
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			
Dedication


			For my readers.

			Without you, I am just a woman with a crazy,

			overactive imagination.

			Thank you for being in my world.

			JEM x
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Chapter 1


			RYAN

			Something isn’t right. I left MI5 ten years ago, but my sixth sense is still as strong as ever, a kind of danger detector, and I’m detecting danger right now. My skin is prickling. Adrenaline is starting to pump through my veins.

			I scan the vicinity outside our client’s house, seeing nothing unusual. There’s been nothing unusual since our personal security agency accepted the contract two weeks ago. Our client, a model from Canada with a devoted stalker, leaves for the airport any minute with her six-year-old daughter. It would be a fucking travesty at this point to run into a threat.

			My partner, Jake, is tense, too, his big shoulders high as he scrutinises the street beyond the iron gate that separates this house from the rest of London. He’s quiet. I’m quiet.

			‘Yo. Jake,’ I call, watching as the big guy leisurely takes backward steps away from the gate until he’s at the door with me.

			‘There’s a black Audi across the street.’ He goes to his phone. ‘Blacked-out windows. It’s been there for over an hour and the driver hasn’t gotten out.’

			I fucking knew it. ‘You checked with Lucinda?’ I move to the gates to take a look, seeing the RS 7 parked up the road, the passenger window open a fraction.

			‘The plate’s a clone.’ Jake confirms what I feared.

			I check left and right casually. ‘And here I was thinking how easy this job had been.’ I back away, feeling the weight of my Heckler pushing into the base of my spine. Fucking hell, I haven’t had to draw my gun in years. Yes, this job has been boring as shit, just like every other in the ten years I’ve served at the agency, but boring is safe. Boring means I make it home to Hampton.

			Jake looks over his shoulder as the front door opens and our client emerges with her daughter. ‘Miss Warren, we’re going to have to ask you to step back inside for a few minutes,’ my partner says coolly.

			She blinks, surprised. ‘But my plane leaves in two hours.’ There’s panic in her voice, and she scans the street beyond. ‘Is there a problem?’

			‘Let’s just get you back inside,’ Jake says softly, walking toward her and taking the little girl’s hand, leading her back into the house with her mother.

			Miss Warren’s eyes flick between mine and Jake’s, clearly trying to find an answer to her question. Then she opens her mouth to speak but quickly thinks better of it, turning to her daughter and crouching. ‘Darling, I think I’ve left Paddington on the couch. Why don’t you run along and fetch him.’

			‘Okay.’ The little girl dashes back to the living room, and Miss Warren stands, turning toward us. ‘Please, tell me what’s going on.’

			‘There’s an unidentified vehicle across the street that we need to check out,’ I explain.

			Her eyes immediately widen, her inhale loud. ‘Oh my God, it’s him.’ I look to Jake, wondering if he’s sensing what I’m sensing. ‘Him, as in your stalker?’ he asks, confirming he’s suspicious, too.

			She starts blinking rapidly, her hands shaking as she tucks her hair behind her ear. ‘Yes.’ She looks away, and I can no longer keep my thoughts to myself.

			‘Miss Warren, is there something else we should know?’

			‘I don’t have a stalker,’ she more or less whispers, her eyes clouded as she finds it in herself to look at us. ‘I have an ex-boyfriend who’s a less-than-desirable character and would do anything to hurt me.’

			I recoil. ‘Why?’

			‘Because I left him.’

			‘Name?’ Jake demands, going straight to his phone. I watch as she breathes in, as if bracing herself to tell us. Nothing about this is boding well.

			‘Corey Felton.’

			‘What?’ I blurt, hoping I heard her wrong. Jake curses under his breath, smacking at his phone with his thumb. ‘The drug trafficker?’

			She can only bring herself to nod, and I see a million apologies in her eyes. Jesus Christ, Corey Felton is wanted in ten countries for various crimes. But he’s elusive. Untouchable. And judging by the fear I can see in Miss Warren’s eyes, he’s just as nasty as the whispers suggest. ‘The police wouldn’t help me unless I assisted with their inquiries,’ she rushes to explain. ‘I just need to get back to Canada, and I know he’ll do anything to stop me.’ Miss Warren peeks past us to the gates again.

			‘We’ll get you and your daughter to the airport safely, don’t you worry.’ I give her my best reassuring smile, and she nods, backing up and shutting the door.

			‘What’s the deal?’ I ask as Jake stares down at his phone. 

			‘Backup’s on the way. If it’s him, we’ll need it.’

			If it’s him? ‘Of course it’s him.’ My blood sizzles with adrenaline. ‘You ready to dance?’ I ask as we walk back toward the gate.

			‘If I don’t make it home to Cami and Charlotte in one piece, she’ll be coming after your blood, you know that, right?’

			‘I know,’ I say quietly, my eyes set on the black Audi across the street. Jake and I go way back, though it’s only been the past couple of years we’ve worked together on assignments. Jake taking a partner was a condition laid down by his wife if he wanted to remain in the business. I was the perfect man for the job.

			I slip out onto the pavement – just as our backup truck skids into the street. ‘Subtle,’ I mutter.

			‘He’s been underground for years,’ Jake says, joining me. ‘Every police force from here to the States wants him.’

			Just as I start striding toward the RS 7, reaching back to pull my Heckler, the growl of the Audi engine starts up. A buzz of excitement that I haven’t felt in years comes over me, no matter how hard I try to push it back. He’s about to make his getaway.

			Just let backup deal with it, I tell myself. No need to go all Jason Bourne in the middle of London. But my legs move faster of their own volition, my jog turning into a full-on run. I race across the street toward the Audi, hearing car horns blare and the screech of tyres as it tries to pull away from the curb into oncoming traffic. It doesn’t get very far, wedging its front end in between a bus and a BMW. But the bus starts to reverse to give the Audi space to pull out. To escape. Fuck no.

			The damn fucking suit they insist I wear hindering me, I sprint into the road, spotting a black cab heading straight toward me. The driver catapults back in his seat, bracing for impact. ‘Shit, shit, shit.’

			‘Ryan, what the fuck are you doing?’ Jake booms behind me. I keep my eyes forward, watching as the cab gets closer and closer and closer, the screeching of its tyres deafening. ‘Ryan!’

			At the last second, the driver turns the wheel, and the loudest bang erupts when it slams into the Audi just as it breaks free through the line of traffic, blocking it in between the BMW and the bus again. Without even pausing to think about it, I pull open the back door of the cab and slide through to the other side, ignoring the stunned face of a businessman in the back with his phone to his ear.

			The Audi begins to reverse, ramming the parked car behind it, but comes to a screeching stop when the backup team pulls up alongside us. ‘Going somewhere?’ I yank the door open, grab the driver, and haul him out, my gun immediately wedged under his chin.

			‘Fuck,’ I hear Jake say from behind me, just as I register that the man I have pinned to the side of the mangled Audi isn’t Corey Felton.

			Realisation hits me like a brick. ‘It’s a decoy!’ I yell, releasing him and throwing myself over the hood of the car. The second I land on my feet, I break into a sprint, my focus set. The fucker.

			I’m back at the house in seconds, kicking the front door open, my arms at full length before me, my gun steady in my grip.

			Miss Warren runs into the hall, frantic. ‘What’s going on?’ She comes to a startled stop when she sees me. She’s in one piece. Still here. So . . .

			‘Where’s your daughter?’ I ask.

			‘Oh my God.’ Her hands go to her mouth, her eyes wide. ‘He’ll take her. He’ll use her to keep me.’

			My jaw tenses as Jake appears, and I give him the nod, telling him to get Miss Warren out of here just as the thud of a door shutting sounds from the back of the house. I’m flying down the hallway, and the moment I enter the kitchen I feel something push into my temple. I freeze.

			‘Drop the gun,’ he says calmly, and I immediately lower the weapon to my side, seeing the little girl out the corner of my eye, held to his front. My brain works fast, noting her position, his position, his hold, her fear.

			It’s now or never. Drop the gun, Ryan! But I know the second my gun is out of my grasp, I’m out of the game, and that little girl will be gone. I feel my muscles twitch. My heart rate increases. My eyes refocus. Now or never.

			My arm flies up fast, hooking back and knocking the gun aside as I turn and grab his arm, freeing the girl before I thrust him up against the wall, slamming his hand into the plaster so he drops the gun. God, there’s nothing I’d love more than to tear him a new arsehole . . . but the girl. So I reluctantly kick his feet from under him and take him down to his front, immobilising him with his arms up his back. He whimpers like a fucking baby as I look up at the little girl, giving her my most dashing smile. ‘Baddies always get caught,’ I whisper, and she grins, filling me with relief as I glance to the door, willing backup to hurry the hell up. ‘Did he hurt you, sweetheart?’

			Her little head shakes from side to side, and she presents me with a bear. ‘But he stomped on Paddington.’

			‘He did?’ I shudder for effect just as Jake bowls into the room, looking ready to attack. He soon finds me on the floor. ‘Hi,’ I say, grinning up at him. ‘Got any cuffs?’

			He visibly relaxes and shouts down the corridor for backup, and we’re quickly joined by six more men, all kitted out in armor, all armed. ‘What took you so long?’ I ask drily, letting them claim my prey. I get up, dust myself off, and slip my gun into the waistband of my trousers. ‘Come on, you.’ I scoop the little girl into my arms. ‘Let’s get you and Paddington back to Mummy.’ I pace out the kitchen and hear Miss Warren before I see her, crying her heart out.

			‘Oh, thank God!’ She charges for me and grabs her daughter, squeezing her tightly.

			‘She’s fine.’

			She smiles up at me through glassy eyes. ‘Thank you.’

			‘All in a day’s work,’ I lie, heading through the crowds to find some air. I make it outside, hearing the angry yells of Corey Felton as I go, and prop myself up against a fence, my heart still going ballistic in my chest.

			‘What the fuck were you thinking?’ Jake bellows, stomping toward me, and just like that my adrenaline drains from my body and I blink a few times, checking myself over. ‘You should have let backup deal with it, for fuck’s sake, Ryan.’

			‘Yeah, yeah,’ I retort for the sake of it, not needing Jake to kick my arse. I’m suddenly doing a damn fine job of that myself. Fucking hell, what was I thinking?

			Jake must notice my sudden shakiness, because he wraps an arm around my shoulder on a sigh and starts walking us to the gates. ‘You’re such a fucking maverick.’

			He’s right, I am. ‘Guess it never leaves you, huh?’ 

			‘And stupid. You could’ve gotten yourself killed.’

			‘I’m breathing, aren’t I?’

			‘Yep. And now you’re gonna get a severe headache from the top.’

			I snort. Coming from Jake Sharp, that’s fucking rich. Besides, it’s not my damn fault we weren’t furnished with the whole story. ‘I can deal with a headache.’ What I’m struggling to deal with is how fucking stupid I’ve just been. Damn instinct. I need a drink.

			‘You of all people know that when you care about shit, you look after yourself,’ Jake reminds me.

			‘All right, you can stop lecturing me now.’

			He releases me when we get to the gates. ‘It’s not only yourself you’re putting in danger,’ he mutters moodily.

			Guilt. More of it sweeps right on in and punches me in the gut. Jake’s wife is heavily pregnant, and now she’s worrying even more every time he leaves for work. ‘How’s Cami?’

			‘Ready to pop.’ His cheeks inflate, and I laugh a little. ‘Three weeks left.’

			‘Excited?’

			He’s quiet for a second, and I know why. He was a lone wolf for so long, swamped by his demons. He’s had it tough. I’ve spent so much time with Jake over the past couple of years, we’ve had no choice but to get along. He’s talked. I’ve listened. He deserves his happiness. ‘Yeah,’ he eventually says, looking across to me. ‘I’m looking forward to doing it right  this time.’

			And there’s me putting us in unnecessary danger. I reach up and slap his shoulder, all manly, as I always do when things get a little deep from time to time. ‘Beer later?’ I ask, nodding to the pub over the road.

			‘I’m game.’

			We both slow to a stop when we see Lucinda’s car screech around the corner. Fuck me, that car sounds angry. I look at Jake as Jake looks at me. ‘Beer now?’ I ask, heading away from our fiery handler who is about to go fiery on my arse.

			Jake’s with me, both of us backing up. No one wants to be around Lucinda when she’s after blood, and she’s currently after mine. So I’m running scared.

			We enter a quiet space, with only a few patrons scattered around. ‘Two Buds, thanks.’ I toss a note on the bar and pull up two stools. We’re both silent as the barman gets our drinks, reflective, and we chink bottles and slurp together, releasing appreciative gasps at the same time. I haven’t even placed my bottle down before Lucinda stalks in and scans the bar. Oh boy. She finds us, and I recoil somewhat, her formidable glare making me shrink.

			‘Should’ve known.’ She strides past us toward the back of the pub. ‘Come.’

			I look at Jake, who’s in the middle of an epic eye roll. ‘If I wasn’t so fond of her, I’d tell her to fuck off at least ten times a day.’ He slips down from his stool, and I follow on a light chuckle.

			Taking a seat on the opposite side of a booth from her, we sit like good little boys and wait for her to rip our balls off. After all, we deserve it. Or at least, I do. Jake’s got nothing to do with my momentary lapse in focus.

			Two minutes later, our handler’s still doing something on her phone, and Jake and I still have our balls. I look at Jake. Jake looks at me. I shrug. ‘Drink?’ I ask her.

			Lucinda fires me a filthy glare, and there go my balls. ‘Don’t test me, Ryan,’ she snaps. ‘You’ve already given me a fucking headache today.’

			I sit back, getting a safer distance away as I hear Jake laugh. ‘I only asked if you wanted a drink. Besides, who knows where that girl would be now. I had to act fast.’

			‘What?’ Lucinda says with a laugh. ‘By going on a rampage in the streets of London brandishing your firearm?’

			‘I’m sure the official big-bods will be easy on you, since one of your men caught a man they’ve been tracking for years.’ I smile sweetly, and she rips her fire stare from my wilting six-foot-three-inch form, holding her hand in the air for the attention of the barman.

			‘Flat white,’ she calls. And then silence falls, neither Jake nor I willing to fill it, as I spin my bottle slowly on the table.

			Lucinda eventually pushes a file across the table, and I look down at it. ‘What’s that?’ I ask.

			‘Your next contract.’

			‘Time off,’ I remind her. ‘I’m going home for a few weeks.’ ‘Home? It’s in the middle of nowhere.’ She laughs. ‘Boring as shit. Two hundred residents, a few shops, a pub, and a school. Why the hell would you want to go back there? What will you do?’

			‘That’s none of your damn business,’ I spit, feeling Jake’s eyes fall onto my profile. He knows what I’ll do. And he’s the only one. That’s what happens when you spend so much time with one person. You tell them shit. ‘I’m going home, and that’s it,’ I say with fierce finality, and Lucinda slumps back in her seat as her coffee lands on the table.

			With no thanks to the waiter, she pours in a healthy dose of milk, picks it up, and downs it in one fell swoop, never once taking her lethal glare off me. She can go to hell. I’m going home to Hampton and that’s it. She can find someone else to do the next contract. And at that very moment, she turns her eyes onto Jake.

			He immediately starts shaking his head. ‘Forget it. I have a baby due in a few weeks.’

			‘It’s a two-week contract.’

			‘Nope.’ He swigs from his bottle of beer. ‘I promised Cami this was the last job.’

			‘What if I told you I’ll kick your stupid arse into shape?’

			‘You did that years ago. Now I’m more scared of Cami’s wrath than yours, so go to hell, Luce.’ Jake toasts her on a sarcastic smile as she snorts her disgust. I find myself grinning. Lucinda loves Cami. Jake’s wife is the only woman on the planet our handler actually likes.

			‘Guess you’ll have to find someone else,’ I muse, clinking my bottle with Jake’s. ‘We’re out.’ I watch as she inhales, her eyes narrowing to scary slits and slowly dragging onto me. My grin drops as she hands me another file. ‘What’s this?’

			‘You said you’re going home for a few weeks. This is your job when you’re back in London. A nice, boring, low-risk one-man affair.’

			‘You said Miss Warren was low-risk,’ I point out as I stare at the paper file, my mind replaying the past hour. I wince as my heart pounds a little bit faster. Wince harder when I see Alexandra’s face in my mind’s eye. ‘I’m passing,’ I declare, looking up at Lucinda. As I expected, her face is a picture of shock. ‘I’m taking a career break.’

			‘What?’

			I can feel Jake’s stunned stare on me, too. ‘I’m done with this game,’ I tell her. It doesn’t matter how careful I am. It’s been proven today that danger has an uncanny ability of finding me, and clearly my instinct to dance with it hasn’t left me. I’m aware this contract could have ended very differently.

			Lucinda’s nostrils flare as she withdraws the file. ‘I’ll call you when you’re thinking straight.’ She gets up and stomps out of the bar, and I can still feel Jake’s eyes on me. ‘What?’ I ask without looking at him.

			‘Are you serious?’

			‘Deadly serious.’ I take a swig of my beer.

			‘What will you do?’

			‘Work on my house. Maybe build a few more.’ I shrug to myself. I’m good with my hands. Built my own place in the woods from scratch. I’ve always thought about buying some land and building a portfolio of properties. Now’s the time to do it. I’ve worked in some form of protection for nearly twenty years. I’m done.

			‘Sounds kinda good,’ Jake says as his phone rings and he answers. ‘Hey.’ I can tell by the tone of his voice who it is, and I smile to myself. He’s a mean bastard at work, moody and difficult to read for most, but he’s mush when dealing with his wife and daughter. ‘No, you can’t be.’ Jake’s arse is up from the chair fast. ‘Fuck, Cami, I’m on the other side of London. I’m having a beer. And it’s too fucking soon! We’re supposed to be going to the country place.’

			‘Sorry.’ I hear her breathe. ‘I’ll just tell this baby to hold off until Daddy’s finished his pint, shall I?’ A few rushed pants. ‘The midwife is five minutes away.’

			‘Fuck,’ he curses, turning and running out of the pub.

			‘Jake!’ I yell, going after him, abandoning the two beers we very nearly got to finish. ‘Jake, wait.’

			‘Cami’s in labour,’ he yells over his shoulder, breaking out in a sprint across the road. ‘I’ve got to get home.’

			‘I’ll drive you. You’ll get yourself killed the state you’re in.’

			He throws me an indignant look. ‘I’m fine.’

			‘Your forehead disagrees.’ I point up, and he reaches to wipe the sweat away. ‘Get in the truck. I’m a better driver than you, anyway.’

			‘Fuck you.’

			I chuckle, falling into the driver’s seat. ‘Is someone with her?’ I pull out of the space fast and zoom down the street, weaving in and out of the traffic.

			‘A friend. Heather.’ He goes straight to his phone, and a few seconds later he’s talking again. ‘I’m on my way. How is she?’ Jake’s quiet for a few moments, and my attention splits between him and the road. The guy has always been tense, but he’s off the charts at the minute. ‘I should be half an hour, depending on traffic. Can she wait that long?’

			I take a sharp right and sail through a red light. 

			‘Make that twenty minutes,’ Jake adds. ‘Put her on.’

			Another sharp corner, and Jake motions up ahead to another set of lights that are currently on amber. I take his hint and swerve around a few mopeds in front, putting my foot down.

			‘Hey, angel,’ he breathes, and I smile, the softness in his voice making my big body melt a little. ‘Ryan’s driving perfectly sensibly,’ he assures her, turning his eyes onto me. ‘Yeah, I’ll tell him. Just breathe like we practised. okay? You can do it. Where’s Charlotte?’ His smile is epic as he listens to Cami. ‘Sounds like you’re in good hands.’ He jumps in his seat as the sound of a monster scream fills the truck, and I look his way, eyes wide. ‘Focus on the road,’ he grunts, putting his phone on speaker. The sound of Cami’s wail fades, and I hear her start panting.

			‘Ooh, that was a sharp one,’ she sighs.

			‘Dad!’ A little girl’s voice comes across the phone, sounding excited as opposed to anxious.

			‘Hey, princess.’ Jake’s tone has gone even softer, and his body virtually dissolves into the seat beside me. ‘You taking care of Cami for me?’

			‘Yep. She’s sweating really bad, though. And she’s really red.’ 

			‘She’ll be fine. I’ll be there as quick as I can, okay?’

			‘You better hurry, Dad.’

			‘I’m hurrying, princess.’ He falls into the door when I skid around a corner, cursing when he hits his head on the glass. ‘Trust me, I’m hurrying. See you soon.’ Jake clicks off the call and rubs at his forehead, bracing his other hand on the dashboard. ‘Put your foot down, Ryan,’ he mutters sarcastically just as I whiz past a fancy Ferrari, the driver flipping me the finger. I honk my horn in reply and focus on getting my mate to his wife before his baby arrives.

			I can’t claim Jake’s not without his own trauma by the time I pull up outside their house in West London, but I do know he won’t have missed the birth. Jake hops out after giving me his customary manly slap of appreciation on the shoulder. ‘Thanks, mate.’

			‘Call me!’ I yell as the door slams and he runs up the path. ‘And good luck, buddy,’ I say to myself, watching him fall through his front door.

			I sit there for a few moments, idle by the curb, just reflecting on a few things in my own life. Not that there’s much to reflect on. Just one thing. I smile and pull away, ready to get my arse out of the shitty apartment I’ve been crashing in for too long and go home.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 2


			HANNAH

			Bullets of amber lights dance across the dirt track before me, jumping as the wind rustles the canopy of trees above. I look up, squinting, letting the sound of the breeze in the treetops hypnotize me. The sway of the branches, the creak of old wood, the apricot glow trying to fight its way through the leaves. It’s all so damn perfect.

			It’s home. At least, it is for now.

			I edge toward the tip of the hill, pushing my bicycle along with my feet until the front wheel dips ever so slightly. Then, kicking my legs out to the sides, I throw my head back and let gravity take over, speeding down the hill with a laugh, the sounds of my delight echoing around the woods. The wind in my face is glorious, the whoosh of air passing me purifying.

			I’m approaching the bottom of the slope far quicker than I’d like, kicking up clouds of dust in my wake. The basket on the front of my bike jumps as the dirt road meets the paved section, sending a few of the raspberries I’ve picked catapulting into the air. ‘Oh shit.’ One hits me square in the forehead, the ends of my head scarf whipping at my cheeks. I quickly pull it free, stuffing it in my pocket before the wind whisks it away.

			‘Afternoon, Hannah,’ Mrs Hatt calls as I hurtle past her toward the small bridge that crosses the river toward town. Cats circle her feet as she walks down the brick path to the front door of her cottage, weighed down with shopping bags.

			‘Afternoon!’ I yell, quickly reclaiming the handlebars with both hands when I hit a divot, causing me to wobble. I lose some speed as I roll up the slight incline of the old stone bridge but regain it after breaching the summit. Passing the town church, I see Father Fitzroy in the small graveyard that circles the ancient building, dusting off the headstones with a broom. ‘Afternoon, Father.’

			He swings around, turning to follow me on my bike as I pass. ‘Afternoon, Miss Bright.’ He holds up his broom before going back to his task.

			I’m forced to use my brakes when I approach a group of school-children waiting to cross the road, and I slow to a stop, smiling as they’re herded to the other side by their teacher. ‘Afternoon,’ she sings, pulling a stray child back into the line.

			‘Hi.’ I wave, laughing as the stray kid goes astray again. There are just ten kids, and that accounts for twenty percent of the school’s students. That’s what I love about this town. It’s small. It’s also cosy, friendly, and safe.

			As soon as the children are across, I push off and start pedalling leisurely once again toward the huge pond that marks the beginning of the high street. The pub is the first building on the left, followed by a row of small chocolate box cottages, and then a petrol station at the end. And on the right, a row of shops, starting with the town shop – which sells everything from milk to screwdrivers – and ending with a post office. And in between, Mrs Heaven’s café and, finally, my shop. My gorgeous, cute little arts-and-crafts shop.

			I roll to a stop outside and throw my leg over my bike, leaning it against a nearby lamppost, and stare up at the new sign that was recently installed. I smile.

			‘There’s not much call for art around these parts, love,’ someone says from behind, and I turn to find an old man with grey wiry hair and a long beard to match. His green-chequered shirt hangs out of his brown cords, his hands resting on the handles of a cart. He’s staring up at my shop’s new sign.

			‘I’m sorry, I don’t think we’ve met,’ I say, approaching him.

			‘The name’s Cyrus.’ He removes the toothpick from his mouth and points it at my shop. ‘I hope you’re not planning on making millions.’

			‘Not millions,’ I assure him. ‘Just enough to live on.’ I’ll be okay for another year or two, but the money I left with is running low. So it’s time to start making some for myself.

			Cyrus eyes me, looking me up and down a few times. ‘You look like the creative type.’

			I laugh as I feel at my haphazard bun. ‘And what does the creative type look like?’

			‘Messy.’ Putting his stick back between his teeth, he pulls a broom from his cart and starts brushing at the pavement. I frown and look down at my dungarees, spotting a few blobs of paint. And then I pull at my white T-shirt. More paint spots. ‘It’s even on your flop-flips.’ Cyrus chuckles, sliding his brush back into the cart and taking the handles.

			‘You mean flip-flops?’

			‘I mean what I mean.’ He starts pushing his cart up the street, the wheels creaking as he goes, and I pull my red scarf from the pocket of my dungarees, reaching up to put it back on, tying a big bow tightly on top.

			‘Hey, Mrs Heaven,’ I call when I see her come out of her café. 

			‘Hello, Hannah.’ She follows me into my shop. ‘I brought you a muffin.’

			‘You’ll make me fat,’ I say as she hands it to me, and I take a bite, moaning a little. Mrs Heaven’s blueberry muffins really are heaven.

			She chuckles and wipes her hands down her apron. ‘You could do with a bit of meat on those bones of yours.’

			‘Are you kidding?’ I say through my mouthful. I’m the curviest I’ve ever been. Long gone are my days of watching what I eat. Or being told what I can eat.

			‘A few pounds won’t hurt you.’ She winks on an impish grin. ‘How are you settling in?’

			I wander over to the last of my boxes of stock and pick the edge of the tape. ‘Great, thank you. Only a few more boxes to unpack before I officially open.’ I get on with pulling out the brushes, slipping them into pots on the nearby shelf in order of size and type.

			‘How exciting for you, Hannah,’ she chirps. ‘I’ll be sure to tell all my friends about your work.’ Mrs Heaven walks the length of one wall, where many of my landscape paintings hang. ‘Such a talented young lady. Have you always painted?’

			I step down off the stool. ‘Yes,’ I say, because it’s the easiest answer to give.

			She hums, cocking her head from one side to the other. ‘I love this one.’ I make my way around the cashier desk as she studies my latest creation, an oil on canvas of a nearby valley that I painted last week. ‘It would look lovely on the wall of your café,’ I hint, not so subtly. ‘Well, when I have some spare cash, I might buy it from you.’

			‘I’ll do you a special deal,’ I say as I follow her to the door and open it for her. She chuckles as she chucks my cheek. She’s always chuckling or smiling. She’s the sweetest lady. ‘See you later, Mrs Heaven.’

			‘Bye-bye, Hannah.’

			I head out into the sunshine with her and tuck my hands into my pockets, watching as she dips and collects up a candy wrapper. ‘I don’t know,’ she sighs, dropping it in a nearby bin. ‘Why do people insist on littering our lovely little town?’

			She’s right. It truly is a lovely town. It’s almost a shame I can’t stay here forever. I breathe in the clean spring air and wedge the door open, then get back to unpacking.

			By five o’clock, I’m done, and I stand gazing at the splashes of colour on every available space. It’s cluttered, a charming kind of messy, just as planned. Just how I always dreamed my own art shop would be. ‘Perfect.’

			With celebrating my achievement in mind, I lock the shop door and head to the kitchenette to collect the bottle of wine I bought earlier, before I go upstairs to my apartment and chill out. Pulling open the mini fridge, I seize the bottle of cheap white . . . and nearly drop the damn thing when a loud crash has me jumping out of my skin.

			I whirl around. What was that? ‘Hello?’ I call, blindly placing my bottle of wine on a nearby counter. No one answers, and I damn my pulse for thumping so hard. Edging toward the doorway that leads back into the shop, I swallow and gingerly peek around the corner.

			No one.

			I pass the till, scanning every corner of my shop, and stop moving when I see a pile of mini paint pots scattered across the floor, fallen from the shelf I just meticulously stacked. ‘Shit!’ My hand shoots out toward the wall, knocking a painting askew, my heart stopping in my chest.

			Meow.

			‘Jesus,’ I breathe as a monster tabby cat jumps onto the display table in the centre of the shop, knocking a few pots of brushes over. The clatters mingle with the pounding of blood in my ears, and I stagger back, my hand resting over my pumping heart. ‘Just a cat. It’s just a cat.’ I force my muscles to relax while I repeat the mantra over and over out loud. ‘Where did you come from?’ I exhale, just as an almighty bang sounds behind me.

			I’m jumping out of my bloody skin again, more pots of brushes toppling on the table as the cat, obviously startled, too, jumps off and darts toward the door. I look across and see a woman on the other side, peeking in, her hand on the handle.

			I’m safe, I tell myself. No one knows I’m here. No one knows I’m anywhere.

			I hurry over and open the door for her, at the same time letting the huge tabby cat out. ‘Hi,’ I say as both our gazes follow the speedy getaway of the cat.

			‘Sorry, did I frighten you?’

			I laugh under my breath as I turn and dip to collect up the brushes scattered all over the floor. ‘The cat scared me more than you did,’ I say, scolding myself again for being so unreasonably jumpy.

			The lady comes to join me on the floor, helping me. ‘That’s Timmy.’ She smiles at my frown as we both stand, both our hands full of various paintbrushes. ‘The cat,’ she confirms, nodding her head toward the door. ‘Belongs to Mrs Hatt. If a door’s open, he’ll invite himself in.’

			‘I’ll remember that,’ I reply with a smile.

			Resting the brushes on the table, she offers me her hand. ‘I’m Molly. I teach history at the local school.’ Off-loading my brushes, I shake her hand with a smile. ‘Well, I teach English and maths, too.’ She shrugs. ‘Small school.’

			‘Nice to meet you, Molly. I’m Hannah.’

			‘I’ve been meaning to come introduce myself since I saw you moving in a couple of weeks ago.’ Molly takes a peek around, looking impressed. ‘How’s it going?’

			‘Great, thank you.’ I head for the shelves and collect up the paint pots that Timmy knocked off. ‘I showcased some of my work at a show yesterday, and my online shop is up and running now, too.’

			‘Oh, good luck with that! There are some beautiful places around here to paint.’

			‘There are,’ I agree. ‘It’s a lovely little town. Have you lived here long?’

			‘Oh, I’m a lifer.’ Molly laughs as she approaches, helping me to restack the paint pots. ‘I love it here.’ Her brown eyes are big and round, a friendly twinkle in them, and her hourglass figure must be the envy of women near and far. She’s got to be a few years younger than me, maybe late twenties, and her mousy-brown hair is pulled into a low, loose ponytail. ‘You’ll never want to leave.’

			I smile, making sure it’s not too tight. I might never want to leave, but I’ll have to eventually. ‘I don’t already.’

			‘Where have you come from?’ Molly asks casually as we finish arranging the shelf together.

			I automatically clam up, but quickly work to shake off my awkwardness. I can’t turn into a nervous waif every time someone asks anything about me. ‘I’ve lived abroad for years. Decided it was time to come home.’ An image of my mother flashes through my mind, and a lump forms in my throat. Saturday, I tell myself. I can see her again on Saturday. I blink and look up at Molly.

			‘Well, welcome back to England.’ 

			‘Thank you.’

			I don’t know whether she senses she shouldn’t press me for more, or whether she’s oblivious to my struggle, but I’m grateful all the same for her lack of prying. Wandering over to the opposite wall, she scans the paintings. ‘So I’m hoping you can help me.’

			‘I’ll try.’

			‘The art teacher is off sick, so I’m covering her class tomorrow. But we never got the supplies we were expecting this week.’ She turns toward me. ‘The kids will be so disappointed if they can’t paint their papier-mâché models.’

			‘You need paint?’ I ask, and she nods.

			‘Enough to paint various giant planets for their solar system project.’ She shrugs when I frown. ‘The art teacher is also the science teacher. Small school. I went to the local shop and all they have is various shades of cream and white. That’s the bands on Jupiter covered.’ Her expression turns somewhat awkward as I laugh.

			‘I only really stock oils and watercolours,’ I say as I gesture to the shelf. ‘They’re expensive and you’d need a hell of a lot to spread over a solar system.’

			‘Crap. I’m on a budget.’ Molly deflates. ‘Never mind, I’ll just—’

			‘Wait, I have an idea that might work.’ I head for the kitchenette, and Molly follows. Opening the top cupboard, I start rifling through, pulling down various bottles of food colouring. ‘Would you pass me that bowl?’ I ask as I grab the flour and salt from another cupboard.

			‘I’m intrigued,’ Molly says as she watches me tip two cups of each into the bowl, followed by two cups of water. I add a few drops of red food colouring and mix it all up with a wooden spoon. ‘That’s Mars sorted.’ I grab a container and tip in the homemade paint.

			‘You genius,’ Molly sings on a clap of her hands. ‘Where’d you learn that?’

			‘When I was a student and money was tight.’ God, those days were so carefree. I was so happy. And now I can be happy again. ‘You just need a lot of flour, salt, and time, but it’s cheap.’

			She looks at her watch, and I see a small flinch pass across her face. ‘I have to shoot to the vet to pick up my dog. The town shop will be closed by the time I’m done.’

			‘I don’t mind going to the shop.’ I offer, more than happy to help. ‘And I’ll mix the rest of the colours up, if you’re short on time.’

			‘Oh my God, would you? I would be eternally grateful.’

			‘Of course.’ I shrug off her appreciation. ‘It won’t take me long. I hope your dog is okay.’

			‘Oh, nothing major. Well, I say that. I’m sure Archie wouldn’t agree when he’s just had his balls cut off.’

			I laugh, wincing for effect. ‘What breed?’

			‘A Labrador. You a dog person, or a cat person?’

			‘A dog person.’ My smile falters as I go to the sink and rinse the bowl of red paint. ‘I used to have a cockapoo.’

			‘Oh no, did she die?’

			I nod, because, again, it’s easier. She didn’t die. I was told my life wasn’t suitable for a dog. So she was taken to an animal shelter. ‘Candy. She was a crafty character. But loyal to the bone.’ And that loyalty turned out to be the cause for her having to leave me.

			I set the clean bowl on the drainer and dry my hands with a tea towel as I face Molly, pulling my smile from nowhere. The sympathy emblazoned across her face stabs at my heart. ‘I’m sorry, Hannah. I can only imagine how you felt. They become a part of the family so quickly.’

			I bet she can’t imagine at all. ‘Anyway.’ I toss the tea towel aside. ‘I’d better get to the shop before it closes. Would you like me to drop off the paints once I’m done?’

			‘Would you?’

			‘Of course. I’m sure you’ll have your hands full with Archie.’ I collect my keys from the counter. ‘Where do you live?’ We walk out of the shop together, and I lock the door behind me.

			‘If you head past the school, past the church and Mrs Hatt’s, and over the bridge, you’ll see a little cottage set back from the road. That’s mine.’ Molly surprises me with an impulsive hug. ‘Thank you so much, Hannah. We’ll have to have a drink together. My treat.’

			‘That’d be lovely.’ I can’t remember a time when I went for drinks with girlfriends. I haven’t had any friends for years.

			Molly breaks away and heads for her car, waving as she goes. Feeling happy and useful, I head for the shop to stock up on flour and salt, and spend the next hour mixing paint until I have a stack of tubs in various colours to cover all planets. I also have various-coloured smears of homemade paint all over my face. I look in the mirror and smile. Then I stack the containers carefully in a box, set it in the basket of my bicycle, and get on my way, leaving my cheeks sporting every colour of the rainbow. Because having to be perfect isn’t a problem anymore.

		

	
		
			
Chapter 3


			RYAN

			With my elbow resting out of the window, I turn the wheel with one hand as I weave through the familiar windy roads of the Peak District. The sun is low, the glare brutal, but it’s fucking glorious. I inhale the smell of nature and the great outdoors.

			Home.

			I reach forward and turn on the radio, and All Saints’ ‘Pure Shores’ joins me. I smile and relax back, tapping the steering wheel as I negotiate the snaking roads through the fields. Now, this is me. Nature. Clean air. Simple living. It’s good to be back.

			As I breach the threshold of town, I take my foot off the accelerator and slow to a crawl, surprised to see something unfamiliar. ‘Bright Art?’ My truck slows to a stop as I take in the new shop where a florist used to be. I laugh sardonically. ‘Good luck with that around here.’

			I put my foot down and carry on up the street, and as I drive over the bridge across the river, I spot Mrs Hatt trimming her hedges. I honk my horn, and she swings around with her garden shears, her face a picture of pleasure. ‘Ryan!’ she sings.

			‘Hey, Mrs Hatt,’ I call as I slow to a crawl again. ‘Anything new to tell me?’

			She chuckles, dipping and shooing away one of her cats. ‘Oh, you know Hampton. Nothing changes.’

			Yeah, nothing changes. Which means Darcy Hampton is still the mega bitch from hell. Can’t wait to bump into her.

			I honk my horn in goodbye and take the next right onto the dirt road that leads to my sanctuary, and I once again find myself breathing in the fresh country air, my eyes closing briefly in bliss as I let my contentment breeze out on a long exhale. ‘Fucking perfect.’

			I open my eyes.

			And jump out of my fucking skin.

			‘Shit!’ I swerve to the left, feeling something catch the side of my truck. ‘What the fuck?’ I fight to gain control, yanking the steering wheel to the right as I hurtle toward a gigantic tree trunk. ‘Oh, you fucker.’

			Bang.

			The impact jolts me in my seat, the hood of my truck flying up, the air bag inflating with a boom. It takes a few seconds for me to grasp my bearings, my hands tussling with the balloon in my face. ‘Shit.’ What the hell was that?

			Jumping out, I ignore the steam billowing from the engine and race around the back, scanning the area. Nothing. Was it a rabbit? No, too big. ‘A deer?’ I say out loud, just as the air is pierced with a high-pitched curse.

			‘Fucking hell!’

			I swing around and see the bushes across the road rustling, and then a woman staggers out. ‘You fucking wanker!’ she yells, falling to her arse and rubbing at her knee. ‘You should watch where you’re damn well going.’

			Whoa! ‘Are you okay?’ I ask, a little warily, gingerly stepping closer.

			She looks up at me, her hand pausing in its rubbing of her knee. Her face deadpans for a second as she takes me in from top to bottom, before her scowl returns. ‘No.’ She pulls the leg of her dungarees up and hisses at what she finds. A huge, bleeding scrape. ‘Ouch.’

			I blink, a little taken aback, but now for other reasons. With her rainbow-streaked face, she’s just about the most adorable thing I’ve ever laid my eyes on. From her dungarees to the cute scarf that she’s got knotted on her head, she’s stunningly pretty, even with twigs and leaves stuck all over her. Where did she come from?

			I watch, still as can be, as she struggles to her feet and limps a few paces away from me. ‘Oh God, that hurts.’

			I come to life, snapped into action by her pained voice. Shooting over, I take her arm. ‘You came from nowhere,’ I explain. ‘There’s never anyone on this road.’

			She shrugs me off, annoyed, and tries to straighten. ‘Get off, you oaf.’

			Yikes. She’s seriously pissed off. I raise my hands in surrender, backing away as her hard stare slowly drops, being replaced with . . .

			Oh shit. Her eyes well. Her lip wobbles. Her paint-covered face twists a little. ‘Ouch,’ she croaks again, rolling her shoulder and hissing in pain. God damn, have I ever felt like such an arsehole?

			I move in quickly, unable to stop myself. ‘Here, let me help.’ 

			‘I don’t want your help.’

			Rolling my eyes and disregarding the fact that I’m about to be smeared in rainbow paint, too, I swoop in and scoop her from her feet before she tries some heroic move to decline my help again. I carry her to a nearby fallen trunk, holding her tighter when she struggles in my arms, hissing in pain between her protests.

			‘Quit wriggling,’ I order sternly, trying not to lose my patience. She eventually submits and stills in my arms, and I peek out the corner of my eye to find her staring at me, her eyes a little wide. ‘Bad day?’ I ask flatly.

			Her expression changes in a heartbeat, going from stunned to angry. ‘It was fine until you ran me down.’ She looks away, a little snootily, and I see her teeth sink into her bottom lip. She’s not just still now, she’s tense, too, and when she snatches a quick glance at me again, finding I’m studying her, she huffs and looks away.

			‘Then I’m sorry for ruining it,’ I say quietly.

			‘So you should be.’

			I lower her to the tree trunk and drop to my haunches before her, breathing in patience as she fights to focus on anything other than me. She’ll struggle; I’m no small guy, and I’m crouched in front of her.

			‘Seriously, are you okay?’ I soften my voice and dip to get myself in her downcast vision, forcing a small smile that I hope makes her feel better.

			She lifts her eyes but not her head, as if afraid to look me in the eye. Her forced angry expression softens a little, and I take a moment to marvel at how blue her eyes are. ‘Well?’ I prompt, realising that I’ve been staring for a little too long.

			She shrugs, more placid now. With her hand on her shoulder, she rolls it a little. ‘A bit sore.’

			‘Can I take a look at your knee?’ I motion to the area where the leg of her baggy dungarees is pulled high up her rather lovely thigh, exposing the grazed, bleeding mess.

			‘You can see it, can’t you?’ she asks a little sardonically, and my lips straighten in natural displeasure without thought. Is she going to continue to be difficult for the sake of it? Noting my annoyance, she waves a hand dismissively. ‘Go for it.’

			Dropping to my knees, I take her slender ankle and rest her foot on my thigh. ‘Relax,’ I order gently, feeling her stiffen at my touch. ‘I’m not a mass murderer.’ I peek up, and for reasons I can’t explain, I savour the sight of her trying so hard to hold back her smile.

			‘How would I know?’ she asks.

			‘Well, if I wanted to kill you, I could have done it within a second of seeing you.’ I inspect her knee, seeing bits of dirt and gravel in the cuts.

			‘What are you, a hit man?’ 

			I laugh lightly and pull my T-shirt up over my head, then use it to dab away the trails of blood down her leg. ‘No, actually. Ex-MI5. Now I’m in protection. Or I was,’ I correct myself, seeing astonishment on her face, but she doesn’t say anything. I’m not sure if she’s stunned by the information, or by my chest. Could be both. I don’t know, but something tells me to move things along quickly. She appears to be in a bit of a trance. ‘This needs cleaning up.’ She just nods, suddenly mute. ‘My place is just up the track. You happy to go there?’ She shakes her head. ‘Lost your voice?’

			Looking away as she blinks repeatedly, she clears her throat. ‘I can clean myself up when I get home.’

			She’s wary. I can’t blame her, really. I’m a six-foot-three-inch bloke with a scar on my lip and a bent nose from endless breaks. Hardly a comforting sight. Suddenly bothered by this, I force a smile again, knowing it’s crooked from that scar. Her eyes drop to my mouth, and she swallows. The atmosphere shifts. The silence is awkward. My skin tingles unstoppably.

			‘My . . .’ She seems to lose her voice as she shakes her head, looking past me, and I follow her stare to the bushes, seeing the wheel of a bike poking through the branches.

			Oh.

			I quickly rise, giving us both space, and pace over to tug the bike free, standing the mangled mess on the road. The bush is a vibrant mix of every colour under the sun, and I notice various containers scattered everywhere. Paint. I go to ask what it’s for, but when I look back, I find her pouting solemnly at her ruined bike. She shouldn’t pout. She definitely shouldn’t pout. Those lips . . .

			‘I loved that bike,’ she murmurs.

			My admiring is interrupted, and I quickly feel like even more of an arsehole. Being a knight in shining armor isn’t usually my style. Then again, I’ve never nearly killed a woman. Though I can’t deny I’ve imagined strangling some. Or one in particular.

			‘I’m sorry,’ I say sincerely, feeling like total shit. ‘I’ll replace it.’

			‘You don’t have to do that.’

			‘But I want to.’

			Her head cocks as she studies me, like she’s trying to figure me out. And silence falls again. Awkward, again. I lay her bike – which is certainly dead – on the ground and head over to my truck to escape the odd atmosphere. The smoke has calmed, no longer billowing up from the engine.

			‘Is it bad?’ she asks, joining me. I tense, her arm nearly touching mine where she stands beside me.

			‘Just a popped valve.’ I pull down the hood, grimacing at the tidy dent on the bumper. ‘I think the tree took the worst.’ I collect her bike and put it on the back, then open the passenger door. ‘Hop in.’

			She’s hesitant, looking back down the road. ‘No, it’s fine, I’ll walk.’ Approaching my truck, she reaches for her bike, and I immediately step in to help. And quickly pull back when she jumps out of my way like a skittish kitten.

			I motion to the bicycle and slowly reach for it. ‘I was just going to help you get it down.’ As I set it on the ground for her, she closes her eyes briefly, exhaling, and I’m sure it’s to gather herself.

			‘Thank you,’ she breathes, claiming her bike. She offers me a small smile, one I can tell is forced.

			This isn’t sitting well with me at all. She’s bleeding, she’s clearly hurt her shoulder, her bike is obliterated, and it’s getting dark. Hampton may well be the safest place on earth, but an injured woman shouldn’t be roaming around on her own. Not anywhere. And especially when I’ve offered to give her a ride. And especially when I’m the damn fucking cause for her having to walk home in the first place. I move forward but come to an abrupt halt when she takes a step back.

			‘I’d feel a lot better if you let me drive you home,’ I tell her. 

			‘Honestly, I’m really fine.’

			‘Your knee disagrees.’ I point to the bloodied mess, and she peeks down. ‘Let me at least clean it up.’

			She doesn’t answer this time, and instead turns quickly and pushes her bike down the track a bit too hastily for my liking. ‘I’ll be fine,’ she calls as she goes.

			I step forward, instinct telling me to go after her and insist on sorting that knee and taking her home, but I stop myself. She doesn’t want my help, and I’m not the kind of man to force myself on anyone.

			So reluctantly, I let her go, watching as she tries to disguise her limp in a lame attempt to convince me she’s okay. ‘Nice to meet you,’ I say quietly, slowly reversing my steps and ripping my gaze away from her fleeing form.

			Let her go.

			I head for my truck, looking over my shoulder a few times, seeing her getting farther away, until I glance back for the last time and find she’s gone. I stop, laughing under my breath. Well, that was . . . weird.

			Shaking my head clear, I realign my focus, grimacing when I take in the damage. ‘Motherfucker,’ I breathe, kicking the tyre. ‘Welcome home, Ryan.’ I jump in and take it steady up the rest of the dirt road, trying to ignore my whirling thoughts. Let her go. Let her go. I press the brake and come to a stop, my fingers tapping on the wheel, my mind tangled. But it’s getting dark. She’s hurt. ‘Fuck it.’ I quickly turn my van around and race down the road to find her, dead set on taking her to wherever she’s going. Where was she going? And where the hell did she come from?

			I scan the darkening road in front of me as I drive, searching for her. Nothing. ‘Where’d you go, sweetheart?’ I muse, pulling to a stop when I reach the junction that’ll take me back to the main road into town. I look up and down. It’s empty. And I sit there for a few minutes, thinking. Who is she?

			‘What do you care?’ I say quietly, slamming my truck into reverse and turning, heading home.

			I park under the tree, and as soon as I make it into my cabin, I fling open all the windows and head straight for the fridge, finding a beer and twisting off the cap, relishing the hiss of gas. That first glug is like no other. I head back out to the yard and straight to the hammock, dropping in, kicking my feet up, and relaxing back, staring at the treetops.

			Home.

			As I lie, lightly swinging, sipping my Bud, I wonder how Jake is doing, but the mystery woman whom I nearly flattened quickly takes up first position in my mind space. Has she made it home okay? Speaking of which, where does she live? And again, who the hell is she? I’ve lived here my whole life; there isn’t one person I don’t know in Hampton. Or there wasn’t. I close my eyes and see a rainbow of colours dancing in my darkness, and I hear the sharpness of her potty mouth.

			And I’m smiling again. Who are you?

		

	
		
			
Chapter 4


			HANNAH

			It takes me a stupid long time to get home. My knee hurts, my shoulder hurts, my ego hurts. I’m cursing under my breath as I yank my broken bicycle through the front door of my shop, the wheels creaking as I push it through the shop. I unbolt the back door, unlock it, and pull it open, more or less tossing my bike into the small courtyard. ‘Stupid,’ I pout as I wriggle my toes in my Birkenstocks, feeling blisters. God, I’m a walking disaster.

			After dropping the blinds, I make my way upstairs to take a shower. And when I see myself in the bathroom mirror, I am utterly appalled. ‘Oh, Hannah,’ I sigh. There’s not one inch of my body not covered in paint. Every colour you could imagine, and a few new shades, too, not to mention all the dry leaves and twigs stuck to me. I am a multicoloured mess of a woman. Wrinkling my nose, I reach up and pull my head scarf free, pointlessly poking at the pieces of hair sticking out everywhere. ‘A bloody mess.’

			After stripping down, I hop in the shower and wash the day away. I also shave, something I’ve recently let slip. And I leave a deep conditioner in my hair for three minutes while scrubbing my nails of all the dirt beneath them. Then clean and fresh, I slap a bandage on my grazed knee, hissing and wincing while I do, before crawling into bed.

			Of course, my thoughts soon go back to the dirt road I was lost on, and I chide myself for being so damn rude to a man who was only trying to help me, even if he was to blame for my brush with death. But at least it was an accident. At least he didn’t hurt me on purpose. And at least he was genuinely remorseful.

			Who is he?

			I wake with a start, bolting upright in my bed. Sweat pours from my brow, my mind working fast to remind me of where I am. You’re safe, Hannah. I swallow and spend a few moments gathering myself. Breathe, breathe, breathe. Once my stupid hands aren’t shaking too much, I reach for my iPad, load Facebook, and type in my sister’s name. I won’t be able to see any of her statuses, since we’re not Facebook friends – we can’t ever be friends – but I can see a photograph of her. I can look at her face. I need to see her face.

			‘Oh my God,’ I whisper when I see she’s uploaded a new profile picture. ‘Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God.’ I smile like crazy as I stare at my older sister, Pippa. This is such a treat, because not only do I get to see my older sister, I get to see my niece, too. The little girl cuddled into my sister’s lap looks more like her mum each time I see a picture of her. Dark hair, blue eyes, a beautiful heart-shaped face. She’s the spitting image. ‘Look at you, Bella,’ I say, tracing the edge of her cute chin. ‘You got so big.’ She’s seven now, and in this photograph they’re at some kind of party. I can see a bouncy castle in the background and a hot dog stand. My niece’s face is painted, too, beautiful butterfly wings spanning each cheek.

			Paint.

			‘Oh shit,’ I blurt, tossing my iPad to the bed and jumping up. I pelt into the bathroom. ‘Shit, shit, shit.’ I scrub my teeth, throw on a loose black long dress, shove my feet into some flip-flops, and dash downstairs. I skid to a stop at the mirror by the door, quickly and clumsily knotting my hair on top of my head. Then I’m out the door and rushing up the street to the general shop. My heart sinks when I see it’s not open.

			I peek through the glass, hoping to see Mr Chaps, who owns the shop. Nothing. ‘Your sign says you open at six thirty,’ I mutter to the window. ‘It’s six thirty-two, for crying out loud.’ Resting my forehead on the glass, I curse myself to hell and back. Molly was depending on me for paint, the paint that is now splattered over a lovely rhododendron bush thanks to a huge man in a huge truck.

			My whole body goes heavy, and I jump a mile in the air when something lands with a bang at my feet. ‘Jesus,’ I breathe, seeing a stack of newspapers on the ground. Won’t people stop making me jump out of my damn skin?

			‘Morning,’ a man chirps as he makes his way back to his van. 

			‘Morning,’ I mumble with my palm on my chest, looking back into the shop. My fright is forgotten, and I nearly kiss the glass when I see old Mr Chaps wobbling toward me. ‘Oh, thank God.’

			I barely let the poor old man move from my path before I barrel through the door. ‘Morning, Mr Chaps,’ I call over my shoulder as I rush to locate my wants and stack them into my arms until my chin is resting on top of the bags of flour.

			‘Morning, Miss Bright. You’re nice and early today.’ He passes me with his stack of newspapers, heading for the till.

			‘I have an emergency,’ I call, struggling my way to the next aisle to find salt.

			‘Here.’ I turn and find him holding out a basket to me. ‘You’ll drop all that and make a mess of my shop.’

			‘Thank you.’ I let him help me transfer my bags of flour into the basket before I continue on my way. I find the salt and throw a few bags in, and then I’m in the bakery section. I snatch a croissant from the shelf and start nibbling at the corner as I head to the end of the aisle and take a left to the checkout. And stop dead in my tracks, my croissant hanging out of my mouth, my abruptness causing the heavy shopping basket to clang against my shins. I don’t even feel the pain.

			I feel . . .

			I swallow my mouthful, dropping the half-eaten pastry into the basket and quickly wiping the flakes away from my mouth. I don’t know his name, but he’s standing in front of the fridges. And he’s shirtless. Shirtless? I grimace, not because it isn’t a lovely sight – it’s a very lovely sight – but because every mortifying moment from last night has just come flooding back to me. The paint, my awkwardness, my rudeness, my inappropriate ogling. I’m ogling now, the weight of my overflowing shopping basket forgotten. He’s sweaty. His chest is glimmering. He has earbuds in. What’s he listening to? What kind of music does he like? Does he run every morning? How’s his truck? Should I talk to him? Thank him? What, for running me off the road? No, silly, for trying to tend to me after. For obviously forcing himself to smile in an attempt to ease me. He doesn’t smile often. I can tell. He has no wrinkles at the corners of his eyes, and every mature man has those. How old is he?

			My brain spasms, and I laugh out loud. What’s with all the questions, Hannah?

			Then he turns away from the fridge, and his eyes land on me. I snap my mouth closed, dip my head, and scuttle off, probably walking like I’m harbouring forty pounds of potatoes in my knickers. And yet again, I’m mortified. I heave my basket to the till and give a meek smile to Brianna, the shop assistant. She looks a lot more awake and chirpy than I do, and when I notice her attention isn’t on me, I turn and see that the guy at the end of the aisle is walking away toward the freezers.

			‘Does he always strut around in just his shorts?’ I ask, returning my eyes forward and pulling some money from my pocket.

			Brianna is now scanning my items, her eyes preoccupied, oblivious to what she’s actually scanning. ‘Yeah,’ she sighs dreamily.

			I take a bag and start to pack my shopping. So I should expect to be rendered stupid often, then? Great.

			Brianna finishes up, I hand her my cash, and she gives me my change, all without looking at me. ‘He’s a bit old for you, isn’t he?’ I say, probably inappropriately, as I slip my change into my pocket.

			‘I’m nineteen.’

			‘And how old is he?’ I should be ashamed of myself.

			‘Late thirties, I think. But he looks better each time he comes back to town.’

			I try not to be curious. I really try. ‘When he comes back to town?’

			‘He’s been gone a month. And now he’s back.’ Her eyes dance. ‘I have to ogle him as much as I can when I can. Who knows when he’ll leave and when he’ll be back.’

			‘Ogle?’ I say on a little laugh, ignoring the fact that I have also definitely been ogling. He’s rather easy to ogle. And there’s a lot to ogle, too. ‘He should wear a T-shirt when he’s shopping for groceries,’ I mutter stupidly, earning a well-deserved snort of disgust from Brianna. ‘Who is he, anyway?’

			‘Ryan Willis. And he’s the only beautiful thing around these parts, so don’t say silly things like he should wear a T-shirt when he’s shopping.’ Suddenly her eyes widen, and she’s looking at me for the first time since I arrived at the checkout.

			I’m about to ask her what’s up when a basket lands on the counter beside me with a thud. I startle a little and snap my mouth shut, watching as Brianna virtually melts all over her till.

			‘Hi, Ryan,’ she coos, her head tilting, her eyelashes fluttering. He’s a step behind me, and I can’t seem to see him no matter how much I strain my peripheral vision. So I check out his basket instead. Sparkling water. Beers. Milk. Bread. My forehead wrinkles. Ice cream? His big hand wraps around the tub of Chunky Monkey, and I see him move forward. Unable to stop myself, I peek up, having to go past his sweaty chest as I do. Our eyes meet. His face is stoic. My blood heats.

			‘Hi,’ he says, his voice as rough as I remember. Gravelly. Low. Manly.

			I stare at him like a freak, stuck for words. And struck by the sheer magnificence of the man before me. I blink and quickly swing my eyes to Brianna. ‘Thanks,’ I squeak, dragging my bag off the counter and making a swift exit. I’m sweaty now, too, and I pull at the front of my dress to circulate some air. For God’s sake.

			‘You forgot your croissant,’ he calls, and I freeze by the door, my grip tightening around the handle as I close my eyes and fight to get some stability into my voice.

			‘You can have it.’ Pulling the door open, I hurry out of the shop and scuttle back to my shop, cursing myself the whole way. You can have it? What the hell is he going to do with a half-eaten pastry? ‘Urhhh.’ I drop my head back as I traipse down the street. I’m pathetic. Say hello. That’s all I needed to do. Smile. Be polite.

			Having a stern word with myself, I let myself into my shop, going straight to the kitchen to mix up more paint. You can have it? I slam the door of the cupboard hard and slap my palm into my forehead. Lame, Hannah. So damn lame. The man must think I’m a total weirdo. And I hate that.

			I have no idea how, but I make it to Molly’s before she leaves for work at eight, and thankfully all the paints are still in their containers. Mrs Hatt was kind enough to point the way when I passed on foot, and I found Molly’s little cottage set back from the road with ease. She’s eternally grateful as I stack the pots on the side while she gets her coat on, showing her all the colours before apologizing for leaving it so late.

			‘Oh, please, Hannah. You’ve saved my skin.’ She throws her arms around me and squeezes, and I can’t deny it feels good. There’s just something so warm about Molly. ‘We must do drinks tomorrow night.’

			‘Sure.’ I accept easily. Because . . . why not? ‘I’d love that.’

			‘Give me your number.’

			‘Oh yes.’ I pull out my phone from my pocket.

			‘Jesus!’ Molly blurts. ‘Are you planning on murdering someone with that thing?’

			‘What thing?’

			She laughs and takes my mobile from my grasp, turning it in her hand. ‘It’s a brick.’

			‘It makes calls and receives texts.’ I shrug. ‘That’s all I need it for.’

			‘And could be used as a lethal weapon.’

			I chuckle, because she’s right, and snatch it back playfully. ‘Take it easy on the phone. What’s your number?’ She reels it off, and I call her so she has mine. ‘Done.’

			‘Seven tomorrow at the pub?’

			Perfect. I know I’ll need a drink tomorrow evening, something to take my mind off the predictable low mood I’ll be in after my usual Saturday morning since I moved to Hampton three weeks ago. ‘See you there.’ After checking that her dog is fine, I leave Molly searching for her work bag and wander down her cobbled footpath to the pavement. I pull the gate shut behind me and stare up the street, seeing the start of the dirt road in the distance. That track road led me to somewhere unfamiliar last night. Not just unfamiliar surroundings, but unfamiliar feelings.

			It’s been years since I’ve looked at a man in that way. But something about Ryan Willis didn’t give me much choice. He was worried about me – a woman he doesn’t know. He cared that I was hurt. He tried to help, to make it better. And while bamboozling me with his attention, he knocked me back with his rugged handsomeness, too. He’s a nice guy. A stand-up, decent man.

			My feet move without me telling them to, and I’m suddenly at the dirt road, staring past the low-hanging trees to the curve where I was taken out by his truck. The trees sway. The birds tweet. The morning sun beats down between the gaps in the dense canopy. Peace. I feel, see, and hear only peace. He said he lived there. He lives in the woods?

			I take one more step forward and stop sharply when a rabbit dashes across the road.

			Back away, Hannah.

			Nibbling my bottom lip, I turn with effort and start my walk back into town. But I’m constantly looking over my shoulder as I go. Curious. Wondering about him.

			When I get home, I have the shower I missed in my haste this morning, before throwing on a red sundress and tying a bright-blue scarf in my hair. I slip on my silver Birkenstocks and head downstairs just before nine thirty, unlocking the door to my shop and propping it open with a stone statue of a Highland terrier. Then I put myself behind the counter.

			And I sit there. And I twiddle my thumbs. An hour later, I tidy a shelf of brushes that doesn’t need tidying. And an hour after that, I sweep the floor that’s already clean. I see people passing by, people I recognize from the town – some by name, some by face – but none of them come in. I don’t let it dishearten me.

			When it reaches noon, I pop to Mrs Heaven’s café next door to buy myself a sandwich and one of her famous blueberry muffins. As I’m wandering back, I notice Molly by the lamppost outside my shop. ‘Hi,’ I say as I approach, craning my neck to see what she’s doing. She has a roll of tape in her mouth, her hands on the lamppost.

			She smiles through the roll and finishes taping a piece of paper to it. ‘Hey.’ Stuffing a few bits in her purse, she nods toward my shop door. ‘How’s business?’

			‘Quiet,’ I reply, though I suspect she has seen that for herself. Everyone around here must have. ‘I’m hoping my online shop will pull the art lovers in.’

			Molly smiles and takes the tape from her mouth. ‘Thank you so much for helping me out this morning.’

			‘My pleasure.’ I toss the remnants of my sandwich in a nearby bin. ‘How’s the solar system looking?’

			‘Colourful.’ She laughs, but then she’s quickly wincing, looking at my legs. ‘What happened to your knee?’

			‘Oh.’ I wave my hand flippantly. ‘I fell off my bike last night.’ I won’t go into details. ‘It’s just a graze.’ Diverting my attention to the poster she’s just stuck to the lamppost, I go for a quick subject change. ‘What’s this?’

			‘The town’s annual fete.’ She reaches forward and pats down the tape. ‘A kind of celebration of the founding of Hampton. We close the high street and put on a bit of a party.’

			‘Sounds great.’

			‘Yeah, it’s good fun. Mrs Heaven sells her famous cakes, the pub landlord brings barrels of cider out onto the street, and Mr Chaps sets up a toffee apple stand. Country dancing, a beauty pageant, that kind of thing.’

			I read the poster. ‘Hosted by Lord and Lady Hampton?’ I say as I return my attention to Molly. I just catch her eye roll before she can hide it. I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting them yet, but I’ve heard all about the richest family in town who live in the mansion on the Hampton Estate.

			‘Their ancestors founded Hampton centuries ago. This annual event is really just so they can bask in the glory of the oh-so-wonderful town we live in, thanks to them.’ Another hugely sarcastic eye roll. ‘We only have to stroke their egos for a day. It’s no hardship, and everyone has fun.’ Her eyes suddenly light up. ‘Hey, you’re good with paint, right? I mean using it, not making it.’

			I laugh a little. ‘Why do you ask?’

			‘We need something else for the kids. We only have the usual games and the beauty pageant.’

			‘Like a painting competition?’ I don’t know where that came from, but Molly seems to love the idea if her bright smile is anything to go by.

			‘Oh yes! I was actually thinking more face painting, but a painting competition sounds perfect.’

			I shrug, pushing back the image of my niece’s butterfly cheeks. How I’d have loved to be the one who painted those wings on her cute little face. But that can’t happen. Ever.

			Molly’s smile brightens some more. ‘Can I put your name down?’

			‘Sure,’ I answer, happy to help. I love this town more and more each day – the community, the friendliness, the beauty of the countryside. Though I really shouldn’t get too used to it. It’ll only make it more difficult to leave when the time comes. This is a pit stop. A temporary home until I can move on to somewhere even farther from London. Maybe Ireland. Ireland’s pretty. There will also be plenty for me to paint. England is risky. Being here is risky; I know that. But I need to see my mum.

			I smile as Molly starts backing away, taking another poster from her purse. ‘I’d better go, I have another ten of these to put up before my lunch break is over. Thanks, Hannah.’

			‘No problem at all. I’m looking forward to it.’ I slip the key in the lock of my door. ‘And if you need any help with the planning, you know where I am.’

			‘You’re a gem. See you at the pub tomorrow. We can talk more then.’

			As simple as our plans are for a drink together, I’m excited. I’m making my own plans with someone I actually want to spend time with. I can be myself. Drink wine to my heart’s content without worrying I might say the wrong thing or upset someone.

			The next day, I do what I’ve done every Saturday since I arrived in Hampton. I take an hour’s taxi ride to Grange Town and visit the park. I sit on my usual bench, and I wait, feeling something between excitement and apprehension.

			It’s exactly five past ten when I see them, and my heart speeds up, my spirits lifting high. ‘Hey, Mum,’ I whisper, watching as Pippa pushes her down the path toward the lake. They stop in their usual spot where the swans always seem to congregate, and I laugh a little when Pippa pulls out a bag of seeds and drops it, sending the bird feed scattering everywhere at her feet.

			‘Always so clumsy,’ I muse, thinking of all the times as kids when we used to wreak havoc with our accident-prone chaos. Like that time Mum asked Pippa to rinse the pasta and she dropped the pot halfway to the sink after tripping over nothing. I laughed until my sides felt like they could split. Then Pippa laughed, too. Then she slipped on a piece of pasta and took me down with her. Mum screeched, Dad smiled fondly, not looking up from his newspaper, and Pippa and I rolled around on the floor. We had beans on toast for dinner that night.

			And there was that time when we were teenagers and I was working on my final piece for my art examination. Pippa kicked the leg of my easel as she passed, sending my canvas face-first to the dining room rug. I remember staring at it, my paintbrush hanging limply in the air. Pippa cursed. Spewed her apologies fast as she scooped up my piece from the rug. Looked at it in horror. And I laughed because it was crap, anyway, and I was stalling starting from scratch. Pippa thought I’d lost my mind. Mum told us she hated that rug. And Dad was smiling again. Dad was always smiling. We were all always smiling.

			Then I went to the university, got a job in a gallery, and met . . .

			I quickly shake my thoughts away and focus on my mum and sister, starting to laugh again when Mum, looking rather lucid today, points around her wheelchair where all the ducks and swans have descended, pecking up the feed. It’s chaos, wings flapping, Pippa shrieking, Mum laughing. It’s a good day for her. She looks so beautiful when she smiles, always has, though her smiles are not as frequent these days.

			My stomach starts to ache from my laughing as Pippa waves her arms around like a madwoman, trying to scare the birds away. It’s an ache I remember fondly. Because Pippa and I were always getting into scrapes and laughing our way through them. And Mum and Dad always seemed to take pleasure from that. My sister and I were the best of friends, only two years between us. We were joined at the hip. Peas in a pod.

			I sigh, and the inevitable wave of sadness I was trying to avoid comes over me. I wish I were over there with them. I wish they could know I’m here. I wish I could laugh with them. And more than that, I wish I could once again be the cause for their laughter. When I left home, I no longer made them laugh. I made them worry. And then I broke their hearts.

			A tear falls, and I rush to wipe it away as I watch my sister push Mum out of the park, back toward the care home. I didn’t want to leave the park feeling sad, and yet my mood is flat as I head back toward the main road to get a taxi back to Hampton. ‘See you next week, you two,’ I say, looking back. But they’re gone.

			Another week to wait. Another lifetime. How long will it be before I’m left sitting on the bench, hoping to see them, and they don’t show up for their Saturday-morning walk around the park? What happens when Mum’s too ill to go out?

			I can’t bear to think about it.

			When I make it back to Hampton, I open the shop for a few hours, if only to try to occupy my mind with something other than my relentless sadness. I check my online shop, seeing that people are starting to view my work. It lifts my spirits, but just a fraction. There’s only one thing that will help.

			When you feel low, get your palette and let your imagination run riot. Painting was Mum’s answer for everything. Sad? Then paint. Annoyed? Then paint. Bored? Then paint. When things feel dark, lose yourself in colour, she always told me. Lose yourself in what you love. She taught me everything I know.

			I grab a blank canvas, an easel, my paints and brushes, and I head outside. I need to lose myself in that one thing that always settled me. For so long, I was without this sense of peace. For so long, I was kept from my passion. It’s funny that during those dark years, I needed my escape the most. But he wouldn’t let me have it.

			I close the shop at five and go upstairs to shower, washing the paint from my hands, my face, my . . . everywhere. I rough-dry my hair, skip brushing it, and add a peach head scarf that clashes terribly with my orange shift dress. I don’t care. There’s no one to tell me what I can and cannot wear. I head for my living room to get my phone, frowning when I find it’s not where I left it. Or where I thought I’d left it. The next ten minutes are spent pulling all the cushions off the couch and searching my apartment. No phone. I glance at the clock. ‘Shit.’ I’ll find it later. It’s not like I need it. Because who’s going to call me?

			At seven fifteen, I make my entrance into the town pub. Father Fitzroy is propped up at the end of the bar, a pint in one hand, a newspaper in the other, and he tips his head as I pass him. I smile a hello and spot Molly at the table in the window.

			I hurry over and perch on the hard wooden bench next to her, accepting the glass of wine she holds up. ‘Hey, sorry I’m late. I couldn’t find my phone.’

			‘You mean you lost the brick?’

			I roll my eyes on a smile. ‘Good day?’

			‘Yes, and the school committee loves your idea of having a painting competition for the kids.’ Molly toasts the air and sips. ‘Do you need anything from us?’

			‘Maybe stools for the kids to sit on?’ Taking my first sip of wine, I smile around my swallow and get comfortable.

			‘I’ll bring stools. What are they going to paint?’

			I look behind me, out the window and across the road to where I sat this afternoon outside my shop and painted a lovely street scene. ‘Seems only right they paint Hampton when we’re celebrating Hampton. How about the high street? It’s so pretty.’
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