it tough getting a decent job since you, well, you—’

      ‘Came out of prison?’ he interrupted. His laughter had vanished and his voice carried a sharp edge.

      ‘Yes.’ Determined not to be intimidated by him, she raised her chin. ‘And she said you could do with getting away from the area.’

      ‘She did, did she?’ His expression hardened and suddenly it was easy to see the ex-prisoner. The guy who wasn’t afraid to throw a punch. ‘Quite the chat you two have been having about me.’

      A worm of guilt wriggled through her. ‘It wasn’t like that.’ God, this was so bloody hard. Maybe she had lost the plot. They couldn’t have a civilised conversation even before Miles had decided to be an absolute prick. Now Jake knew what her ex had been saying about her, and if that wasn’t mortifying enough, he also knew she was so hurt by it, so desperate to get away from it, that she was prepared to contemplate not just pretending to like Jake, but to be in love with him.

      ‘Then enlighten me. What was it like?’

      The tight words, the uncompromising blue stare, brought her attention back to the man sitting opposite her. As usual, he wore a T-shirt, even though it was March and still chilly outside. It had probably once been black but had faded to dark grey, and clung to the defined muscles of his chest. He was attractive – she couldn’t deny it. Handsome, even, despite the scar that
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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