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Chapter One


          

          Allison

        

      

    

    
      “SHIT!” I SWEAR OUT LOUD IN annoyance when the back tire on my bike gets punctured. Trust it to happen now, just as I reach the foot of the steep hill. Now, I would not only have the exertion of walking up but would have to haul the bike along too. Could this get any worse?

      Immediately after speaking those words, the sky above me starts to turn gray and stormy. The large droplets of rain start hitting my skin, making me swear again. You’ve got to be kidding me. Anything else? My foot begins to tap on the concrete, as my jaw clenches and my gaze flicks upward. My hands fly up in the air, asking God if there is anything else he wants to throw at me.

      My thin jacket will be no protection and soaked before I reach home. A sudden mood swing, and it becomes as dark as the sky over me as I grudgingly push my bike up the hill, hoping to get home before the heavy downpour comes in full force. The squishiness of my socks in my tennis shoes makes the most god-awful sound with every step up the hill I go.

      At least when I get to the cottage, supper will be ready, and I can dry off quickly by the large burning log fire. These thoughts quicken my pace. After almost twenty years of climbing this hill, I’m used to it. However, my legs ache in protest. I spent most of the day on my feet at the bakery where I work in the tiny town of Rathendene. It’s a small island called Cushnagh, which is just off the Irish coast. Unfortunately for me, the rain comes down heavier, soaking my long dark hair, the dampness yet to come through my jacket. Trudging on, it will not be long until I reach home. Thank god.

      As I approach the bend in the road which leads to gran’s cottage, my spirits lift a little, knowing it’s only a short distance to go. That’s when I notice the light in the neighboring cottage. It belongs to Harvey Maxwell, an American publicist who occasionally uses it in the summer. But right now, it’s the middle of winter, and normally didn’t have occupants, which is why I stop mid-stride.

      When Harvey comes to stay or visit, usually he calls me or my grandmother to let us know. We have spare keys, and would air the place out for him, getting it ready for his arrival. Who would want to stay here willingly during the winter? All it does it rain and storm the entire season.

      As I get closer, there’s a red car in the driveway. It’s not Harvey’s car unless he bought a new one. Despite the rain and growing darkness, the door opens, and a figure appears. I bite my lip, and squint. Harvey is a plumpish middle-aged man with thinning gray hair. This man is younger and thinner, maybe in his mid-twenties, with short dark hair. Hurriedly, he opens the trunk of the car without noticing me. What’s in the trunk? My eyebrows raise.

      When he turns and straightens up, that’s when he notices me standing at the other side of the gate. He halts.

      “Yes? Something you want?” His abrupt tone conveys no friendliness.

      “Oh, s-sorry,” I stammer in apology, recollecting myself. My cheeks burn. “It’s just I live in the cottage next to you, and know Harvey, the owner. We look after the place when he’s gone. Who are you?”

      “Well, you need’t worry. I’m not some sort of squatter, if that’s what you’re thinking. Just a friend of his, he’s kindly letting me use it for a few weeks.” His eyes search around the area, almost as if he’s seeing if anyone else is watching.

      “Oh, I see.” Relief fills me, as I push away the rain-soaked locks in order to see him better, noticing his scruffy appearance and a slight foreign accent. French or Italian, perhaps? I have never met him before, but he seems vaguely familiar. Where did I recognize him from?

      “You say you live in the next one?” he asked, eyes darting over to my grandmother’s house.

      I nod. Maybe I shouldn’t have just told a stranger that especially since I have no clue who he is. Idiot. He could be some serial killer, and besides me and my grandmother, there’s no one else around. Haven’t you learned anything from watching all those horror movies?

      “Okay, you must be Allison, then. He mentioned you.” His finger points toward me.

      “He did?” I question, wondering if I should believe him. Why wouldn’t Harvey call us before his arrival? And why would anyone come here during the winter without warning to heat the place up? It just doesn’t add up.

      “Yeah, he told me if I need to know anything about the island, like the best fishing spots, to ask you.”

      “Yes, well, I’ve lived here all my life, so I can give recommendations.”

      His eyes briefly inspect me up and down speculatively before continuing. “Well, I’ll keep that in mind. For now, I’ll get out of this rain. You should too before you catch your death.”

      “Of course, I better get going. My gran’s waiting for me. It’s nice meeting you, Mr. -?” I falter, waiting for him to fill in the blank. His name will be useful when I talk to Gran. I imagine we’ll call Harvey to confirm he’s supposed to be here. He’s acting weird, and could just be a squatter.

      He seems to hesitate, as if not sure whether to reply, then finally, he says, “Lorenzo.”

      Abruptly turning around, I hurry to the cottage. As I struggle through the front door with my bike, my grandmother Mary, greets me in the hallway.

      “Oh, look at you. You’re soaked right through. I told you to put on your heavier coat with the hood this morning.” Gran comes over, trying to help take my jacket off, and then grabs a towel to drape over me. “You’re going to end up getting sick, stupid girl.”

      “I know, but it didn’t rain until I got halfway home.” She’s always hounding me when I leave to put on a decent jacket, and to prepare for the weather, and sometimes I hate to admit it but she’s always right. Why don’t I just listen to her?

      “Well, go up and get out of those wet things and get yourself dry. I’ll make some hot tea.”

      Twenty minutes later, I’m sitting at the kitchen table eating supper, while Gran put on the kettle for tea. “Did you know there’s some friend of Harvey’s who just moved into the cottage? I saw him when I was coming past. It’s some fella with a red car. Said Harvey’s letting him stay there.”

      Gran, with a slight look of intrigue in her eyes, says, “I’m surprised Harvey didn’t call. It’s been sitting empty for four months. It’s probably not in a fit state for someone to be in. You’re right through, it’s strange for anyone coming to stay here in the middle of the winter. It’ll be damp and cold in there. He must be a good fire going to dry that place out properly.”

      “Yes, well, he didn’t exactly seem friendly. Though he said Harvey mentioned my name. That’s when I knew he must be telling the truth.”

      “I can imagine he won’t stay long. There’s not much going on here in the summer, never mind the winter. He’ll get bored easily and be packing his bags after a few days to head back to the hustle and bustle of the mainland.”

      “More than likely,” I agree with a small sigh. But I’m still curious about the new arrival and the reason he’s taking residence in the cottage. Living in such a small space, where hardly anything happens, makes little events like this pique my interest. Nobody ever visits during the winter, so there must be a reason.

      The next morning, I ride past Harvey’s on my bike. The red car is still in the driveway, but the curtains are drawn. He’s probably still asleep. It’s early, barely seven. It’s only now getting light outside, but the sky’s cloudy. Gran insists I wear my coat with the hood today.

      When I reach the bakery, Teresa already has the doors open.

      “Morning, dear. Hope you didn’t get too soaked on your way home last night. Turned into a terrible downpour.”

      “I did, but only because my stupid tire got a puncture.” Thinking back to yesterday, the puncture isn’t what I want to tell her about. She’ll be interested to know there’s someone new in town. After all, she’s been single for a couple of years and always looking for a new hot boyfriend. Yeah, she says she doesn’t have time to date, but I know that’s a lie.

      “Oh crap. Well, it looks good as new now.” She smiles, looking outside at the bike rack she put in for me when I started here.

      “I have some new gossip for you. Some fella named Lorenzo moved into Harvey’s cottage last night.”

      “Oh?” Teresa’s eyes widen and she grabs my arm; after all, new gossip is scarce on this small island. “What’s he like?”

      “Younger. Scruffy, to be honest. I made an idiot of myself because he caught me gawking at him.” So, maybe I leave out the fact he’s actually kind of cute in a brooding sort of way.

      “Something mysterious about his sudden arrival?” She asks.

      “I don’t know, but time’ll tell.”

      The bakery is always busiest in the mornings with the locals coming in to get their bread and pastries, there isn’t much time for me to think about last night’s events. I glance through the shop window and see the familiar red car pulling up to the narrow curb. Straining my neck to get a better look, it’s Lorenzo. He’s wearing a long dark overcoat and a cap. The odd thing, he’s also rocking sunglasses when it’s overcast. Weird.

      As he opens the door and then enters, he removes them.

      “That’s him,” I hiss at Teresa, yanking my head in his direction.

      She gives the new customer more than her usual scrutiny and smiles as she steps forward to serve him. “Can I help you?”

      This is quite hilarious to watch. Once she starts batting her eyelashes I know she’s going to start flirting with him. Let’s see how long it takes for her to notice how awkward and rude he is. I give it less than three minutes.

      “Yeah, I need some bread. Wholemeal preferably,” he replies in a businesslike tone as his blue eyes peer at the different loaves of bread set out behind the counter. He seems to recognize me. “Oh, hey. See you’ve dried out. Nasty downpour you got stuck in yesterday.”

      I smile since he seems friendlier today. His eyes are bloodshot and weary like he hasn’t slept well in weeks.

      “Yes, thankfully, the rain has stayed off today so far. Have you settled in okay? I hope it wasn’t too cold or damp.”

      “It wasn’t.”

      He’s very abrupt and to the point with his answers. Lorenzo turns back to Teresa who is wrapping up his bread.

      “Is that all you want?” Teresa asks.

      “For now, yes.” He lifts the bread, seeming uneasy with all the questions and wants to go.

      Teresa, being a nosy woman, wants to find out all she can while the chance is here. “So, you’re staying in the Maxwell cottage? He’s a nice man, always very polite. You must be a good friend if he’s letting you use his place. Pity you visited in the middle of winter. It’s much nicer in the summer.”

      “Well, it doesn’t matter. I didn’t come for the weather. Privacy is the only thing I’m interested in.”

      “Well then, you came to the right place,” Teresa replies, handing him the change. “Apart from her and Mary, you’re pretty isolated. Not another soul around.”

      “Just the way I want it,” he tells her, giving her another of his quick smiles. “Have a nice day, ladies. I’ve got a few more places to go.”

      We watch him leave. “Hm, doesn’t give much away, does he? I think I know what he needs.”

      “Oh, what’s that?” I ask with interest.

      “A good woman to look after him,” Teresa replies, making her laugh.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          Allison

        

      

    

    
      AS THE WEEK WENT BY, the new arrival has caused quite a stir in the small island community. Any attempt for the locals to get into a conversation with the new visitor is sometimes rudely cut off. It’s now a well-known fact he’s not the friendliest person, and he prefers to keep his own company with a bottle of alcohol.

      I, personally, make a point to not encounter him again, despite my curiosity. Which is why the rumors spread about him actually being someone famous and well known seems to have more credence with me. I’m not the only one who thought he seems familiar. It seems to be a bit of a mystery. It’s been almost a week since his arrival when I inadvertently found the answers. Bored, with nothing to do, I glance through magazines. I have no real

      interest in celebrities, but as I idly browse through the pages, a particular face jumps out at me, making me peer at it more closely and read the writing below. It’s him, our new neighbor. His name is Lorenzo Moratti. It seems he’s famous, a celebrity chef whose restaurant has previously appeared in some reality type program on television that isn’t available on our island.

      From the written article next to the picture, the only other information I could gather is he’s known for being rude and arrogant to both his staff and the celebrity guests who paid a fortune to come and eat. I could relate to the article. It explains a lot.

      The reason the celebrity magazine is interested in him is because there are rumors about his marriage to his pretty blonde soap opera star Holly being in trouble, and a split seems imminent. Now the magazine claims it as their exclusive new bit of celebrity breakup gossip. I look at the front; it’s almost six months old. At least I could understand why Lorenzo seems familiar. I search through the pile of old magazines in the kitchen drawer, wanting to see if there’s anything more about him.

      In the end, I found one more article on him that’s a little more recent. It’s advertising the latest series of his reality cooking show. It’s a more in-depth article with a larger picture of him sprawled across the page dressed in a suit and posing with the infamous scowl titled, “The Smoldering Sexy Chef’s Back. Rude and Brooding on Our Screens.” Reading through it, they wrote the article in a way which isn’t appealing. A small introduction paragraph reveals he first found his way to fame when his father Antonio, also a chef, married and settled in London. He agreed to film a three-part documentary about him in his kitchen, where his then eighteen-year-old son worked alongside his father. It seemed it caught a lot of female attention with his brooding Italian looks, and the rest was history.

      He found fame in his own right from that documentary which led him to later have his own show. Once he started opening his own restaurants, customers were pouring in from his and his father’s reputations. It was obvious the fame and success of the high life also brought its problems, as it seemed he was now estranged from his family, and his marriage was in trouble. He seemed to take it all in stride.

      Going to bed, I gained a lot more insight to Lorenzo and the person he is. Even though it’s interesting, it still didn’t change the way I think about him. It explains the reason for his strange moods. His personal life seems to be falling apart.

      The sound of my phone ringing wakes me. Glancing at my clock, it’s just after six a.m. Who on earth would phone so early?

      As I answer it, Teresa sounds flustered. “I’m sorry for ringing you at this hour, but an emergency has come up. My brother had a heart attack.”

      “Oh no, he gonna be alright?” My hand flies to my mouth, and I shoot up off the bed to begin pacing the room.

      “Well, they think so, but it’s hard to tell. Plan on going to Dublin myself to find out, and I was wondering if you would look after the bakery for me.”

      “Of course, I will,” I reply.

      “I’m going to book myself on the afternoon ferry to the mainland, so you can come over and get the keys and open the bakery when you’re ready.”

      “No problem. I hope your brother’s okay.”

      The worry in Teresa’s voice is clear. I’m hoping it isn’t too serious, knowing it will devastate her if anything happens to him. She isn’t only my employer, but a good friend.

      I get ready for the day and pick up the keys to the bakery and the house. I’ll be responsible for her dog Jake while she’s out of town. The work day goes by fast like always because of the number of the locals. They keep me busy.

      After closing the bakery for the evening, I head to Teresa’s house to get Jake, a black lab whose tail begins to wag, and breathes heavy as I walk in.

      “Well, boy, it looks like you must stay with me for a while, till your owner comes back. I’ll take good care of you.”

      After eating, I take him for a walk on the way to my cottage. It’s a stormy evening, with strong winds. It didn’t bother me too much; I’m used to wild weather, and sometimes even enjoy it. Besides, I’m wearing a thick coat, scarf, and gloves. I take him down by the fields; the view is always spectacular. The high waves are dashing against the large rocks by the beach. I didn’t expect anyone else to be out at this time of night, so when Jake barks, I jump and grab my chest. He runs toward the rocks and my eyes follow him spotting the figure who stops, when they see Jake bounding toward them. I’m straight behind him, “Wait!”

      I try to call him to heel. It’s harder than I think, with the high winds and the sound of the waves almost drowning out my voice. As I get closer, much to my horror, the figure is Lorenzo. He’s unsteadily backing away from the oncoming barking dog, but he stumbles and trips over a small rock, falling on his backside. I lunge forward and grab the leash attached to Jake. The dog continues to bark, so I tug sharply on his collar, telling him to be quiet, before addressing Lorenzo, who is still sprawled on the sand, glaring at us. “I’m so sorry. You okay?”

      “No!” He snaps and his fist clenches. “That bloody dog should be put down if you can’t keep him under control.”

      “He wouldn’t have hurt you. He doesn’t like strangers, but he got a bit overexcited.”

      Lorenzo is still clinging to a half-finished bottle of whiskey in his right hand as he now struggles back to his feet.

      “Well, you don’t seem to be hurt,” she remarks in relief.

      “No thanks to you and your damned thing!” Lorenzo screams, making a move toward Jake, which makes him bark again.

      “There’s no need for that. I have him under control. He won’t hurt you.”

      “That dog’s wild and deserves a good boot up the backside. If you can’t give it to him, I will!” He glares back.

      I can smell the alcohol on his breath, and the fact he seems to have problems steadying himself tells me he’s more than a little drunk.

      “You won’t lay a hand on the dog,” I inform him. “With the state you’re in, you probably would have fallen over without his help. Don’t blame it all on him; maybe you should just get back to the cottage and try to sober up.”

      “Who the hell do you think you are, talking to me like that? You should worry more about your damn dog and keep it under control instead of having a go at me.” He starts to come closer, invading my space.

      I step back, and Jake notices my reluctance. “At least I’m sober and can stand on my two feet,” I inform him primly.

      His blue eyes narrow, piercing right through me, but my brown eyes hold his steady, knowing I have the upper hand. He will not intimidate me, big celebrity chef or not.

      He backs down with what little dignity he has left. “I can manage myself. So, you and your crazy dog can just clear off now.”

      He takes another swig from his bottle and turns back to walk in the other direction. I would’ve happily left him to it, but my sense of concern for this rude man’s welfare makes me continue watching him. He staggers toward the large jagged rocks, seeming totally unaware of the further danger he’s putting himself in. If one of those large waves washes up, it would take him with it.

      Do I really want to get involved? No, but if I leave and something happens to him, I’d never be able to forgive myself. So instead, I’ll stay and try to get him to go home.

      “Stupid idiot,” I mutter. Raising my voice, hoping he hears me, I say, “I don’t think you should go that way unless you’re planning on being carried out to sea and feeding the fish with your dead carcass.”

      He stops and glances back at me. “Maybe that’s just what I plan on doing!” There’s a bleakness in his eyes, alarming me, making me forget my annoyance toward him.

      “Don’t be stupid. You’re drunk. You don’t know what you’re doing.”

      “Why the hell do you care anyway?” he returns. “It’s none of your business what I do, so clear off.”

      He keeps walking and stumbles again, making the already jittery me now swear out loud. I hastily release the leash, leaving Jake where he is, to go after Lorenzo and grab him before something worse happens. “Look, you really don’t want to do this.”

      I try to reason with him, only knowing a little bit of the stuff he’s going through from the magazines I found.

      The tremor in my voice has me forcing myself to sound friendlier. “You’re all mucked up from falling. Why don’t we get you back to the cottage and cleaned up?” I attempt to pull him away from the rocky beach and the dangerous waves that could easily sweep us both away.

      “I don’t wanna go back to the cottage,” he replies, still resisting, trying to free himself of my hold. In the end, it’s Jake who helps to change his mind. The dog comes forward, barking at him again, thinking Lorenzo is attacking me. He bounds around his feet but stays a safe distance from his threatening kicks, and in doing so, forces him to walk back toward the beach and away from the rocks.

      “Bloody mad dog!” Lorenzo screams again, his free hand swinging toward the dog, but misses and causes him to fall again.

      I might have found it amusing if we were not in such a perilous situation. Right now, I’m just relieved we are both safe away from the rocks. Now if only I can get him safely to the cottage. I’ve had more than enough drama for one night.
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