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        "I'm going to make a prediction—it could go either way." Ron Atkinson, former England soccer player and manager

      

      

      

      “What are they doing, Muma?”

      Five-year-old Katy’s nose was pressed up against the kitchen window. Her attention firmly focused on the raucous crowd gathered on the plot of land Flynn Boyle had bought from Abby. The gorgeous flat land that ran between Abby’s Victorian house and the stream. The same land that would soon hold his no doubt monstrous house and block her view of the water.

      Abby took a deep breath. No one had put a gun to her head and told her to sell to the bad boy of European soccer. Nope. That particularly stupid decision was all on her. She’d been swayed by his movie-star good looks and the fact her bank account was deep in the red.

      Clenching her teeth, Abby tried to think beyond the noise. The incessant noise. When Flynn turned up with his grotesque RV, her peaceful life had shattered. Squealing giggling girl-women, loud, thrumming music, men shouting at sports on TV and revving engines now filled her days. The noise was never-ending. Day in, day out. Night and day. For two long, long months. She was losing her mind from it.

      Abby put down the paring knife she’d been using to slice a carrot and rubbed her temple. It made no difference. The tension headache was still there, taking over her personality, driving her insane.

      “Muma.” There was a tug at the sleeve of her cream-coloured silk blouse. Her daughter frowned up at her. “What’s he doing? Is it another party? Why didn’t he invite us? How come he never invites us?”

      Katy folded her arms over her blue Elsa princess dress, which she’d teamed with luminous orange gumboots and a yellow woolly hat with a Minion face on it. She had purple eye shadow on her eyebrows and at least twenty strings of sparkling multicoloured beads around her neck. It other words, it was a normal day in the world of Katy fashion.

      “It’s rude not to invite us to his party.” She pouted. “I would invite him to mine. Everybody knows you need to ask the people who live beside you. It’s a rule.”

      Abby ran a hand over Katy’s chestnut-coloured hair. There were moments when love for her daughter assaulted her. The depth of it stopped time itself leaving Abby breathless in wonder. This little, perfect person was hers. Time started again and she smiled at her grumpy little girl.

      “It’s an adult party, baby. Little girls don’t go to adult parties.”

      Katy waved her arms dramatically. “That isn’t fair. It isn’t even my bedtime yet. Adult parties are supposed to happen when I’m asleep.”

      Abby couldn’t argue with her logic, although she’d rather the party didn’t happen at all. The thought of lying awake for yet another night listening to her inconsiderate neighbour was really too much to bear. “Why don’t you play with your Lego? Dinner won’t be long.”

      Katy gave her a look of disgust, one clearly implying her mother wasn’t doing enough to get her into the party, and then she stomped off. Abby picked up the paring knife. The vibrations from the thumping bass of Flynn’s music worked their way through her body, leaving tense muscles in their wake. She was exhausted. Wound tight enough to snap. And she was so incredibly fed up with cleaning up after the mess Flynn Boyle left in his wake. From dealing with hysterical women banging on her door at midnight, demanding Abby find them a taxi, to mending the fences mown down by his drunken friends after they’d joyridden through her paddocks—Abby was up to her ears in the fallout from selling land to Mr Boyle.

      She glared out the window at her hateful neighbour, and froze. Katy was stomping across the field towards the RV, a look of grim determination on her face. Without a second thought, Abby ran to intercept her daughter.

      Forgetting she still held the paring knife in her tightly clenched fist.

      

      Flynn kept a grin pasted to his face and thanked God his sunglasses hid the fact the smile never made it to his eyes. The Ball Babes were in the inflatable pool, whooping it up for the watching men. Their tiny bikinis barely covered their pricey assets, which he appreciated. Although he found himself wondering when plastic had become a valid substitute for the real thing. Sometimes he got to second base with a woman and felt like he had his hands on a waterbed. And what was with all the white-blonde hair? Was there a rule all soccer groupies had to bleach their hair? And why the hell did it bother him when they did?

      Some genius had thought to empty a bottle of bubble bath into the pool. It was now filled with foam and frolicking women. He looked around at the leering faces of his former teammates and felt disconnected. This was boring. He was bored. And didn’t that sum up his mental state. There were near-naked women playing around for his benefit and he’d rather they went home. He wanted to be alone. Alone with his broken leg and broken dreams. He scoffed at himself. Now even his pity party was too pathetic to tolerate.

      “Whoa. Grumpy princess alert.” Michael, Arsenal’s best defender and a legend in the making, pointed his beer bottle in the direction of Abby’s house.

      Flynn swallowed a groan. Abby McKenzie was a wet dream walking—unfortunately, she had ice in her veins and a deep desire to kill all his joy. She was the fly in his ointment. He thought about it for a minute. Who the hell gave a crap about ointment? She was the fly in his beer. Yeah, much better. She was the rain on his parade. The hair in his soup. The bug up his…

      A tiny figure appeared in front of him. Oh hell, it wasn’t the ice queen, it was her mini-me. Flynn sat up straight. Where was her owner? Shouldn’t she be in a pen, locked up tight with lots of plastic dolls? He flicked his gaze to the women in the pool at the thought of plastic dolls. It was official. He was losing his mind.

      The girl folded her arms. Frowned with purple eyebrows and pursed her lips. “It’s rude to have a party and not invite me.”

      “Oh, she is so cute,” one of the Ball Babes squealed.

      Aye, cute like a piranha.

      Flynn blinked at the kid. How the hell was he supposed to deal with this? He had a minimum age limit for dealing with the female species—nineteen. His maximum was twenty-two. Anything younger was alien to him. Anything older wasn’t worth his effort.

      She tapped the toe of her orange gumboot and waited for his answer. “Well? Why didn’t you invite me?”

      Flynn rubbed his jaw, absently noting he hadn’t shaved in…a while? Hell, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d bothered. It didn’t seem worth the effort. Very little did anymore.

      “I didn’t invite you because I didn’t want you here, kid.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “That’s rude. Are you always this mean? Muma says you’re proof pretty isn’t the same as nice or smart.”

      There was laughter. The guys were getting a kick out of his mini-tormentor.

      “I don’t need to be smart. Your mum is smart enough for all of us.” Pretty too, but he wasn’t sharing that thought with the kid. “Don’t you have to go to bed or something?”

      “It isn’t even dinnertime. I don’t go to bed for hours.” She put her fists on her hips. “Don’t think I’m going to invite you to my party.” She said it like it was a threat.

      “I’ll live.”

      She opened her mouth to say something else, but stopped when a loud whoop came from the pool. One of the Ball Babes decided she wasn’t getting enough attention and took off her bikini top. She swung it above her head as she jumped up and down in the water, ensuring everybody present got an eyeful of her foam-covered tits—including the kid.

      Flynn groaned as the mini-terrorist’s eyes went wide. Her jaw dropped. She pointed at the girl and shouted. “I can see her boobs!”

      “You have got to be kidding me.” Abby’s clipped upper-class tones cut through the laughter.

      He didn’t need to look at her to know she was oozing disapproval. Where he was concerned, Abby always oozed disapproval. Flynn’s chin dropped to his chest. He could not get a break. He took a deep breath, let out a sigh and turned his head to the ice queen.

      And stopped dead.

      Flynn’s easy charm faltered and his heart stuttered. The sight was not what he had expected. Abby had transformed. Gone was the calm, controlled demeanour he was used to dealing with. In its place was a wild woman. Her hair was flying, her cheeks were flushed and her eyes sparkled with fury. The ice queen had melted. Flynn felt his shorts tighten with raw hunger at the sight of her replacement. For the first time in months he got a glimpse of the passionate woman he’d spotted at his uncle’s funeral. He’d known she was in there somewhere. The sight made him want to grab her and hold on tight.

      At least it did until he spotted the knife in her hand.

      Flynn struggled to his feet, holding his weight on his good leg. He held out his hands in a placating gesture. Behind him the voices were deadly silent.

      “Now, Abby, don’t do anything rash.”

      Her eyes flashed at him before scanning the scene in front of his motorhome. Picnic tables were covered in empty beer bottles and discarded food. The grass was littered with trash. The giant inflatable pool overflowed with bubbles as three Playboy Bunny wannabes stared wide-eyed at the wild woman. Aye, so it didn’t look good. It wasn’t his fault. He had too much on his mind to keep the place tidy. As for the women…he shook his head. Okay. There was no excuse for them.

      The tiny terrorist’s arm shot out. She pointed straight at Flynn. “He said he didn’t want me at his party.”

      “Tattletale,” Flynn grumbled at her, and she stuck out her tongue.

      With an irate wail, Abby stormed into his RV. There was a loud crash and the music stopped dead. Well hell, that wasn’t good. A moment later she appeared looking even crazier than seconds before.

      Her lips thinned, her gaze focused on the pool and she strode purposely towards it. Flynn rushed to get into her path, but tripped over his weak leg. Michael’s hand shot out to grab him before he hit the dirt. The defender thrust Flynn’s walking stick into his hand. Flynn looked at it in disgust before turning his attention back to Abby. He was too late to stop her. He could only watch in shocked awe as she repeatedly stabbed the inflatable pool.

      The Babes screamed, high-pitched and girly. The noise made him wince. They scrambled out of the side of the pool furthest away from the mad woman. As the pool deflated and water flooded the field, Abby whirled towards Flynn.

      “Now, don’t do anything you’ll regret.” Flynn’s eyes were on the knife.

      She let out a seriously scary screech as she caught sight of the topless woman sneaking towards the RV. “You!” She pointed at the half-naked Babe. “Get dressed. Get some self-respect. Stop flashing yourself at mindless men. Do something with your life.”

      The Babe gasped before running into the RV. She’d wisely decided to do what the woman with the knife ordered.

      Abby spun to him. “You!” She closed her eyes for a second while she worked to control her breathing.

      Flynn watched her closely as he willed her success. Control would be good. Really good.

      “You,” she said again, “will stop playing loud music.” She took a step towards him. Her whole body vibrated with fury, making him notice the curves under her prim, yet seriously sexy, dress. “You won’t shout in the middle of the night. And neither will your friends. You won’t rev engines. Or scream. Or bang around. You will remember that normal people sleep at night and remain respectfully silent.” She took another step, making Flynn’s eyes drop to her feet. She was wearing drop-dead sexy heels. They were nude coloured, with a peep-toe that flashed her pale pink nails. He shook his head. What the hell? There was a crazy woman with a knife and he was admiring her feet. He needed to cut back on his pain meds.

      She pointed at him. With. The. Knife. “You will stop messing the place up. You will stop throwing orgies in plain view of the neighbours. You will be mindful of the child living next door to you.”

      Said child gave him a smug smile. He rolled his eyes at her.

      Abby stepped closer until he could see the gold flecks in her blazing hazel eyes. “You will stop being an inconsiderate, immature, misogynist moron and grow up. You will do this right now. This minute.” Her eyes narrowed. “And if I hear one more peep out of you, or your friends, you won’t be pleased with my reaction. Do you understand me?”

      For the first time since the tackle that’d destroyed his career, Flynn felt his interest in life spark. No. His interest in Abby sparked. A slow smile curved his lips as his hand snapped out to curl around her wrist. She jerked with shock. He held the hand clenching the knife as he leaned in to whisper in her ear.

      “You are seriously sexy when you’re mad.”

      Her back went ramrod straight. “This isn’t a game, Mr Boyle. My patience with your childish antics, and inconsiderate behaviour, has reached its limit. I won’t tolerate it anymore.”

      “I know.” He squeezed her wrist, making her drop the knife.

      He could almost feel his teammates’ shoulders slump with relief. Flynn ignored them as he held Abby’s gaze with his. They stared at each other for a millennium, as Flynn wallowed in the passion and heat glittering in her eyes.

      “Mr Boyle…” she started, but he noticed a waver in her voice, born of the awareness sparking between them.

      “Call me Flynn.” He slid his hold down her hand and over her fingers before releasing her.

      Want flashed in her eyes before she took a wary step away from him.

      “Let’s go.” She held out a hand to the kid.

      With one last unreadable look at Flynn, Abby grasped her daughter’s hand and stalked back to her house. The kid turned back to him and stuck out her tongue. Flynn couldn’t stop a laugh from erupting.

      As he watched Abby’s curvy behind sway, Michael came up beside him.

      “That’s a helluva neighbour you’ve got there. You never mentioned she was so freaking wild. Hot too. Kate Middleton hot. Classy. I like that in a woman.”

      Flynn noted the lust-filled interest in his teammate’s voice and scowled. “She’s off limits.”

      Michael raised an eyebrow at him. “Are you sure?”

      “I am now.” Flynn watched Abby shut the door quietly behind her. As though the stately Victorian house was too refined for slamming doors.

      “Did you get that?” An excited voice snapped his attention back to the people who invaded his space. “Please tell me you got it. That woman just propelled this documentary into the stratosphere. This is BAFTA material.”

      Flynn let out a disgruntled sigh. He’d forgotten about the damn camera crew. He turned to the producer.

      “You can’t use the footage.”

      The slimy weasel grinned. “You signed a waiver. Full access to your life for the duration of the shoot. The only stipulation you made was that we had to stay in this one-horse town. Everything else is fair game.” He cast a lecherous glance towards Abby’s house. “Looks like this shoot is going to be more interesting than I thought.”

      “My neighbour didn’t sign a waiver. She isn’t part of your show.”

      “She was on your property. Attacking your belongings. Shouting at you.” The weasel laughed. “Seeing as this programme is about your life, she’s just become part of the show.” He turned to his mousy assistant. “Find out all you can about the neighbour. We need to come up with a way to give her more airtime.” The terrified girl nodded, but her eyes darted nervously to Flynn.

      “This documentary is about my life after injury. It isn’t about my neighbour.” Flynn kept his tone even. Cold. It was the voice he used to scare the crap out of opponents.

      The weasel was too far gone with thoughts of BAFTA Awards to care. “You said it—your life. And she’s in it.” He turned his back on Flynn. “I want highlights on the web within the hour. Contact the news. Maybe we can get it picked up in time for the ten o’clock slot. People are going to see this teaser and wet themselves with excitement.” He rubbed his hands together.

      Flynn clenched his fists and took a step towards the man. A firm palm hit his chest to halt him.

      “Not worth it,” Michael said. “Call your lawyer. Agent. Whatever. Get the suits to sort it out.”

      “My agent got me in this mess in the first place.” And wasn’t Flynn the prize fool for letting it happen.

      Michael shook his head. “I told you at the time you needed to spend some energy on vetting a new agent instead of screwing around. I told you about the rumours. Barney had some dodgy deals going on. The guy is only interested in money.”

      “Thanks for the I-told-you-so. It’s always really helpful when I get them.” Flynn rubbed a hand over his face. “You’re right, though. I shouldn’t have signed with the first agent who sucked up after Gerry retired.”

      “Barney saw a cash cow and went for it.” Michael’s nod was knowing. “The guy can be convincing.”

      “Aye, but I made it easy for him. I wasn’t exactly paying attention.” His memories of the months before his old agent retired were a little hazy. He remembered a buxom brunette, a vintage Corvette, too much Italian wine and a speeding ticket outside Milan. But he didn’t remember much about screening new agents.

      “He probably set this show up because he’s pissed you cut off his cash supply.”

      “My heart bleeds for him, how he must have suffered when I got injured out of the game.” He glared at Brian. The look of glee on the guy’s face made Flynn’s fingers twitch. “I want to hit him.”

      Michael’s eyes were hard as he stared at the producer. This wasn’t the first time the team had dealt with the man. “We all do. Call your people. Just don’t hit the guy on air. No matter how tempting it is.”

      Flynn took a deep breath. His old teammate was right. Flynn losing his cool would just make better TV. He needed to end this. Not help it along. With a grunt of frustration, he grabbed his phone and made the call.
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        “I spent a lot of my money on booze, birds [women],and fast cars—the rest I just squandered.”  George Best, former Manchester United player

      

      

      

      Somehow Abby managed to swallow her fury long enough to get through Katy’s nighttime routine of dinner, bath and bed. She smiled and nodded as her daughter ranted on about how rude Flynn was and how ladies shouldn’t be topless in a field. It took all of Abby’s stretched thin self-control to keep her comments to herself. After what seemed like an eternity, Katy was tucked under her Minnie Mouse comforter, cuddling her tatty stuffed giraffe and sleeping. It was time for Abby’s breakdown.

      She grabbed a bottle of cheap white wine from the fridge and unscrewed the top. She didn’t bother with a glass. Taking the bottle into the sitting room, she picked up the phone. With a groan at the ceiling, she lay in the dark on her back on the rug in the middle of the floor. She wanted to wail, but the thought of waking Katy stopped her. Propping herself up on her elbow, she gulped down some wine then speed-dialled her best friend. She lay back down while the phone rang in her ear.

      “What’s up?” Jena said by way of hello.

      Abby was silent for a minute as she stared into the darkness. How did she answer? Maybe calling wasn’t such a hot idea after all.

      “Katy?” Jena’s voice softened. “Is that you, baby? You need to remember to talk when you’re on the phone.”

      Abby swallowed hard. “It’s me, Jena.”

      “Are you okay?” Jena’s voice was instantly alert.

      “No.” Abby heard the quaver in her voice. “I stabbed Flynn’s pool to death and threw his stereo out the window.”

      There was a pause. “I’ll be right there.” The phone went dead.

      Abby clicked it off, lifted her head and gulped down more wine. A field separated Abby’s house from Jena’s newly built home. She wouldn’t take long. Sure enough, a few minutes later the front door crashed open. Jena barrelled into the living room. She was followed by her husband, Matt Donaldson. Abby tried to smile at the man. It was difficult. The last person Abby wanted to see was the town’s only cop—especially as he was also Flynn Boyle’s cousin.

      “Oh, honey.” Jena plopped on the floor beside Abby. She held Abby’s hand tight in hers.

      Abby cast a nervous glance at Matt, which Jena caught. She nodded towards her huge husband, who was leaning against the doorjamb, perfectly at ease.

      “Don’t worry about him,” Jena said. “He’s here in case we need a babysitter. Or in case he needs to arrest Flynn.”

      Abby jerked with surprise. “Flynn? Not me?”

      Matt barked out a laugh. “Hell no, not you. I’ve known Flynn a lot longer than you have. If there’s trouble, it’s his fault.”

      Jena giggled, which made Abby relax, slightly. A tear escaped unexpectedly and ran down the side of her face to settle in her hair.

      “I’ll be in the kitchen,” Matt mumbled, before heading off.

      Jena brushed the tear from Abby’s cheek. “Now, tell me everything. What do you mean you stabbed a pool?”

      Abby took a deep, shuddering breath and told her sordid tale. Jena gasped, laughed and whooped with encouragement. Slowly, Abby began to relax. She sat up and leaned back against the sofa with her legs stretched out on the rug.

      “I snapped,” she said. “I couldn’t take any more.” She gave Jena a beseeching look. “I don’t scream. I don’t brandish a knife. I don’t destroy other people’s property. I talk calmly. I show anger with cold words and a chilly attitude. The teachers at my finishing school would turn in their graves.”

      “Are they dead?”

      Jena’s question took a minute to register. Abby found herself smiling. “They should be.”

      Jena grinned as she lifted the wine bottle. It was empty. “Matt. We need more wine.”

      There was a grunt from the direction of the kitchen.

      Jena settled beside Abby and patted her hand. “It’s a miracle you didn’t lose it before now.”

      Abby groaned and let her head fall back onto the cushion behind her. “I made a fool of myself.”

      “Nuh-uh, honey. The woman flashing her wares made a fool of herself. You, on the other hand, stood up for yourself.”

      “I should have called Matt. I should have politely complained.”

      “You’ve been polite for well over a month and it didn’t get you anywhere. Maybe going psycho on his ass will. I would have done a whole lot worse in your place.”

      “Let’s face it, princess,” Matt said as he came into the room carrying a tray. “You would have tripped, fallen on the knife and bled on the grass while you waited to be rescued.”

      To her surprise, laughter burst out of Abby. Matt had a point. Jena was the most accident-prone person Abby had ever known. Matt placed the tray on the floor in front of the women. He flicked on a table lamp and left without another word. There was no wine on the tray. Instead there was a pot of coffee and a plate of peanut cookies Abby had made earlier.

      “Guess we’re getting cut off.” Jena reached for a cookie.

      “Probably for the best. I don’t need any more alcohol.” Abby glanced at the clock. It was past ten already. Soon she’d fall into bed only to start all over again in the morning. Another relentless day of reacting to other people’s needs, of trying to get ahead and of dealing with Flynn. “I can’t believe I was attracted to the man.”

      “Flynn?” Jena sat up straight. “When were you attracted to Flynn? You didn’t tell me.”

      Abby groaned. “I saw him at Matt’s dad’s funeral. It was before his injury. He was wearing a suit and he was devastating. Of course, I didn’t know then he was also Satan.”

      “Oh, I remember.” Jena grinned. “That was around the same time you announced to the pub your hoo-ha was working again and you were desperate for a man.”

      “I did not!” Abby smacked her friend’s arm. “I said my libido was awake after years lying dormant. I didn’t mention anything about being desperate. And I certainly didn’t say the word hoo-ha.” Although, to be honest, Abby’s memories of the night in the pub were filtered through too much wine. She wasn’t sure what she’d confessed to her friends.

      “So.” Jena’s eyes narrowed, scheming. “Your hoo-ha wants Flynn.”

      “No! And stop talking about my hoo-ha.”

      “He’s the first man you’ve mentioned being attracted to since I met you. He must be pretty special.”

      Abby scowled. “Stop it. Stop whatever’s in your tiny mind. I don’t want Flynn.”

      “I think the lady doth protest too much.”

      “I think I should never have bought you a book on Shakespeare.” Abby pushed the cup away from her. “It’s too late for coffee. I have problems sleeping as it is.”

      “Want me to get you some tea?” Jena’s face transformed from mischievous to concerned, and Abby wondered again how she would have managed if her American friend hadn’t come to the Scottish Highlands.

      “No. Thanks, though.”

      “Don’t worry about Flynn, honey. This whole thing will blow over.”

      No. It wouldn’t. “Maybe, but I still need to apologise to Flynn. I’ll go over first thing in the morning.”

      Jena stopped dead, the cookie halfway to her mouth. “If you apologise, I’ll find a new best friend. One with a backbone.”

      “I made a fool of myself. I set a bad example for Katy and I embarrassed my neighbour in front of his friends. I have to apologise.” Being polite was practically wired into her DNA. She wasn’t sure she could not apologise.

      “He’s the one who should be sorry. Not you.”

      “I know you don’t understand, but I won’t be able to live with the guilt of letting this lie.” She held a hand up to stop Jena from saying anything else.

      Jena’s expressive eyes couldn’t hide her emotions even if she tried. “I don’t like it.”

      Neither did Abby, but it was the right thing to do, and no matter how hard she tried she couldn’t break the brainwashing of her childhood—a Montgomery-Clark always did the right thing, even if the thought of it made her want to gag.

      The doorbell rang, and before Abby could struggle to her feet, Matt passed the living room. “I’ll get it.”

      “Did you call anyone else?” Jena asked.

      “Who else would I confess my bad behaviour to?”

      “Good point.”

      A moment later, Matt appeared in the living room doorway. He was grim. “The idiot is here to talk to you.”

      “I know a lot of idiots,” Abby said. “You’ll need to be more specific.”

      A man stepped into view behind Matt and the wind went out of Abby. Great. That idiot. Flynn wore a faded blue tartan shirt that hung open, revealing his toned chest. A pair of blue sports shorts showed off one muscled leg and one with a chunk missing from the calf and the rest of it covered in angry red scars. He leaned on crutches, his easy charm absent.

      Flynn hobbled into the room without being asked—another mark against him. He was a couple of inches shorter than his cousin, which made him about six feet tall. He didn’t have the same bulk as Matt, who stood behind Flynn with his arms folded over his wide chest. Nope, Flynn was all lean, corded muscle and toned power. Abby resisted the urge to count his abs. She’d been staring at his chest for weeks now. She didn’t need to count to know there was a perfect six-pack waiting to be ogled.

      Abby scrambled to her feet and sucked in a quivering breath. No way was she going to sit on the floor to deal with the man.

      “I’m sorry.” Her words came out as a sharp bark that sounded nothing like a genuine apology. She cleared her throat and tried again. “I’m sorry about earlier. There was no excuse for it. I will, of course, replace your stereo and pool.”

      She straightened her back and raised her chin, as she was taught to do. He gave her a rueful smile.

      “Yeah, about that.” He licked his lips and glanced at Matt.

      Everything within Abby went on alert. She knew, with every fibre of her being, that she wasn’t going to like what came out of his mouth next.

      His mesmerising silver eyes captured hers. “I have something I need to tell you. It isn’t good. Are you going to make a run for a knife? Do you need to be restrained?”

      She narrowed her eyes at him before catching herself and replacing the expression with one of cool derision. “I think I can manage to control myself.”

      “Yeah. Right.” He didn’t look convinced.

      “Well?” she prompted, folding her arms. Jena came up beside her and put a hand on her shoulder in silent support. It was welcome.

      Flynn rubbed a hand over his unshaven jaw. “It’s like this. There’s a sports network doing a documentary on me right now. They’re following me around for the next few weeks.” His eyes flicked to Matt before returning to her. He let out a sigh, heavy with resignation. “Your visit was taped. They put some of it on the internet. You’ve gone viral.”

      Jena gasped. Matt cursed. Flynn’s attention remained firmly on Abby. He studied her like a science experiment gone wrong, waiting for her to blow. His muscles were tense, poised ready for flight. Abby blinked. She felt as though her focus was zooming in and out. As though the room was moving.

      “I’m sorry?” Her voice was eerily soft and calm. “Did you just tell me my behaviour was filmed and made public?”

      He nodded.

      The afternoon’s events flashed through Abby’s brain in vivid colour and detail.

      “And”—Flynn’s voice sounded as though it was coming from far away—“there’s more, but maybe you should sit down first.”

      She felt Jena’s hand clench on her shoulder. Abby couldn’t sit. She couldn’t move. As in at all. Not an inch.

      “Spit it out, Flynn,” Matt said with a growl.

      “Okay.” Flynn actually took a step back from Abby. “The promotional clips were picked up by the news media. We made the ten o’clock news.” He paused. “All channels.”

      That was when the world stopped. Abby blinked twice. Her breath faltered. Everything faded as stunned silence filled her brain. She felt herself falling.

      And then she felt nothing at all.

      

      “You broke Abby!” Jena wailed as she caught her friend before she hit the floor.

      Flynn rushed forward to help, but his damaged leg gave way and he almost fell on his face in front of her. Bloody useless leg. Holding on to the back of an armchair, Flynn watched as Matt lifted Abby onto the couch.

      Jena glared up at him. “When her husband died, she didn’t faint. When her business collapsed, she didn’t faint. When her family disowned her, she didn’t faint. When Katy was sick and rushed to hospital, she didn’t faint. You spend two months living next door to her, she’s acting like a crazy woman and passing out in her living room. You broke my best friend, Flynn Boyle.” She snapped her head towards Matt. “Hurt him, baby.” She pointed at Flynn. “Break something. I’ll be compassionate. You can break something he doesn’t use.” She glared back at Flynn. “Like his head.”

      Matt looked like he might follow his wife’s orders. “If you weren’t already injured, I’d kick your arse.”

      “Okay,” Flynn said. “I probably deserve that.”

      “No probably about it, dirt-for-brains. You definitely deserve to be beaten to a pulp.” Matt wore his cop face, the one that made it clear he didn’t tolerate idiots.

      “Look.” Flynn gestured to the unconscious Abby. “It’s not my fault she came storming over to my place and went all Xena on my pool. If she’d given me a chance, I would have told her there was a camera crew.”

      “Not your fault?” Jena jumped to her feet. Her curves were poured into cut-off jeans and a bright pink baby tee. Long honey waves flew around her face. She strode to Flynn. “Not your fault?” She poked him in the chest. It hurt. Were her nails filed into talons? “This is all your fault.” She swung back round to Matt. “He’s the dummy in the family, right?”

      That stung. It hit the same nerve people had been tweaking his whole life. The assumption being his brother Harry was a genius but all Flynn could do was kick a ball.

      “Right now he is.”

      “Thanks, cuz,” Flynn said.

      Jena pointed at the sofa. “Abby has been through hell for years. While you were playing ball, she was taking care of her dying husband and baby girl. While you were screwing half the models in England, she was raising a daughter and running a struggling business. She got through all of that then you waltz in, party under her nose and drive her insane. You broke her. And now you need to fix her.” She folded her arms.

      “How the hell am I supposed to do that?” He knew coming back to Invertary was a dumb idea. The town attracted nutjobs.

      “I don’t know.” Jena poked him in the chest again as Abby groaned. “All I know is you’d better do it. Or I’ll kick your ass.”

      He almost laughed at the thought of the tiny ex-dancer trying to kick his ass. Then he caught Matt’s steely gaze. Yeah. Jena might try to kick his arse. But Matt would make sure she was successful. Abby moaned as she struggled to sit up, drawing everyone’s attention.

      “Hey, honey.” Jena went to help her. “Water, Matt.”

      He nodded and headed out of the room, growling low in his throat as he passed Flynn. Not a good sign.

      Flynn watched as Jena helped Abby to sit on the sofa. She put her elbows on her knees and rested her face in her hands. Huh, maybe he had broken her after all. She’d only just started to show some spark, the thought it was over made him feel strangely responsible. A feeling he was not used to at all.

      Matt handed Abby a glass of water, which she sipped. Her head hung in defeat.

      “Are you okay, honey?” Jena brushed Abby’s shoulder-length chestnut hair away from her face. Thick, shiny waves hung past her shoulders. It was the kind of hair a man wanted to wrap his fists in.

      “I’m fine,” Abby said. “This is what happens when you drink cheap wine on an empty stomach. Plus, I haven’t had any decent sleep for months. I guess my system just overloaded.”

      “I can see why.” Jena glared at Flynn. “Do you remember what happened?” she asked Abby.

      There was a snort of derisive laughter. “Oh yes, I remember every detail.”

      She looked up at Flynn. Her eyes were filled with anger, resentment and pain. He shifted in place.

      “Show me,” she said.

      He stared at her blankly.

      “Show me the internet clips.”

      Oh. He hesitated. “I’ll go get my iPad.”

      “Use mine.” She pointed to the side table at the end of the sofa.

      Matt helpfully handed the iPad to him. With an unusual feeling of trepidation, he brought up the BBC news. They were running the clip on their sports and entertainment sections. Without a word—because seriously, what could he say?—he handed the tablet to Abby. She watched silently, without moving a muscle. Jena wasn’t so still. She gasped and glared at him. Aye, the editing made it look worse.

      “I don’t know what to do about this.” Abby’s voice was barely a whisper, and it sounded so defeated that Flynn felt something he hadn’t felt in a long, long time—guilt. It stirred in his chest and reminded him a lot of heartburn.

      Jena and Matt frowned at him. Obviously expecting something. The problem was, Flynn wasn’t sure what.

      “I spoke to my lawyer,” Flynn told them. “He told me the contract is airtight. There was nothing I could do to stop the segments from being aired.”

      Matt shook his head slowly. Disgusted. Disappointed. He turned to Abby, who still stared at the iPad. “Call Mitch,” he said. “He’ll know what to do. He’s an entertainment lawyer as well as Josh’s manager.”

      Big brown eyes, the colour of melted chocolate, peered up at Matt. “I can’t afford Mitch.”

      Matt’s lips thinned. “He’ll probably do it for free, but if there are costs, Flynn will pay.” His tone assured her there would be no argument on Flynn’s part. Flynn wisely kept his mouth closed.

      Jena handed Abby the phone.

      “It’s too late to call,” Abby said.

      “Now isn’t the time to be polite, honey.” Jena dialled then placed the phone in Abby’s hand.

      Slowly Abby raised the phone to her ear. As she spoke, her eyes focused on Flynn.

      “Hi, Mitch, I’m sorry to bother you so late,” she said. “I have a problem. A big problem, and I need your help.”

      Aye, Flynn didn’t need a neon sign over his head to know he was the problem. With a sigh, he flopped down into the armchair behind him. His leg hurt. His head ached and he knew the night was just going to get worse.

      “Got any beer?” he asked Matt.

      His answer was a set of three identical glares.
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        "I'd been ill and hadn't trained for a week, and I'd been out of the team for three weeks before that, so I wasn't sharp. I got cramp before halftime as well. But I'm not one to make excuses."

        Clinton Morrison, Exeter City player

      

      

      

      “You didn’t have to sit on the naughty step. I don’t think that’s fair.”

      Flynn opened the door of his RV to find Katy on his front step. After Mitch had turned up at Abby’s house the night before and told everyone the best he could do was make sure the camera crew didn’t film the kid, it had become clear Flynn was persona non grata in his hometown. Apparently nothing could be done to stop Abby being filmed. Nothing except keep her away from Flynn. Which suited him fine.

      “Are you listening to me?” the tiny terrorist demanded. “I said it isn’t fair you don’t have to sit on the naughty step.”

      Flynn let out a heavy sigh as he walked out into his field. Why wouldn’t people just leave him alone? He looked down at her. People and their spawn, he amended.

      “Go away. I’m busy here.” The last thing he needed was for Abby to come storming over to retrieve the kid. “Shoo!” He waved her away with his hands.

      She frowned. “When I’m naughty, I have to sit on the step.”

      Flynn let out a longsuffering sigh. “Don’t you have something to do, kid? Play with dolls? Nap? Snack? Watch Mickey Mouse? Shouldn’t you be with your mother? Doesn’t she have a leash for you?”

      She rolled her eyes with mega drama. “I’m too old for naps.”

      “Look, kid, your mum is going to be seriously cheesed off when she finds out you’re over here. Do you want to upset her?”

      “She’s in a meeting. She won’t know I’m gone.”

      Flynn tuned her out, because there was little else he could do. With the camera crew hovering at the edge of his property waiting for something to happen, he didn’t want to attract attention. The weasel would love to lure his sexy neighbour from her house.

      “This place is a pigsty.” The kid folded her arms and shook her head.

      She wasn’t wrong. The Babes had gone shopping in Glasgow and his ex-teammates had headed back to London, leaving a field of debris in their wake. There was no way he could get down to the ground to pick up all the crap. It felt like a knife spiked through his knee every time he bent his leg. Crouching would probably knock him out entirely. There was nothing he could do but wait until the Babes got back to clean the place up. Unless…

      He eyed the kid. “Want a job?”

      “Cleaning?”

      “Yeah.”

      “No.”

      “Kids are no bloody use,” Flynn grumbled.

      “That’s a strange balloon.” The kid pointed at something on the grass. “I have rainbow-coloured balloons at my parties. They’re better than your ones.”

      Flynn frowned as he looked where she pointed. Hell, someone had dumped a condom on his grass.

      “That’s not a balloon, it’s a…” He looked down at her wide-eyed attention and decided there were some things she didn’t need to know. “Why are you still here? Go back to your cage.”

      “I came to get you to take you to the naughty step. Yesterday you were badly behaved. You made my Muma cry. It’s not fair you don’t have to sit on the naughty step.”

      A stab of pain shot through his chest at the thought of Abby crying. Worse still, the thought of him being responsible for her crying. He didn’t know what to do with the strange emotion, so he buried it deep. “Life isn’t fair, kid. Get over it.”

      She folded her arms. “I’m not leaving until you come with me and take your punishment.”

      Flynn stared at the sky for a minute. He was being punished, all right. He stared down at his tormentor. She was dressed in a purple dinosaur onesie, silver princess shoes and a tiara. Her cheeks were coloured with bright pink blush, her eyebrows were blue and her lips had red lipstick, applied with a heavy and shaky hand. She looked like a transvestite Barney.

      “Has anybody ever told you that eye shadow doesn’t go on your eyebrows?”

      “Has anybody ever told you, you smell like baby poo?”

      He lifted an arm and sniffed his pit. Okay, he could use a shower. He hadn’t felt much like doing anything since he’d come back to town. Even showering seemed like an onerous chore. “If you don’t like the smell, go back home.”

      “Not unless you come and sit on the step.”

      Talk about a dog with a bone. This kid had one thought in her head, and he was damned if he knew how to get another one in there to replace it. He let out a sigh. “Fine. What will it take to make you go away?”

      She scrunched up her nose. She actually seemed to be thinking about it. She opened her mouth and he held up his hand. “And before you say it again. I’m not sitting on any damn step.”

      Her mouth snapped shut, but a calculating gleam appeared in her brown eyes. “You have to come to my tea party.”

      “Not happening. Try again. Do you want money? I have money. I’ll give you fifty pounds to leave me alone.”

      She stuck her little nose in the air. “You have to come to my tea party. And you have to be nice. And you have to stay there for a long time. Like, seventeen or fourteen minutes.”

      “A hundred pounds. Last offer. A hundred pounds will buy a lot of Barbies.”

      She licked her lips. “How many Barbies?”

      “A gazillion.”

      He watched her think it over. At last she nodded. She held out her hand palm up.

      “I don’t have my wallet on me.”

      “Then you’ll need to come to my tea party.”

      It was worse than negotiating his contract with Arsenal. He pointed to the motorhome. “It’s in there. On the bedside table. Go get it.”

      She ran off as fast as her sparkly-heel-clad feet would let her. Flynn flopped onto the lounger behind him. It was going to be a long, long day. He needed a beer. With the Ball Babes out for the day, there was no one to fetch him things when he needed them. He opened an eye and stared at the motorhome speculatively. No. He couldn’t ask the kid to fetch him beer. Could he?

      Before he could ponder his way through the latest moral dilemma to intrude on his happy place, the kid came running out of the camper wearing last season’s Arsenal shirt over her dinosaur onesie. It came to her ankles and fell off her shoulders. She held it up in one hand, like a full-grown woman would hold up a ball gown. In her other hand she held his wallet.

      “Can I have this T-shirt?” She handed him the wallet.

      “No.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You’re not using it.” She pointed to his bare chest. “You never wear shirts.”

      Flynn was past caring. He wanted her gone. His head was starting to ache from the mental gymnastics of dealing with her. “Fine. You win. Take it. Take whatever you want. Just leave me alone.” She beamed at him. He opened his wallet and pulled out two fifty-pound notes. “Here. Go buy Barbies. And don’t come back.”

      She grabbed the money, spun away from him and ran towards her house without another word, taking his favourite shirt with her.

      Flynn plopped back in the lounger. He wanted a beer, but he sure as hell didn’t want to drag his backside in to get one. He was having a bad leg day. Every time he moved pain sliced through him, making his stomach lurch.

      “We should never have agreed to exclude the girl from the show.” The weasel’s voice sliced right into Flynn’s already aching brain.

      “Don’t even think about it. She isn’t part of the programme.”

      The weasel pointed at Abby’s house. “The kid’s visit is the most interesting thing to happen here all day. If you don’t do something soon, this will be the most boring documentary ever made.”

      Flynn shrugged. “Fine with me.” He shut his eyes and listened to the slimy guy stomp away.

      Brian the weasel was short and skinny. A guy who was made up of lots of sharp angles, kind of like a Picasso painting Flynn had seen once at some hoity-toity party. Brian had perpetually narrowed eyes and a disdainful smirk on his face. He was the guy other men felt nervous turning their backs on. Nothing about Brian engendered loyalty or respect. If the weasel was having problems with the shoot then that was fine with Flynn. He didn’t want to do the show anyway. His agent had sold it to him as a serious piece, an interview on his career with some life shots for filler. It was the exact opposite. He felt like Matthew McConaughey in that movie—EDtv. He glanced down at himself and wondered if his abs were better than Matthew’s.

      The answer wasn’t forthcoming.

      

      Brian Flannigan watched Flynn laze on the lounger in the middle of the perfectly nice field he’d turned into a dump. He sneered. Must be good to have so much money you could bum around all day, every day. It pissed him off. Guys like Flynn got all the luck. All they did was kick a ball around and look pretty, while men like Brian, men with brains and talent, had to work damn hard to make it through the month. It made him sick.

      “What did you dig up on the neighbour?” he asked his whiny, terrified assistant. She was the walking, talking equivalent of beige wallpaper.

      She cleared her throat and addressed her answer to her shoes. Her dull brown shoes.

      “There isn’t much. She comes from a wealthy, connected family. Her mother is still alive; her father passed away a few years ago and his title went to her older brother. She doesn’t have any contact with her family. The rumour is they disowned her when she married her late husband. He was an agriculture graduate who moved here to open a mushroom farm in the old mine. As far as I can tell, he was hardworking and well liked. People were really upset when he died. It was a brain tumour. Abby tried running the business herself, but it was going under even before the explosion a few months ago made the mine collapse.”

      Brian stilled. “Wait a minute. Go back a bit. You said ‘his title’? Her father was a peer?”

      The beige wonder nodded, still unable to meet his eyes. “A lord. Her brother is now Lord Montgomery-Clark. The family estate is in Kent.”

      “A lord?” He felt his heart race. He could see the documentary title now: Class Warfare in the Highlands. It was the edge he needed to take his documentary from mundane to spectacular. Instead of ninety minutes featuring a self-obsessed pretty boy, the programme would be a social commentary on the struggles of a failing British class system and the lower class’ obsession with football. His mouth salivated at the thought of all the accolades that were bound to come his way.

      “They’re distant cousins of the Queen,” the mouse said, breaking into his vivid daydream.

      Holy hell. Brian bit back a laugh. This couldn’t get any better even if he wrote it himself. After this, people would be queuing up to get him in on their projects. His name would be gold.

      “Does the family know their daughter is slumming with the bad boy of UK soccer?”

      The beige wonder’s eyes snapped up to his, briefly. It made him wonder if she had a backbone after all. “She isn’t doing anything with Flynn. They’re just neighbours.”

      He couldn’t contain the grin that split his face. “The family doesn’t know what Flynn is to Abby. If her family disowned her for marrying an educated and respectable working-class man, they’ll go ballistic when they find out she’s setting up home with that waste of space.” He smiled over at Flynn. It was cold. He knew it. He didn’t care.

      “I, I don’t think—” the mouse started.

      “You’re right. You don’t think.” He spun towards her, deliberately crowding her space. “I want you to make sure the unedited footage of Abby’s meltdown gets to the family. I want this to happen anonymously. And I want you to include a note saying you’re worried about the child growing up around all this debauchery. You can hint about Abby’s parenting skills being substandard. Let’s see what the Montgomery-Clarks do with that.”

      The mouse paled. Her pasty skin turned ashen. “I can’t. You can’t—”

      “Get it done.” He stared at her, letting his feelings for her leach into his gaze. She was nothing. Less than nothing. He held her career in his hands. “If you can’t get it done, I can find someone who can.”

      She swallowed hard. Her eyes were back on her shoes, where they belonged. “I’ll do it.” Her words were barely a whisper.

      “Now, mouse, do it now.” He spun on his heels and headed for his car. This was turning out to be the best job of his career. He would make his name on this job. He’d be set for life. Fame. Fortune. It was all his for the taking—as it should be.

      Watching Flynn Boyle crash and burn on national TV was just the icing on the cake.
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        “The ball is like a woman—she loves to be caressed.”Eric Cantona, former national soccer player for France

      

      

      

      Abby was meeting with the women of Knit or Die when Katy burst into the room.

      “Muma, you need to take me to the shop!”

      “Don’t interrupt, Katy.” Abby was firm, but she smiled at the same time. She wanted her daughter to learn manners, not to have her personality subdued. “It isn’t polite to interrupt. Wait until I finish talking with the ladies.”

      Abby turned her back on her impatient and grumpy daughter. She was in the middle of presenting her knitwear designs to the local knitting group. She hoped they would work with her by making the designs a reality. This new business had seemed like such a great idea during the planning stage. It would combine the skills she’d learned in college with hours to fit around raising Katy. Now as she looked at the uncharacteristically quiet demeanours of the women in front of her, she worried she’d overreached. It’d been years since she’d studied textile design at art college. She was rusty. Out of date. She wasn’t talented enough. Or smart enough. What had she been thinking? This was stupid idea.
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