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Chapter One




“I see although you missed Nick’s funeral service, a hint that there might be money in his will got you here now.”

	Lucy flinched at the scorn contained in the words hissed into her ear as she entered the hotel lounge where her godfather’s funeral tea was drawing to a close. She turned her head to see who could be addressing her with such controlled but undisguised anger. A pair of masculine ice blue eyes stared into hers.

	“I’m sorry, but I don’t believe we’ve met.” Thankfully the calmness of her voice didn’t betray her alarm at being addressed so aggressively by a complete stranger. Albeit a tall good-looking stranger with a soft American accent. His chiselled face radiated dislike.  

	His lips curved slightly upwards at her response, but not in a welcoming fashion. “My apologies, you are Lucy Morgan, Nick’s god-daughter, aren’t you?”

	She nodded her head stiffly in reply. Something about him seemed familiar but she couldn’t place where she might have met him before. A fleeting thought surfaced at the back of her mind that if their meeting had been under other circumstances she might even have considered him attractive.

	“Dominic LeFevre.”

	Angry heat swiftly replaced the cold fear which had coursed through her veins when he’d first accosted her.

	“Uncle Nick mentioned you. You’re the wine man.” She returned his stare.

	When her godfather had first told her about his retirement foray into the world of winemaking he’d talked about Dominic, his knowledge, his genius and how fortunate he’d been to secure him as his business partner. She might even have seen a very old picture of him together with Nick when they had first entered into partnership, Maybe that was why he appeared familiar. What Nick hadn’t told her was how unpleasant he was.

	“Lucy, my dear, and Dominic.” A small elderly man in a regulation black morning suit coughed politely as he addressed them both.

	“Mr Fullwood,” Lucy smiled warmly, pleased to see her uncle’s solicitor. “I’m so sorry I missed the service, my flight was delayed.” She resisted the temptation to peek at Dominic to see his expression. Insufferable jerk, it would serve him right for jumping to insane conclusions about her.

	“Perhaps in a short while we can convene to one of the side rooms where I can speak with you both once the other guests have gone?”

	“Of course, I need to find Aunt Maggie and see a few of Uncle Nick’s friends before they go.” Lucy’s throat thickened as she glanced around the room. She knew many of the people there, yet it had been such a long time since she’d last been home. They all seemed suddenly to have aged overnight. She should have come back sooner, but Uncle Nick had given her no indications that he had been as ill as he was. Somehow, he’d always been so full of life; she’d thought he’d be around forever. Now it was too late. She was too late and she hadn’t even had chance to say a proper goodbye.

She turned away quickly before either Mr Fullwood, or the hateful Dominic LeFevre could see the tears in her eyes.

“Lucy, I didn’t think you were going to make it.” Maggie, her late uncle’s sister swept her into a hug.

“My flight was delayed and then I couldn’t get a cab.” Tears spilled involuntarily down Lucy’s cheeks. She’d spent a restless night pacing the floor of the departure lounge waiting for her plane to be called. Then, her luggage was last to appear on the carousel by which time all the cabs had gone from the rank. She’d arrived too late for the actual funeral service. Instead she’d dashed into the hotel where the funeral tea was being held without having a chance to tidy herself up. She’d even had to leave her small case behind the check-in desk in the lobby. 

“Oh, my dear, come and get some coffee and have a sandwich.” Her kindly Aunt Maggie led her towards the buffet table chatting away to her as they walked.

“I should have been here for you.” Guilt mixed with grief as she walked with her aunt.

“You’re here now and that’s all that matters.”

Lucy wanted to ask if her aunt if she knew much about Dominic but before she could frame a question she was surrounded by people who remembered her from when she’d been small. By the time she’d swapped memories, cried, laughed and condoled with her fellow mourners the crowd had thinned. Yet all the time she’d been moving around the room she’d been conscious of Dominic LeFevre’s icy gaze boring into her between her shoulder blades.

“Everyone is leaving now dear, Mr Fullwood asked if you’d go and meet him in the ante room off the lobby. I think he has some legal things to sort out with you and Dominic.” Her aunt touched her arm to attract her attention. “Remember you’re coming back home to me after, no nonsense about staying here in the hotel.”

“Thank you. I’ll see you later; I’ll come back after I’ve seen Mr Fullwood.”

Lucy sucked in a long, deep breath before making her way to the ante room. She was grateful for her aunt’s invitation to stay at her late uncle’s house. It had been her childhood home, a refuge from the horror of boarding school and her absentee parents. At the same time she dreaded thinking about going back there knowing Nick would never walk through the door again to make her laugh at one of his awful puns.

Mr Fullwood and Dominic were seated on dark brown leather armchairs in the bay window of the small room. Both men stood as she entered and waited for her to take a seat. Lucy folded her hands in her lap and tried to compose herself even though her heart rate had speeded and her palms were clammy with sweat.

“Thank you both for remaining behind. I realise this is a trifle unconventional, but Nick was not a conventional man.” Mr Fullwood gave a small smile.

Lucy smiled in response. That was certainly true, Nick Bell had spent most of his life flouting convention. He’d built his fortune that way, taking gambles on things other people wouldn’t have considered.

“In accordance with Nick’s instructions his estate has been divided between the various causes he supported.”

“And Aunt Maggie? He always said he’d look after Maggie.” Lucy interrupted.

“Yes of course, Maggie has inherited your uncle’s home and a generous annuity.”

Lucy relaxed a little in her seat. Maggie had looked after her Uncle Nick for over twenty years. He’d always promised that his spinster sister would have a home for life.

“The reason I thought it better to speak to you both together concerns Nick’s business interests - namely his fifty per cent share of Oakdale Vineyard.”

Lucy felt, rather than saw Dominic stiffen.

“Mr LeFevre, I understand that you own the other fifty per cent of the business?” Mr Fullwood continued.

She ventured a peek at Dominic. It was impossible to read his expression. She twisted her hands in her lap and wondered where this was leading. Her uncle had always joked that he’d leave her a drop of wine in his will. She hoped that this talk about the shares wasn’t leading to anything more than that.

“Lucy, Nick has left you a few personal items of furniture and art which he particularly wanted you to receive. Maggie has those at the house.”

She nodded her head, relief stealing over her. 

“Nick also wanted you to have his half share of the vineyard.”

Mr Fullwood proceeded to name a valuation sum for her inheritance which took her breath away.

“Of course, Miss Morgan, I will be more than happy to buy you out, at full market price for your shares of course.” Dominic leaned forward, his eyes fixed on Lucy’s face.

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible for at least twelve months.” Mr Fullwood gave a dry, apologetic cough. “Nick stipulated that in order for Lucy to receive her bequest that she is to work in the business for twelve months and is not able to dispose of her shares until after that time.”

Lucy stared at the solicitor. “Work in the business? What? I don’t know anything about wine except how to drink it.”

The firm set of Dominic’s mouth indicated that he wasn’t thrilled by the announcement either. “And what if she fails to comply and doesn’t stick out twelve months working at the vineyard?”

“Then the shares would immediately be placed for sale on the open market and the proceeds from the sale given to charity.” Mr Fullwood gave another of his polite coughs. He continued to explain the fine print whilst Lucy sat, dazed trying to take it all in. Dominic stayed silent but she sensed he was busy memorising the details.

 “There is a lot to think about and no doubt you will both wish to discuss the bequest. I will of course confirm everything in writing and I am quite happy to see either of you at anytime if you have further questions about the bequest.” He offered his hand to Dominic before stooping to kiss Lucy goodbye. “I take it you’ll be staying with your Aunt Maggie for a while? I’ll direct your correspondence there.”

After the elderly solicitor had gone Lucy sat for a moment in stunned silence.

“I think we need to talk,” Dominic said.

“Um, yes I suppose we do.” Lucy scrambled to her feet, her legs shaking. She collected her handbag from the side of her seat.

He got to his feet. “Can I give you a lift to Nick’s?”

Lucy tilted her chin upwards to meet his gaze. “You aren’t afraid I might only accept a ride from you because of the money?”

A dull flush lit his cheeks at her tart response. “I’m sorry, I owe you an apology. I was extremely rude to you when we first met. Nick was my friend as well as my partner and my emotions were running a little high.”

She was tempted to snap ‘you think?’ but instead she resisted. “Funerals have a way of doing that. I would have given anything to have been at the service.”

“Did you come straight here from the airport?” He led the way back into the lobby.

“Yes, my flight was delayed and then I missed the train connection, there were no cabs and it was awful.” She tried to swallow the lump that formed in her throat when she thought about her day, Nick, and now this strange bequest.

“Mr Fullwood didn’t say where you were flying in from?” 

They halted next to the reception desk.

“I was in Tenerife.” She collected her suitcase and thanked the receptionist.

“My car is parked over there.” Dominic intercepted her case before she could protest and indicated the large car park outside the front of the hotel. “What were you doing in Tenerife?”

They stepped outside into the soft dull grey wetness of a late spring evening. Lucy pulled her black jacket around her more closely and kept her head down against the drizzle as they walked to the car.

Dominic opened the passenger door of a large black 4X4 which bore the green and gold logo ‘Oakdale Vineyard’. She scrambled inside while he stowed her case in the boot.

She waited for him to take his place in the passenger seat before she answered his question. “I work for a travel company. I’m a children’s rep. That’s why it was so hard to get away and to get a seat on a flight. The schools are off this week so it’s a busy time.”

	He started the ignition as she fastened her seatbelt.

	“Nick didn’t say where you lived. I knew it was some distance away but I had assumed you were in the UK.”

	Lucy stared out of the passenger window at the dreary wetness. Her heart ached as she remembered her godfather. For the last two years he had emailed her almost daily, sending jokes, information on causes that he thought she would be interested in and snippets of conversation about his daily life. They had talked on Skype once a week on her day off, where he’d brushed aside her worries about his health with his usual humour.

“I wish I’d had the chance to say goodbye.” Overwhelmed by her emotions, she tugged a tissue from her pocket and dabbed at her eyes.

At least if she’d been in time for the funeral she would have had some sense of closure. Instead she was trapped in this ghastly mockery of reality where she still felt as if Nick would appear again at any moment to crack a joke or give her a hug.

Dominic didn’t reply, instead he put on the car indicator and took the next turn.

“Where are we going? She realised he’d turned off from the road that led to Nick’s house.

“I’m giving you chance to say goodbye.” He pulled into an empty parking space outside the crematorium, before jumping out and crossing around the back of the car to open her door.

Lucy hooked her handbag onto her shoulder and accepted his hand to help her down. His touch was curiously reassuring, helping her to gather her skittering nerves.

“We can go round to the memorial garden, all the flowers are there.” He tucked her hand through the crook of his arm so that as they walked towards the small redbrick building she could lean on him for support.

The memorial gardens stretched all around the building, green and peaceful despite the drizzle. Flowerbeds crammed with roses of varying colours perfumed the damp air with their heady scent. Dominic led the way around the back of the building to a small enclosed courtyard. A grey stone fountain played in a centre pool and all around the perimeter were the floral tributes from different funerals.

Lucy was glad of his support as they made their way to the area set aside for Nick’s tributes.

“He asked for money to go towards the causes he supported but Nick had a lot of friends who wanted to leave flowers too,” Dominic said quietly.

Her vision blurred as she read the cards, each of them paying tribute to the man who had provided her with the one piece of certainty in her chaotic childhood.

“Thank you for bringing me. I wish I could have been here for Aunt Maggie. This must have been so hard for her.” She dropped his arm to find more tissues from her bag so she could blow her nose.

“We’d better go, it’s getting wetter out here.”

 “Goodbye Uncle Nick,” she murmured, taking a last look at the flowers.

Dominic appeared to sense her need for silence when they returned to the car, and to her relief he made no further attempts to engage her in conversation until they had pulled into the sweeping drive of Nick’s former home.

“We need to meet to talk about Nick’s bequest.” Dominic climbed out of the car once more and collected her case from the boot. “Have you ever visited the vineyard?”

Lucy’s pulse quickened once more as he helped her from the car and passed over her case. When he wasn’t being angry he was strikingly handsome. “No, I haven’t been home for over two years. I’ve seen e-mail pictures of course.”

He walked with her the couple of paces to the front door. “If you’re free tomorrow I could pick you up and give you a tour. We could talk over lunch?”

“That would be nice.” She heard her aunt’s footsteps hurrying along the polished parquet floor of the hall to let her in. “Would you like to stay for coffee? I’m sure Maggie will have the kettle on.”

He glanced at the large steel watch on his wrist. “I’m afraid I can’t. Besides, I’m sure you must be pretty exhausted by now after all the travelling. I’ll see you in the morning about eleven.”

He strode away, waving a hand in farewell as her aunt opened the door.

“Oh, is Dom not coming in?” Maggie asked.

“No, he said he had to get back.” Lucy couldn’t help feeling oddly disappointed by his quick getaway.

“Humph, well he isn’t much of a one for socialising. Nick always used to nag him about being too wrapped up in work. Come on in, you must be shattered.” Maggie helped her to get her case into the hall.

Maybe it wasn’t the thought of spending more time in her company then after all that had made Dominic leave so rapidly, Lucy thought as she followed her aunt along the hall and into the kitchen.

“I’ll pop the kettle on, I bet you’re dying for a proper cup of tea. You always said how you missed your tea when you were away.” Maggie bustled around clattering mugs, spoons and other bits of kitchen equipment as she busied herself with making Lucy’s drink.

The house hadn’t changed much since her last visit. The kitchen still smelt of fresh baked bread and percolated coffee. The curtains were still a cheery blue and white checked gingham and Maggie herself, although a little older, still wore her favourite rose pink cardigan. Lucy took a seat at one of the pine kitchen chairs and slipped off her jacket.

“There you go, love.” Maggie placed a mug of tea and a plate of custard creams on the table before taking her seat in the chair opposite Lucy’s.

“Thanks Maggie, you were right, I do need this.” She picked up her mug and cradled it between her hands allowing the heat from the china to warm her skin.

“Did everything go all right with Mr Fullwood? He explained about the house and everything?” Her aunt’s eyes darkened with anxiety.

“Yes, and I’m thrilled that Uncle Nick left you the house. It’s been your home for such a long time.” Lucy gave the older woman’s hand a reassuring pat. “Uncle Nick left me his share of the vineyard.” She took another sip of her tea.

Maggie helped herself to one of the custard creams and frowned. “That must have come as a surprise.”

“Of course, being Uncle Nick there are strings attached.” Lucy wondered if Maggie had known what was in the will. Nick had confided in his elderly sister about almost everything.

“Ah,” Her aunt blew out a breath.

“What was he thinking? I don’t know anything about growing grapes or producing wine. I’m sure Dominic isn’t happy about it.”

“Oh love, you know your Uncle Nick. He worried about you taking those jobs with the holiday companies and he said lately you’d seemed rather unsettled.”

Lucy nibbled at the edge of a custard cream. She thought she’d done a good job of sounding bright and breezy in her emails and during the Skyped conversations with her godfather. She clearly hadn’t done such a great job after all.

Maggie surveyed her shrewdly over the brim of her mug. “He thought maybe a year back home, here, might help you to decide what you really wanted to do. When he knew that he wasn’t going to get better he changed his will. I told him he should talk to you first but you know what he was like. You do know you can come back and live here, don’t you pet? This is your home too you know.”

Surrounded by the cosy comfort of Maggie’s kitchen, Lucy allowed herself to dream of coming back. Of leaving Tenerife which held both good and bad memories for her, and swapping her tiny apartment share for her old room here in this house.

“That’s really kind of you, Maggie.” To Lucy’s dismay her voice wobbled as she tried to answer her aunt and two large tears plopped onto the scrubbed pine surface of the table.

“Oh love, there now.” Maggie grabbed a box of tissues from the countertop and passed them across to her.

“I’m sorry.” Lucy grabbed a handful of tissues and scrubbed at her eyes and nose uncaring about the black streaks of mascara that appeared on the soft paper.

“What is there to be sorry about? I’d love to have you back here, you know that. I know you have your job and everything but I got the impression that you aren’t as happy out there as you’ve been making out.” Maggie gently rubbed Lucy’s arm, the way she’d always used to when Lucy had been younger and had come home from school upset about something.

“What would I do though at the vineyard?” She didn’t add ‘and what about working with Dominic’, although it was at the forefront of her thoughts.

“Dominic would soon show you the ropes so you could learn how the business runs. He can seem a bit cold when you first meet him but when you get to know him he’s got a good heart. Nick has lots of books in the study which would help you, I’m sure you’d pick it up without too much trouble.”

“I’ve signed a contract, I’ve got obligations, I can’t simply drop everything and move back here,” Lucy sniffed. It was a mad idea, even if her inheritance was worth so much money. How could she possibly manage everything?

“Do you really want to go back to Tenerife?” Maggie asked.

Loneliness swept through Lucy like a physical ache as she considered returning to the island. It had been such fun when she’d first arrived there. Blue skies, a job she liked and above all there had been Christopher. What a fool she’d been where he was concerned. There wasn’t anything on Tenerife now to really draw her back, except a sense of obligation.

Maggie sighed, “Forget I asked that. You’ve just come home and with the funeral and all the travelling now isn’t the time to be making any kind of decision.”

“I am glad to be back, Aunt Mags. I only wish that it wasn’t for such a horrible reason.”

“I know love.” Her aunt drained her tea and stood, steadying herself with the edge of the table before carrying her empty mug to the sink.

Lucy realised she had been wrong earlier, Maggie had aged. Perhaps it was time she finally came home to take up her unexpected inheritance and to stay with her elderly aunt.

* * *

	Dominic headed back to his small cottage on the edge of the vineyard properties. Mr Fullwood’s revelations about the contents of Nick’s will still hadn’t quite sunk in. What had Nick been thinking, to leave his shares to Lucy? The girl had no idea of what was involved in running a business, any kind of business. She was a nursery nurse.

	When he’d impulsively made the offer to buy her out he’d known he wouldn’t be able to raise so much capital in such a short time frame. If Lucy decided she couldn’t make it through the twelve months and the shares went onto the open market there were plenty of buyers out there who’d be anxious to snap them up. He and Nick had received offers before, usually from larger conglomerates eager to incorporate Oakdale into their businesses.

	The only thing he could do was to persuade Lucy to stay for twelve months working for the vineyard. Somehow he had to find jobs she could do which would keep her happy but not so happy that she wouldn’t be relieved to give him first option to buy her out at the end of the year. It also meant he had twelve months to raise as much capital as possible.

	Lamplight shone from one of the cottage windows as he pulled up outside. It looked as though Bob, one of the vineyard workers had remembered to stop by. He slipped his key in the lock and heard the familiar patter of Mutley’s paws on the red quarry tiles of the boot room floor as his dog came to greet him. He grabbed the huge dog’s collar to prevent him from planting his huge paws on his one good jacket.

	“Hey, down boy. Did you miss me?” He scratched the dog’s head, fussing him until the animal contentedly settled and followed at his heels as he entered the kitchen.

	Dominic slipped off his coat, draped it over the back of one of the kitchen chairs and dropped his keys onto the counter top. He opened the fridge and pulled out a small bottle of lager. Popping the stopper he took a long pull of the cold drink. Tomorrow he had to take Lucy on a tour of the vineyard and convince her she wanted to stay. Not an easy task when they hadn’t exactly got off to the best of starts. To make matters worse there was something about her that unsettled him.

	He wasn’t sure if it was the sadness in her dark blue eyes or the frisson of electricity that he’d felt when he’d tucked her arm in his at the cemetery. Either way it wasn’t good. He didn’t have time for relationships, especially ones which mixed business with pleasure. That was a lesson he’d learned the hard way and the reason he’d left his home in California behind to take up a partnership in the UK, in Oakdale. A fleeting memory of Sasha, smiling like a contented cat the last time he’d seen her flashed through his mind.

	“Damn you, Nick.” He took another swig of lager. Perhaps by tomorrow he would be able to come up with a plan.











Chapter Two




Lucy woke the next morning to bright sunshine and the aroma of a freshly made cup of tea next to her bed. A hasty panicked glance at her bedside clock told her that she’d overslept. She only had an hour before Dominic was due to call and take her on a tour of the vineyard.

Lucy sat up and took a long draught of her tea. She’d dreamt about Dominic, a crazy hazy dream involving grape vines, her Uncle Nick and Dominic’s ice blue eyes. If she were being honest with herself, she thought as she dragged her slightly crumpled jeans from the wardrobe, her dreams had mostly involved Dominic. The idea felt faintly disturbing and she shivered despite the warmth of the morning as she pulled on her pale blue tee shirt.

She took extra care with her hair and make-up before running downstairs to the kitchen. Quite why she felt the need to impress him didn’t bear too close an inspection, especially given the nature of a few of the dream fragments she could remember. She could only assume the stress of the previous day had unsettled her both equilibrium, and her libido.

Her Aunt Maggie had already gone out, leaving her the spare set of house keys along with a note on the pine table.

‘Gone to the supermarket, the cereal you like is in cupboard. Have a good time at the vineyard. Maggie’

Lucy smiled as she dropped the keys into her bag. Darling Maggie, she’d almost certainly gone to buy more of the things that she knew Lucy liked best. Like the blend of coffee she preferred and the extra strong cheeses that Uncle Nick had always said smelt like old socks. Maggie and Nick had always spoilt her.

The smile left her lips as quickly as it had bloomed as she remembered her godfather. Before she had the opportunity to follow Maggie’s instructions to fix herself some breakfast the dull diesel roar of Dominic’s car sounded at the front of the house. Nervous butterflies replaced low level hunger in her stomach and she left the cereal packet unopened on the counter.

Lucy grabbed her bag and a soft wool sweater ready to answer the door. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so jittery. And, even though she’d been expecting it, the sharp imperious trill of the doorbell still made her jump. Sucking in a breath, she tugged the door open, mentally bracing herself ready to meet Dominic again.

				* * *

Dominic paused on the step of Maggie’s house for a moment before pushing the bell. He’d lain awake half the night trying to work out all the different options for the future of the vineyard in his head. Despite sacrificing his sleep, he still had no answers. Whichever way he looked at it, whether Lucy decided to stay and work for a year or, if she decided to abandon her inheritance, the outcome couldn’t be good.

He scarcely had time to lift his finger from the bell push when the door opened.

“I’m all set.” Lucy lifted her lightly tanned arm to show him her sweater and bag.

“Are you wearing flat shoes?”

A flash of dismay crossed her face. “These are the best I’ve got with me. Obviously I only packed a few things.” She raised one leg to display a slender foot encased in a denim blue canvas wedge heeled shoe.

“You’ll have to be careful when we walk beside the vines. The ground is uneven.” He opened the passenger door of the car for her. Lucy might have very pretty feet but he could only hope she wouldn’t twist her ankle in a rabbit hole in her impractical shoes.

“Did Nick tell you anything about the vineyard?” He glanced at her. 

The morning sun streaming in through the side window lit up her honey blonde hair like a halo.

“He talked about it quite a lot. How many bottles he expected to get, about the shop and the craft place he had planned in the barn.” He heard her sigh, soft and breathy, “I can’t believe he left me his shares though. It was a longstanding joke of his that he’d leave me a drink in his will, but this is crazy.” She shook her head as if still unable to take it all in.

“He never mentioned his intentions to you?” Nick certainly hadn’t said anything to him. Dominic hadn’t liked to ask too much even when he could see Nick’s health was failing. He’d tried to bring the conversation round to it a couple of times but Nick would simply clap his hand onto Dom’s shoulder. ‘All taken care of. Nothing to worry about, I promise.’

	He risked another peep at her as the traffic slowed. Her eyes were downcast and she worried the skin of her bottom lip between her teeth. The action was surprising sensual. “No, never.” She shook her head again and her hair shimmered in the sunshine like molten gold.

	 “He didn’t say anything to me either,” Dominic said grimly, and turned off the main road into a country lane. Having Lucy as a passenger was oddly disturbing to his senses. 

	“Typical Uncle Nick.” Her voice wobbled.

	“Mr Fullwood said Nick was your godfather?” He pulled into a lay by to allow a tractor to pass and took another look at her face. Lucy Morgan wasn’t at all like the young woman he’d imagined when she’d been late for the funeral.

	“Yes, he was my father’s best friend when they were young. I moved in with Nick when I was young and he and Maggie bought me up. I’ve always called them aunt and uncle even though we aren’t really related.”

	“What happened to your parents?” His curiosity was aroused by the flat matter of fact tone of her voice.

	“Nothing. They had me and then after a few years, when I was six, they decided that they weren’t really cut out to be parents. I got sent to boarding school and they took off around the world. I hear from them every few months when they end up somewhere with internet connections. I’ve left messages for them to tell them about Nick.” Her voice had regained its strength and she stared straight ahead, yet he suspected she wasn’t actually looking at the field in front of them.

	“That must have been, must still be, very hard.” He couldn’t imagine anyone doing that to a child, especially at such a young age. His own family, though small, had always been close. At least they had been until his brother Jake had fallen in love with Sasha and Dom’s world had fallen to pieces. 

Even though the road was clear he made no move to continue their journey.

	“I ran away from boarding school when I was twelve. I made a big bonfire of my uniform, Uncle Nick and Aunt Maggie took me in. To all intents and purposes they’ve been my parents.”

	Tears sparkled unshed in her eyes and the proud tilt of her chin told him of her struggle to remain in control of her emotions. 

	Dom groaned as he remembered how he’d greeted her, “And then to make things worse I behaved like a complete arse when I met you yesterday.” God, he couldn’t have been more hurtful if he’d tried.

	“Yes, you did,” She agreed levelly, “But, you did make it up afterwards by taking me to see the floral tributes. I really appreciated that.” She gave him a watery half smile. “We should get moving again before the tractor comes back.”

	He hesitated for a moment unsure if he should try and say something to console her. Deciding he would probably only make things worse, he obeyed her instruction to drive on. Silence hung heavy in the air between them and, sensing Lucy wasn’t in the mood for conversation, he turned on the CD player. They finished the journey to the strains of Take That, not his usual taste in music but one he suspected Lucy probably quite liked.

	He parked the car in one of the spaces reserved for him and Nick outside the converted barn which served as the nerve centre of the vineyard. Lucy looked around with interest.

	“Wow, I didn’t realise it would be like this. I mean I’ve seen some pictures of it before, obviously, but it looks so much bigger than I expected.” 

	Dominic had grown used to the surroundings of his workplace barely noticing the busy car park, the path leading to the small courtyard which Nick had planned to develop as a craft centre, and the restaurant and shop.

	“What’s over there?” She nodded towards the other large barn on the far side of the car park.

“The functional end of things. That’s where the magic happens and the grapes get turned into wine, bottled, and stored.”

She nodded, a thoughtful frown on her face. “Uncle Nick showed me pictures of the grapes growing and the inside of the shop. It’s hard to grasp the scale of the place just from looking at pictures though.”

“There are less than ten commercially producing vineyards in the UK, this is one of the largest. We grow a few grape varieties and our best seller is our sparkling white wine. I think it’ll be better to show you the fields first while the weather is good.” 

He set off towards the path that led to the vineyard trail, a signed circular walk which led around the grape growing areas and through the orchard where they grew pears and apples for cider production. Lucy hurried to keep pace with him so he adjusted the length of his stride allowing her to keep up. 

Within a couple of minutes they were surrounded by long rows of vines. He paused along the trail to show her the different types of grapevines, explaining how they were secured to the wires. It was quite a long trek and he had a lot to explain to her as they walked.

“I knew you produced red and white wine. I didn’t realise you made sparkling wine although Uncle Nick did mention something about cider.” 

They stopped at the top of the ridge, at the highest point so Lucy could look down along the rolling lines of vines. He hoped she wasn’t struggling too much in her ridiculous shoes.

She appeared to be glad of the breather, her small pert breasts rising and falling as she studied the view. Guiltily he tore his gaze away and forced himself to focus on the vines. 

“Yes, we don’t produce the cider ourselves, we grow the fruits and sell it on but I think Nick would have liked his own label cider.” A wry smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. Nick was always full of plans, always full of life. Maybe he should have pressed him a little harder about the disposal of the shares when he’d first become ill. Somehow it hadn’t seemed appropriate and Nick had blithely assured him that everything was taken care of. Plus, he’d thought, and Nick had thought too, that he’d recover.

“Sounds like Uncle Nick, he was a pretty hands on kind of man,” Lucy agreed.

The ground grew more uneven as they started the descent, recent heavy rains had washed away some of the gravel exposing the rocky undersurface. He would have to get one of the workers to make some repairs. The path narrowed before the entrance to the orchard and he took the lead, walking ahead of Lucy.

The sound of shoes sliding on the loose screed and an anguished yelp made him turn. He was just in time to take hold of her arms and prevent her from falling. She clutched at the sleeves of his sweater, her eyes wide with alarm. Once again, his body tingled as he steadied her and his breath caught in his throat.

“You were right about these shoes not being very good for walking along here.” Her voice was breathy as he released her arms and he wondered if she too had felt the electricity between them.

“The path needs some repairs. I’ll get Bob to look at it later.” 

* * *

Lucy tucked her hair behind her ears and prepared to tackle the final few yards of the path. She hoped her expression hadn’t betrayed her when Dominic had unexpectedly turned to break her fall. She had to have imagined the spark she thought she’d felt when he’d caught her in his arms. After all, she wasn’t sure she even really liked him, especially now he’d route marched her through the vineyard.

The path broadened out once more as they rounded the side of the hill.

“Oh, it’s beautiful!” Lucy halted, astonished by the scene before her. She’d forgotten quite how beautiful England in the spring could be. Now she was confronted by several acres of apple trees all in full bloom. The delicate pale pink blossom carpeted the trees turning the orchard into fairyland.

Dominic stopped next to her and stared at the trees, his hands buried deep in the pockets of his worn corduroy trousers. “Hopefully we’ll get a good crop this year.”

She pressed her lips together, preventing her from blurting out an inappropriate remark about him clearly having no romance in his soul. Unless being around the plants and trees all the time somehow blinded him to their beauty. Either way, it made her a little bit sad.

The trail walk had taken them well over an hour and Lucy’s stomach started to rumble when they arrived back at the barns. She wondered if she should drop a hint about getting some lunch before going on to the tour of the offices, winery and shop. Her head ached from all the facts, figures and information he’d given her during the trail walk. Not to mention the pain in her calves and thighs from walking so far in her heels.

“Boss! Watch out!” She turned at the warning shout to discover a large black dog heading straight for them. A very large and muddy dog of indiscriminate parentage, trailing a leash.

“Down, Mutley.” Dominic dived for the dog just as it placed generous dollops of mud on the legs of her jeans.

“I’m sorry boss, he got away from me by the lake and then when he saw you, he took off like a steam train.” A stocky middle-aged man wearing working clothes and a flat cap came panting up to them. Dismay coloured his florid cheeks as he noticed the mud on her clothes.

“Bob, this is Lucy Morgan, Nick’s god-daughter and new half owner of the vineyard.” Dominic yanked on the dogs leash and it sat contentedly at his feet.

Bob snatched his cap from his head. “I’m sorry about the dog, Miss. Your clothes are ruined.”

She tried to look unconcerned at the state of her beloved designer jeans. The ones she’d saved so hard for and which made her bum look two inches smaller. “It’s okay, they’ll wash.” What else could she say? The poor man looked mortified.

“We’ll take him back to the cottage, Bob. I’ll need to hose him down and it’ll give you chance to get cleaned up, Lucy.” Dominic scowled at the dog.

Bob scuttled off as if glad to make his escape.

“This is your dog?” Lucy asked. She hadn’t pictured Dominic as having a pet. In the short time she’d known him she’d pictured him as solitary, closed off figure.

“Yes, unfortunately he is.” Mutley looked up at the sound of his master’s voice. “We’d better go and get your jeans cleaned off.” 

He tugged on the dogs leash and they set off down a small track leading away from the main courtyard. Lucy tried to walk a little behind Dominic and his pet as the path was too narrow for them to walk side by side. Unfortunately as the dog happily loped along, sniffing for rabbits in the hedgerow his tail swishing, more particles of mud flew from his coat and attached themselves to her already dirty jeans.

By the time they reached the five barred gate at the end of the track Lucy’s legs were tired and she suspected her poor jeans needed far more than a quick rub over with a damp cloth. The dog scrambled through the gap under the gate as Dominic climbed over the top. She stared at the padlocked barrier with a sinking heart. Gym had always been her least favourite subject at school and the combo of tight jeans, aching legs and general clumsiness meant tackling the gate wouldn’t be a piece of cake.

Dominic stood waiting for her on the other side. “Do you need a hand to get over?”

Her body heated as his level gaze took in her muddy clothes and dishevelled appearance.

 “I think I can manage.” She grasped the wooden post at the top of the gate and began to climb up to the point where she would be able to swing her leg over the top. The tightness of the denim combining with fatigue made it a struggle and she teetered on the crossbar trying to summon enough energy to adjust her position.

“Lucy!” Dominic moved forward just as she lost her balance.

“Oof!”

She lay sprawled on the wet turf on top of Dominic with his dog attempting to lick her face. Heat licked along her body at the warmth from their contact. Temporarily winded from her fall she was horrified to see he had his eyes shut and a pained grimace on his face.

“Are you okay?” She pushed the dog aside and scrambled to her feet ignoring the hard, hot heat from where she’d been on top of Dominic.

“I think I’ll live.” He groaned, rolling onto his side before getting to his feet. He glanced down ruefully at his clothes. “I think I’m as muddy as you now.”

“I lost my balance. I never was very good at climbing.” Her cheeks were on fire with mortification.

“My fault, we should have gone the longer way round.” He called his dog to heel.

Lucy realised they were standing opposite a small farm cottage built of old red bricks. The white framed windows were glazed with latticed glass and a purple flowered wisteria tumbled around a small tiled canopy above the front door. A gravelled space for his car was at the side of the house.

Dominic led the way to the rear of the cottage, passing some semi derelict outbuildings and a small empty cedar greenhouse. He tugged a key from his pocket and opened the back door of the house.

“Go on in, help yourself to whatever you need to get cleaned up. I need to go take care of Mutley.” The dog’s tail picked up speed at the sound of his name and more mud flew from his coat.

Dominic glared at his pet and Lucy had to bite on her lip to keep from laughing out loud at the expression on his face.

“Thanks.” She slipped through the doorway to find she had entered the house via a small boot room. A couple of ancient green waterproof jackets hung from hooks on the cream painted walls above a small rack full of large male boots and shoes. She stepped out of her own canvas wedges, now almost barely recognisable as the pretty shoes they had been when Dominic had called for her earlier in the day. The worn red quarry tiles of the floor were cool against the soles of her feet as she padded through into the small kitchen.

 A used cereal bowl and spoon stood soaking in the white butler sink but apart from that there was no evidence of human occupation. The tea towels hung pristine from the rail on the front of the Aga, no crumbs were on the dark grey marble counter tops, no mug next to the shiny chrome kettle.

She untied her sweater from around her waist and placed it next to her bag on the kitchen table. A large green grass stain marked the one sleeve and she guessed she’d acquired that damage during her fall from the top of the gate. Looking down at her tee shirt she discovered it too was now patterned with tiny brown spots from Dominic’s dog. The mud patches on her thighs had started to dry and were crusting in light brown ridges around the edges of the marks. Large grass stains matching the one on her sweater adorned her lower legs along with yet more speckles of mud.

Lucy peered at her reflection in the shiny surface of the kettle and was relieved to see that at least the mud spots didn’t appear to have decorated her face. She turned on the taps and washed her hands, debating if it was worth attempting any kind of clean up on her jeans.

Outside in the garden Mutley’s barks and muffled shouts from Dominic mixed with the sound of water running from a hosepipe. She leaned across the sink to try and see what was happening only to jump back with a gasp as the cold tap hiccoughed, soaking the front of her tee shirt. Grabbing one of the tea towels from the stove, she dabbed at her front trying to dry herself off.

“I’m as wet as the damn dog.” Dominic walked into the kitchen unbuttoning his wet shirt as he entered the room. “What happened to you?”

She tried to ignore the unwanted rush of heat that coiled low in her abdomen at the glimpse of the hard, flat muscles of his chest. 

“Accident with the tap.” She abandoned her attempt to dry off with the tea towel and resigned herself to being wet, muddy, cold and hungry. From the way Dominic was staring at her wet top, she’d better add embarrassed as well.

He caught her gaze as she crossed her arms defensively across her chest and dull colour tinged his cheekbones.

“I’d better get changed. I’ll be back down in a couple of minutes. Can you keep an eye on Mutley? He tries to sneak in if he thinks I’m not looking.” Dominic headed past her through the door at the far end of the kitchen and a few seconds later she heard his footsteps ascending the stairs. Scrubbing at her bare arms to dispel the goose pimples she risked another peep through the window, although this time she made sure the taps were off.

The garden was small but pretty with a couple of fruit trees and spring flowers gleaming like tiny jewels in the borders. Mutley sat under a blossom tree swathed in a large ancient dark blue towel. As soon as he saw her at the window however he stood and shook himself free before racing towards the back door of the cottage. It was exactly a fraction of a second later that Lucy realised that Dominic hadn’t properly closed the back door.

She reached the door at the same time as the dog. The next thing she knew she was flat on her back on the boot room floor with Mutley lovingly trying to lick her face again. She attempted to fend off the dog and wipe drool from her face whilst trying to get to her feet.

“Mutley! Outside!”

The dog gave her a last lick around her ear, then obeyed Dominic’s command. Dominic stepped over her to close the back door once the dog was gone before helping Lucy to her feet. 

He grasped her hand and hauled her to her feet. Standing so close to him without her shoes the top of her head was level with his chin and she had to tilt her chin to meet his gaze. Electricity crackled like static between them. He’d changed his dirty corduroy trousers and check shirt for a pair of faded jeans and a fitted black tee shirt. Somehow in the few minutes he’d been upstairs he’d found time to wash too, the lemony clean scent of his soap tickled her nose.

“Mutley’s really taken to you. Normally, he’s quite wary around strangers.” 

	She snatched her hand away, the skin tingling from where Dominic had helped her up. The sensations made her feel breathless and out of control. 

“So I should be flattered?” She’d had enough for one day, every bit of her ached, she was starving hungry and Dominic seemed to think she should be pleased that his dog had just trampled her. Her butt hurt from the crash landing on the tiled floor and her face felt icky with dog drool. If this was the dog liking her, then he probably ate the people he didn’t like.

“Okay, it’s not the best compliment in the world.” The corner of Dominic’s mouth lifted in a smile transforming and softening his features. “I’m sorry. I left a tee shirt and a clean towel in the bathroom for you. Go on upstairs and clean up. I’ll make us some lunch.”

“Thank you.” His unexpected thoughtfulness took some of the steam out of her annoyance.

“Bathroom is facing you at the top of the stairs.” He stood to one side to allow her to pass.

Lucy slowly made her way along the small hallway, stealing a glance through the open door of the lounge as she passed by. It was a cosy room with an attractive brick fireplace. It was exactly the kind of room you could cuddle up in on a cold winter’s night with the wind roaring over the chimney tops and a hot guy to keep you warm.

The image that popped into her head made her scurry up the stairs and into the small but functional bathroom. Dominic had been as good as his word. A white cotton tee shirt lay draped on the towel rail next to a fresh white fluffy towel. She stared at her reflection in the mirror and sighed. As Maggie would say, she looked like something the cat had dragged in, except, in her case she was something the large dog had flattened.

After a quick wash with the same deliciously scented soap she’d smelled on Dominic, and wearing his over large clean tee shirt, she felt better. She replaced the towel on the rail and collected her dirty top to take back downstairs. As she left the bathroom she noticed the door to his bedroom was ajar, and, like she’d done with the lounge downstairs, she couldn’t resist taking a quick look.

The room was curiously bare and tidy. White painted walls, a large pine chest of drawers, wardrobe and a huge bed covered in a plain dark blue quilt. She shook her head briskly to clear it of the image that had formed in her mind of Dominic, sinfully naked mussing up the pristine covers. No pictures, ornaments or photographs relieved the emptiness of the room. Dominic must take minimalism to a new level she mused and headed back to the kitchen.














Chapter Three



She entered the kitchen to find Dominic busy assembling sandwiches at the countertop.

	He didn’t look up from his task. “I forgot to ask if you were vegetarian?”

	Lucy shook her head. “No, I was for a while when I was younger but Aunt Maggie cooks a mean bacon sandwich.”

Her stomach growled at the memory and she discreetly prodded her middle in a bid to make it stop, hoping he hadn’t heard it.

“I made you a mug of tea, there’s sugar in the jar if you want it.” He inclined his head towards the kettle.

“You must have read my mind. I’m dying for a cup of tea.” She wrapped her fingers around the chunky green mug and sipped the steaming liquid.

Dominic placed the top slice of bread on the sandwiches and cut them through. “I thought we’d eat in here.” He placed the plates down on the small pine table and drew out a chair for her.

Lucy took a seat as her stomach growled again.

“Hungry?” Dominic took the chair opposite hers.

She stared at him mid bite and nodded her head.

“It’s only ham, cheese and salad. I’d planned on eating lunch in the restaurant so you could try the food there.” A flicker of a smile appeared on his face. “I think after the morning’s adventures we’d better save that for another day.”

“I might be more appropriately dressed then.” She smiled back at him and hitched the tee shirt he’d lent her back up onto her shoulder from where it had started to slide. Sitting at the tiny table, wearing his clothes with her bare feet resting on the wooden crossbar of her chair felt strangely intimate. She wondered if he had a woman in his life, someone who he made sandwiches for and who would wander around his home in her bare feet. His voice jerked her out of her daydream.

“Now you’ve seen some of the vineyard operations have you had any thoughts on whether you might be interested in working here for the next twelve months?”

His voice was even, betraying nothing about his feelings towards her, if he wanted her to take up her inheritance. 

Lucy swallowed her bite of sandwich, flustered by the direction of her recent thoughts. “I’m not sure yet. I think I need to see the rest of the layout and I want to look at the finances with the accountant and Mr Fullwood.” She’d been turning over in her head what she should do about her bequest all morning. Moving back to England and starting a new career was an enormous decision to make.

She noticed the small start of surprise in his eyes when she mentioned the accounts even though his expression didn’t change. Clearly he hadn’t been expecting her to be so businesslike.

“That sounds very sensible.”

Lucy was aware of the undercurrents swirling between them. She knew he would rather she had been able to sell him her shares instead of having her work alongside him at the vineyard for the next twelve months. 

“Have you always worked in child care?” The question took her by surprise as she’d drifted off momentarily once again in thoughts about her future.

She nibbled a bit more of her sandwich before answering. “No, I’ve had quite a few different jobs before I ended up working for the tour company.”

Quite a few was something of an understatement, she’d done everything from sweeping up hair in a hairdressers to filing and secretarial work for an estate agent. She’d travelled and drifted, never settling to anything in particular. The job she had now, managing the children’s club was the longest she’d worked anywhere. Nick and Maggie had been urging her to settle down for quite a while, and hadn’t Maggie said that was why Uncle Nick had written the twelve months condition into his will?

“Nick’s role in the company involved marketing our produce and liaising with suppliers and distributers.” Dominic leaned his elbows on the table and templed his hands beneath his chin. “My role in the partnership is concerned with the actual production of the wine. We worked together on the site development. Nick was the ideas man. I managed the practicalities of those ideas.”

“So what will happen now?” Lucy finished the last bite of her lunch. Surely he didn’t think she could take on Nick’s role. There were probably aspects of it that she could tackle but for the last three months the only management skills she’d employed had been used to shepherd groups of under fives to the toilets.

“If you decide to take up your inheritance then that’s something we would have to work out.” His ice blue gaze locked on her face.

She pushed away her empty plate. “Well, I’m sure we’d be able to come to some sort of agreement.”

For an instant she thought she detected a glimmer of amusement. “Yes, there’ll be a lot to discuss.” He permitted himself a smile and Lucy’s heart rate skittered.

“I should get back to Aunt Maggie’s. I think I need a bath and a change of clothes.” She winced as she stood, the muscles of her thighs had tightened whilst she’d been seated eating her lunch.

“Perhaps you can come again tomorrow and finish the tour. There’s still a lot for you to see.” He suggested as he carried the empty plates and mugs across to the sink.

Lucy rubbed the tops of her thighs trying to ease the discomfort. “If you promise there’ll be less walking.”

“Definitely less, you only have the offices, the restaurant, shop, winery, stores and the courtyard plans still to look at.” He watched, a frown creasing his forehead, as Lucy hobbled to the entrance of the boot room. “Sit down and put on your shoes, I’ll walk across and bring the car round.” He collected his keys and she heard him whistle his dog as he left the cottage.

She collected the remains of her once lovely canvas wedges from the boot room and put them back on. By the time she’d picked up her dirty top and ruined sweater the crunch of car tyres on the gravel outside told her that Dominic was back.

“Are you ready to go?” He opened the kitchen door.

“All set. What have you done with the dog?” She peered warily around him, half expecting Mutley to come bounding towards her again.

“Don’t worry. He’s in the car, behind his dog guard.” He flashed another one of the smiles that transformed his face and did dangerous things to her heart.

Lucy heaved herself into his car with a secret sigh of relief. She would be glad to get back to Maggie’s. There was a long soak in the bath calling her name, and maybe once she was immersed in warm sweet-smelling bubbles she would be able to sort out her plans for the future. 

“I’m sorry about your clothes. Will the marks come out of your jeans and your sweater?” Dominic asked as they drove back to Maggie’s house.

“I don’t know. I only have a few things with me as I have a flight back to Tenerife booked for Monday.” She folded her ruined jumper together with her dirty tee shirt. The company had allowed her three days compassionate leave plus her regular two days off. The delay in her incoming flight meant that half her time was already gone.

“If you decide to stay in England will it be difficult to get your things shipped back here?”

Lucy thought about the meagre contents of her wardrobe in the tiny apartment in Tenerife. Anna, her flatmate would undoubtedly pack them up for her if she called her. She wondered what her small team would think if she rang and said she wasn’t coming back. Would Christopher leave his mountain village and the bride he hadn’t told her about to try his luck at seducing her replacement? That thought left a sour taste in her mouth.

“No, it won’t be a problem at all,” she said firmly. At least if she decided to remain here in Somerset she would be able to put Christopher and Tenerife behind her.

“I’ll pick you up again tomorrow morning then? Same time?” He parked the car outside Maggie’s house.

“Yes, that’ll be fine.” She glanced at her watch, she needed to make an appointment to see Mr Fullwood to go through the terms of the will in more detail and it would be Friday tomorrow. “Are you coming in?” She felt obliged to make the offer knowing her aunt would probably be expecting him to accompany her.

“No I won’t today, I’d better take Mutley home, and then I need to sort some things out in the office.”

The big dog in the back of the car gave a little whine at the sound of his name.

“I’ll see you tomorrow morning then.” Lucy undid her seatbelt and slid stiffly across the leather seat, bracing herself for the big step down from the car.

Before she could open the car door Dominic had jumped out and crossed around to open it for her. He held her arms as she stumbled from the car, the muscles in her legs protesting at being forced into movement once more.

“I think we definitely walked too far for you today.” Dominic observed as he set her down. 

“I need to buy some trainers.” It was suddenly hard to breathe with his strong arms still supporting her.

He glanced at her poor canvas shoes. “Perhaps I should have left the vineyards for another day.”

His gaze returned to her face and for one single wonderful, awful minute she thought he might kiss her. The world seemed to stand still as his gaze locked into hers. When he released her arms she couldn’t decide if she was disappointed or relieved that he hadn’t.

“I’ll see you tomorrow.” He clambered back into his car and with a brief wave of farewell, drove away, leaving her standing, still jelly-legged on the drive.

* * *

Dominic waited until he was on an open stretch of road before cranking up the volume on the CD player and belting out his favourite rock band. He couldn’t believe he’d come so close to kissing Lucy. God, how stupid would that have been? He rubbed a tired hand at the back of his neck in an attempt to ease the tension in the muscles there.

She’d looked so sad and tired with her borrowed tee shirt sliding off one slim shoulder revealing more of the tan on her soft skin. Being around her all day had been distinctly disturbing. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt this way around a woman. When she’d stood in his kitchen earlier with her wet top revealing the outline of her bra and nipples it had been all he could do to stay cool.

 He hadn’t done a great job at convincing her to take up her inheritance. A five mile route march in blatantly unsuitable shoes and allowing his dog to maul her and ruin her clothes maybe wasn’t the best way to commence a business partnership.

“Way to go, Dom.” He muttered to himself. Mutley gave a small whine of agreement from the back of the car.

“And some help you were too.” Dom shook his head. 

His mobile phone vibrated in the back pocket of his jeans as he pulled the car to a stop outside his cottage. He glanced at the screen and let the call go to voice mail. The vultures had started circling as soon as Nick’s death announcement had appeared in the press. A couple of them had even approached him about a partnership whilst he’d been at the funeral trying to commend themselves to him.

It had been partly why he’d been so angry with Lucy when she’d arrived late. At the time, not knowing the full story of her connection with Nick, he’d assumed she was yet another one of those waiting to pounce on the business. Mr Fullwood had hinted to him that Nick had left Lucy an interest in the vineyard. He hadn’t known it would be the entire fifty per cent of the holding. At the time he’d assumed it would be simply a couple of shares.

He suspected that if he went into the office there would be a string of messages from companies and individuals all eager to acquire a slice of the vineyard. It wouldn’t take them long to start working on Lucy if word leaked out that she was now co-owner and they uncovered the terms of the will.

He opened the tailgate to allow Mutley out of the car and tucked his phone back into his pocket. He had to convince Lucy to stay and then he could deal with the vultures. He’d poured too much of his heart and soul into the vineyard to let it go now. Not to mention that it would betray Nick and the dream they’d built together. 

Tomorrow he’d do better; he’d make sure Lucy had a nice time looking around the shop and the restaurant. He had no worries about her meeting with the accountant or Mr Fullwood. The business was in good shape, and if Lucy were willing to learn the ropes, then maybe the partnership could work – at least until he could afford to buy her out.

* * *

Lucy surveyed the remnants of her wardrobe the next day and sighed. Rain beat against the window of her bedroom and Dominic was due to call and collect her in less than an hour. She had the black dress and jacket she’d worn for the funeral, a floral cotton sundress and a pair of cropped cream linen trousers and a couple of tee shirts. The only shoes she had left were the low, black spike-heeled pumps she’d travelled in. She selected the trousers and a matching cream top; she would definitely have to buy some more clothes at the weekend.

Maggie had made her coffee and a plate of toast when she reached the kitchen.

“You look nice.” Her aunt pushed the plate of toast towards her “I think I managed to get the stains out of your jeans.”

Lucy took a slurp of coffee. “Thanks Maggie. I binned my sweater and my shoes. No one warned me about Dominic’s dog.” She liked animals but Mutley had been rather much for her yesterday.

“Nick said Dominic rescued the dog from a pound. He wanted a big animal to act as a guard dog, but by all accounts that one is as daft as a brush. Are you feeling less sore today, love?”

“I’m fine, Mags. It’s amazing what a hot bath and some painkillers can do. It was my own fault for walking so far in those stupid shoes. Today apparently we’re only going to be looking at the buildings.”

Maggie raised an eyebrow. “Nick always said Dom lived to work. Don’t let him hustle you along too fast. You know my thoughts on what you should do about Nick’s bequest, but at the end of the day it’s up to you.”

Lucy swallowed her bite of toast. “I know. I’ve appointments this afternoon with the accountant at Mr Fullwood’s office. I’ll have to make a decision soon; my flight back to Tenerife is booked for Monday.”

Maggie didn’t comment but Lucy noticed the slight sag of her shoulders at the mention of Tenerife. She knew her aunt wanted her to stay and logically it would be the sensible thing to do. Unfortunately Lucy had never been very good at being sensible, or at knowing what she really wanted to do.

The doorbell rang as she finished her breakfast.

“Take my umbrella from the hall. It’s tipping down out there,” Maggie called as Lucy grabbed her jacket and bag.

Dominic was dressed in the same faded snug fitting jeans he’d worn yesterday, with the addition of a battered green waterproof jacket over the top of his shirt. She scuttled to the shelter of the car and scrambled inside, grateful to be out of the rain. Dominic took the driver’s seat, droplets of rain water gleaming on his dark hair.

“It’s not such a nice day today, perhaps it was a good thing we did the walk through the vineyard yesterday after all,” he suggested.

Since her legs had only just stopped aching and her lovely blue shoes were in the bin Lucy wasn’t so sure.

“I have to be at Mr Fullwood’s office by two thirty. Would you be able to drop me there when we’ve gone through today’s agenda?” She tucked Maggie’s umbrella inside her bag and tried to look cool and composed. She’d remembered to bring a notebook so she could take down anything she wanted to check later on at her meeting with the accountant and her solicitor.

“No problem.”

She breathed a small sigh of relief. At least that was one hurdle over.

“I’m sorry yesterday went a bit wrong. I should have taken you on an easier route, and I promise Mutley will be well out of your way today.” He gave her a half smile.

“Thank you.” Why did she have to sound so awkward around him? How would she manage if she stayed? Especially when he had a nasty habit of stirring her hormones into a frenzy every time he came near her.

Silence stretched between them and Lucy wracked her brains to think of a neutral topic besides the weather. As they approached the traffic lights Dominic flicked the button for the CD player. Loud rock music blasted from the speakers making her jump until he quickly brought the volume down to a much lower level.

“Sorry. I forgot I had it turned up loud.”

She hadn’t had him pegged as a rock fan. Somehow she’d thought he might be more jazz or classical. He definitely hadn’t appreciated Take That the other day when he’d been chauffeuring her around. That was something else she would have to do if she stayed – get herself a car.

She hadn’t needed one whilst she’d been living in Tenerife. Her apartment had been on the hotel complex and she had walked to the other hotels within the resort when there had been meetings or when cover had been required. She’d also need somewhere to live. Maggie had been adamant that she could stay with her but she would have to insist that she be allowed to pay rent and grocery money, otherwise she would move out. Her conscience wouldn’t let her stay there for nothing.

“Okay, we’re here. Shall we do the public buildings and the winery first?”

His question took her by surprise. She’d been so deep in her own thoughts she hadn’t realised they had pulled into the vineyard car park.

“Fine.”

He frowned as he turned up the collar of his coat as protection against the rain before leaving the car to open her door for her. She put up Maggie’s umbrella to shield her from the rain as they hurried across the almost empty yard towards the barn where the wine was produced, bottled and stored.

An hour later Lucy had cramp in her fingers and a notebook full of information which she was sure she’d never manage to master. She had to admit that the process was fascinating and Dominic clearly knew his stuff when it came to producing wine. It was no wonder that her Uncle Nick had been pleased to secure him as his partner for the venture.

“You look as if you could use a break.” Dominic locked the door to the storage area.

“It’s a good thing you know about all of this side of the business. I don’t think I’d be much use.” She slipped her notepad and pen back inside her bag.

He opened the door leading back outside and peered out at the pouring rain. “You still need to know about this side of the business as well as the distribution, marketing and sales side.”

Lucy grasped Maggie’s umbrella ready for the dash across the courtyard to the shop and restaurant. “I guess so, it’s going to be a steep learning curve though.”

She kept the umbrella over them both as they splashed through the puddles to the restaurant. If the rain didn’t let up soon her black shoes would be going the way of her canvas wedges. Already her feet were squishing in her shoes where the water had seeped in through the scoop tops and trickled down to settle round her toes.

The restaurant was quiet with only a few couples drinking tea and eating lunch. It was a small room with walls the colour of clotted cream, decorated with pink and purple bunches of dried flowers along the beams. A pretty blonde girl wearing a black top, jeans, blue striped butchers apron and an expression of avid curiosity stood behind the counter next to a tempting display of cakes.

“Isabelle, this is Lucy, Nick’s god-daughter. Isabelle is the cook and manageress of the café.” Dominic performed the introductions.

“Oh, Dominic said you might be taking over from Nick.” Isabelle flushed and shook hands with Lucy. “What can I get you both?”

Lucy ordered a latte and a blueberry muffin while Dominic chose an espresso and a Danish pastry.

“I suppose the rain has put people off today?” Lucy asked, looking around the quiet room.

“We’ve only been up and running for a few months, so it only takes one wet day for numbers to fall,” Isabelle said.

Lucy asked her questions about the menu and had a quick look around the small kitchen behind the servery before joining Dominic at a table by the window.

Lucy smiled her thanks at Isabelle as she delivered their drinks and food. “What advertising do you do for the café?”

Dominic shrugged. “I think Nick did quite a lot at the start but you’d need to ask Jo in the office about specifics. That was all Nick’s side of the business.”

“And is that the part where you think I could fit in?” She poked at the milky foam on the top of her coffee with a spoon.

“Maybe.” He took a bite of his pastry.

His offhand tone stung. 

“I know I don’t have much experience of working in a winery but I’ve worked in a lot of other different places and jobs. I’m sure I can bring something to the business.”

His expression suggested he wasn’t convinced.

Lucy knew he didn’t want her as a business partner but he was about to be stuck with her for twelve months whether he liked it or not. Even as the thought flashed through her mind she knew that unless the accountant and Mr Fullwood revealed something unexpected to her later, her decision was made. She intended to stay and take on both Oakdale and Dominic.














Chapter Four




After a tour of the small but well-stocked shop, Dominic took her through a door marked ‘private’ and up the stairs to the offices. This proved to be a large airy open-plan room with three modern glass and chrome desks and a selection of filing cabinets. A tall, slender brunette woman immaculately dressed in a short fitted navy skirt and crisp white shirt was seated at one of the desks.

“This is Jo, she deals with all the admin for the company.” Dominic performed the introductions and Lucy wondered if she’d imagined the brief look of cool dislike that the other woman gave her.

“It’s nice to meet you.” Lucy didn’t recall seeing Jo at Nick’s funeral, but then again, quite a few people had already left by the time she arrived.

“Lucy may be coming to work in the company.” Dominic appeared oblivious to the stiffening of Jo’s shoulders.

“Really?” The other woman definitely didn’t sound happy.

“Yes, really.” Lucy answered mildly.

“Jo will be able to show you where everything is and help you to go through Nick’s files.” Dominic picked up a pile of messages and flicked through them as he spoke. The expression on Jo’s face told Lucy that she hadn’t been wrong with her first impression. For whatever reason, Jo didn’t like her.

The other girl swiftly rearranged her features into a smile that didn’t reach her eyes when Dominic looked up from his messages.

“I’ll be glad to help. Have you any experience in this business, Lucy?” Jo asked.

“I’ve office experience and I’m a fast learner, I’m sure I’ll pick it up quickly.” Lucy enjoyed seeing the tinge of pink appear on Jo’s cheeks. 

“We’d better leave then Lucy, if you’re going to get to your appointment on time.” Dominic dug out his car keys from the pocket of his jeans.

“Will you be back later, Dom? Only there are a few things you need to deal with.” Jo asked.

It was pretty obvious to Lucy from Jo’s body language that the girl had a bit of a thing for Dominic and she wondered if it was reciprocated.

“I’m not sure. There’s probably nothing there that won’t keep till Monday.” 

From his brusque response she guessed not and couldn’t help but feel a little sorry for Jo. Dominic’s cottage had struck her as being very much a bachelor pad. A woman would have added ornaments, cushions, flowers and other small homely touches to the house. He still could have a girlfriend of course, and Lucy didn’t want to think too deeply about why that idea should somehow be upsetting.

“Will you let me know when you’ve made your decision?” Dominic asked as he stopped the car outside Mr Fullwood’s offices in a leafy road situated behind the high street.

“Of course. You’d better give me your number.”

He took her phone and added his number to the contacts before adding her number to his phone.

“Thank you for showing me around and explaining everything. I really appreciate it.” 

His fingers grazed against hers as he passed back her mobile and she hoped he hadn’t noticed the slight tremor of her fingers when he’d touched her.

“You needed to see everything before you could decide if working at Oakdale for a year would be a viable option for you.”

She couldn’t read his thoughts. “What would happen to the vineyard if the shares went on the open market? What would happen to you?”

She felt rather than heard him sigh. “Then I could end up with a conglomerate, a pension fund or a bunch of enthusiastic amateurs as my partner or partners.” His tone was as bleak as the arctic colour of his eyes.

“What would you do then?” Her godfather had invested so much time and love into building up Oakdale, and after her tours she knew how much the company meant to Dominic.

“I don’t know.”

Her heart twinged at his words.

“Lucy, you have to make your choice based on what’s right for you. Whatever happens I’m sure Oakdale would survive.” His gaze locked with hers making her pulse skitter.

“You know I’m probably no better as a business partner than an enthusiastic amateur.” She ran the tip of her tongue over lips that had suddenly dried.

“Nick believed in you. You’d better go or you’ll be late.” His lips brushed hers and she tasted coffee, sweetness and pure, hot male. “Good luck.”

Lucy freed herself from her seatbelt and left the car without looking back. 

* * * 

Dominic stayed motionless in the car for a moment after Lucy’s hasty exit, his head bowed forward and his eyes closed. What in the name of Hades had possessed him to kiss Lucy? He could still taste her on his lips, sweet and soft with that hidden trace of heat. It would serve him right if she decided to walk away from the vineyard and catch her flight back to Tenerife on Monday.

He toyed with the idea of following after her to apologise before deciding it would probably make the situation even more embarrassing for both of them. Before he could put the car into gear ready to pull away, his mobile rang. A quick look at the screen showed him a foreign number. His heartbeat speeded as he pressed the button and waited for his brother to answer. Jake never called unless there was a problem. 

“Dom?”

“Is everything okay? Are Mom and Dad alright?” He usually spoke to his mother at least twice a week but with the family still living in California, his visits home were few and far between. Even more so since Jake had married Sasha.

His brother chuckled. “Everything’s fine. I have the chance to come over to London next week for business. I thought maybe Sasha and I might stay with you for a couple of days vacation before we go back home? That’s if it wouldn’t be putting you out?”

“If you don’t mind being a bit cramped, the cottage is quite small.” Much as he wanted to see Jake, he wasn’t sure how he would cope with having his sister-in-law in the house too. He couldn’t imagine how he would cope with having Sasha at such close quarters. 

“It’ll be fine. It’ll be great to see you.” 

“Maybe you should check with Sasha? She might prefer something more upmarket than my cottage.” He should have suggested they stay at the hotel where Nick’s funeral tea had been held. 

“Really, it’ll be cool. We’re looking forward to seeing what you’ve been doing with Oakdale.” Jake laughed, clearly happy at the thought of the visit.

“I should know by then what’s happening with Nick’s share of the business.” He hadn’t intended mentioning his uncertainty over the future but news of his brother and sister-in-laws impending stay had shaken him more than he cared to admit.

Jake’s tone immediately sobered. “Why? Is there a problem?”

Dominic resisted the urge to sigh. “Hopefully not. Nick’s god-daughter, Lucy has inherited his shares but there are a few things to iron out.”

“Well, I’m sure you’ll soon have it sorted. Sasha and I will see you on Friday, all being well.” He chatted on for a few more seconds before ringing off.

	Dominic returned his phone to his pocket. It sounded as if Sasha and Jake were back on track again at the moment. His parents had been concerned about the couple the last time Dominic had spoken to his mother. 

He took a final glance at Mr Fullwood’s offices before finally driving away and wondered what Lucy would decide. He hoped that whatever she chose to do she would do soon. It would be better for the business. They couldn’t stay in their current state of limbo for too long. Whatever she decided though, it looked as if the next few weeks were going to be tough.

* * *

Lucy turned down Mr Fullwood’s offer of a lift back to Maggie’s house. The rain from earlier had stopped leaving a damp early evening but she needed some time on her own to think. Hopefully a brisk half mile walk in the fresh air might help her to get her thoughts together.

Dominic’s kiss had shaken her to the core. She had been half-way through the meeting with Mr Fullwood and the accountant before she could focus on what was actually being said to her. Her mind had been too busy reliving the feel of Dominic’s lips on hers, the brief, tiny taste of his tongue and the restrained passion in his kiss.

The accounts had been perfectly in order, as she had been certain they would be. They had however given her a better picture of the overall assets of the company and why Mr Fullwood had claimed her half share was worth so much when he’d first told her of her inheritance.

She picked her way around the few puddles that remained on the rapidly drying pavements and headed through the town centre. She called in to the shoe shop and bought a pair of black Converse’s and a cute pair of pale pink sandals. Her next stop was the small department store where she melted her credit card a little more by acquiring more underwear, a couple of dresses and some new smarter clothes suitable for office wear.

Satisfied with her purchases, she made one more stop at the florists to buy a bunch of flowers for Maggie before trekking the rest of the way home. Her arms ached by the time she reached the house but her head felt clearer and she’d made up her mind about what she needed to do.

“Lucy? Is that you?” Her aunt called to her as soon as her key went in the lock.

“Yes, sorry I’m late. I stopped off and did some shopping on the way home.” She dropped her carriers down with a sigh of relief at the foot of the stairs and shook the cramp out of her arms before presenting Maggie with the flowers she’d bought.

“You missed a call from your parents.” Her aunt beamed at the blooms and took an appreciative sniff at the scent coming from the freesias.

“Where are they?” Lucy had left messages for them at some of the places they had told her they might be calling as well as texts and emails.

Maggie headed into the lounge to collect one of the crystal vases she kept on the bay window sill. “Bogota, I think your Dad said. He’d just picked up your email when they called into the internet café.”

Lucy trailed after Maggie as the older woman bustled into the kitchen with the vase ready to fill it with water from the tap. “How were they? Are they planning to call again?” She doubted if they would. She usually only heard from them once every few months when she’d get an email or a video posted of their latest location and exploits.

“He didn’t say. They were only in the city to pick up fresh supplies before heading out again to one of the missions.” Maggie’s voice sounded disapproving. She had never hidden her opinion of Lucy’s parents.

“What did they say about Uncle Nick?” Lucy picked at the edge of the worktop with her fingernail, her gaze fixed on the rigid column of Maggie’s spine where the older woman busied herself at the sink.

“Your father sounded upset. They’ve been friends for a long time. He asked how you were and if you’d come back for the funeral. I told him you had a home here for as long as you wanted one.”

Lucy swallowed back the lump that rose in her throat and crossed the room to place her arm around her aunt’s shoulders. “Darling Maggie.”

“Get away with you. You’ll start me off again.” She drew the back of her sleeve across her eyes and shooed Lucy away.

“I’ve decided to give the vineyard a go. It’s what Uncle Nick wanted and I’d be foolish to simply walk away.”

Maggie beamed at her. “Oh love, I’m so glad. It’ll be so good to have you here. I always worried about you rocketing around the world.” She dashed another tear from her face. She didn’t add, ‘like your parents’, but Lucy knew that was what she’d been thinking.

“I need to let Dominic know. I’ll have to spend a few days getting things tied up at the Tenerife end. I’m sure my flatmate will pack my things up for me. I need to get a car too and get my paperwork straight.”

Maggie squashed her to her in a big bear hug. “Oh it’ll all work out fine. Dominic will be delighted to have you working with him, I’m sure, and you’re to come and go as you please here. I’m so glad you’re home.”

Lucy hugged the older woman back, a little scared at how much smaller and frailer her elderly aunt felt beneath the layers of wool she usually wore. “I’m glad to be back.”

She excused herself a few minutes later to put away her new clothes and to call Dominic from the privacy of her room. Her heart thudded in her chest as she scrolled for his number on her mobile. Should she mention the kiss or simply chalk it up to the emotional stress they had been under ever since they’d learned the terms of the will.

She selected his number and pressed the button, her pulse accelerating as she listened to the sound of the phone ringing out.

“Hello Lucy.”

Even though she was expecting him to answer, the low, husky timbre of his voice, curiously intimate in her ear sent a rush of heat through her body leaving her flustered.

“I, um, had my meeting with the accountant and Mr Fullwood. I’ve decided to take up Uncle Nick’s bequest, so it looks as if you’re going to be stuck with me for the next twelve months.” She tried to keep her tone light.

“That’s good.”

She couldn’t decide from his voice if he really did think it was good or not.

“I need a couple of days to sort out my contract with the tour company and to get my things sent back from Tenerife.” Sending a text to her flatmate was her next job, followed by a resignation email to her manager.

“That’s fine. We’ll need to sort out some sort of induction programme for you at the vineyard.”

She thought she detected a hint of relief that she didn’t plan on diving straight in.

“I’d thought maybe if I worked in each aspect of the business for a few days it would help me find my role in the company,” she suggested.

There was a slight pause as if he were considering her suggestion. “Okay, that sounds reasonable. When do you think you’ll be ready to start?”

“I thought perhaps Wednesday. I have to buy a car too.”

“You don’t need to do that. There is a company car which Nick used to use. If you’re free tomorrow I’ll pick you up and you can take a look at it. It’s insured through the company so it’ll be easy to get you added to the policy.”

“Oh, that’s great. Thank you.” Not having to spend her meagre savings on a car would be fantastic. Sitting next to Dominic in his car after the unexpected kiss outside Mr Fullwood’s offices might be a little uncomfortable for both of them. As if he could sense her thoughts down the phone Dominic added,

“I’m sure you’ll prefer having your own transport. I erm, I’m sorry if I made you feel awkward at all this afternoon.”

Heat sizzled through her skin, “No, it’s fine, honestly. I think we were both emotionally rather stressed out by the whole will thing.”

Way to go, Luce, she thought, now you sound like a complete ninny. The worst thing was that she didn’t know if she wanted more of Dominic’s kisses or if she wished it had never happened. After all she knew nothing about him, if he had a girlfriend already or anything. She’d thought she’d known everything about Christopher and she’d still been wrong to the point where both her heart and her trust in men had been completely broken.

“I’ll see you tomorrow then, ten o’clock.”

Lucy’s hands trembled as she rested the phone down on the bed after he’d rung off. She should have said she’d make her own way over to see the car. Frowning, she wondered where the car was, Nick’s parking space outside the offices had been empty. She hadn’t even asked what kind of vehicle it was. It would serve her right if it was a big 4X4, the same as Dominic’s.

* * *

The next morning dawned bright and sunny once more. Lucy slipped on one of her new pretty floral sundresses and her new sandals in readiness for Dominic’s arrival. If the car turned out to be suitable she intended making the most of the sunshine to get out and about reacquainting herself with the town and surrounding countryside. Her resignation email had been sent from her Uncle Nick’s computer and Anna, her flatmate had agreed to pack up her few belongings to send back to the UK.

She danced happily around the kitchen singing along to the radio while she waited for Dominic. Maggie had gone out early on an outing with her friends from her church group and Lucy was revelling in having a little time on her own. With the sun pouring in through the open windows and her favourite song blasting away on the radio she was oblivious to Dominic’s presence in the kitchen until she heard a cough by the open back door.

Lucy froze in mid shimmy from where she’d been cleaning the crumbs from the counter top.

“I rang the bell but you didn’t hear me so I came around the back.” Dominic leaned against the door jamb, his eyes twinkling with amusement at her discomfiture.

She walked across to the sink to rinse out her dishcloth. “You frightened the life out of me,” she said, as she turned off the radio.

“I did knock and I rang the bell.” He didn’t look apologetic as she finished drying her damp hands on the towel.

“I’ll get my bag.” She shot him a glance designed to quell the amusement that still sparked in his eyes.

He waited, his hands jammed into the front pockets of his jeans while she collected her things and checked she’d turned everything off. Satisfied she’d got everything she locked the back door behind them and they crunched along the gravel path that led around the side of the house to where he’d parked his car on the road.

“It’s a beautiful day today.” She stepped up into her seat and smoothed down the floaty cotton fabric of her sundress.

“You look very beautiful and summery too.” 

Her cheeks warmed. “Thank you.” She couldn’t read his thoughts as he’d slipped on sunglasses ready for the drive to the vineyard, but the curve at the corner of his mouth told her he was still amused.

“I didn’t ask you what kind of car it was?” She settled back into her seat.

“It’s only a small hatchback. Nick didn’t use it all that much. You know how fond he was of cycling. He used to use his car mainly to take samples out to some of the wine merchants when he was on a sales trip.”

“Sounds ideal for me then.” The kind of car she’d choose for herself anyway. Maybe when she’d picked up enough knowledge about the business then she’d be able to do those trips to the wine merchants and stockists.

 “Did you have a car on Tenerife?” Dominic asked.

She shook her head. “No, my apartment is, or rather was, in the centre of the resort so it was easy to walk to work and to the shops.”

“Will you miss your work out there?”

“I love the children, and of course the weather, but it was long hours and this bequest from Uncle Nick kind of came at a good time for me.” She focused her attention on the passing scenery.

“Do you have a lot of belongings out there to pack up and ship home?”

Lucy laughed. “No, it was a rented apartment which I shared with another children’s rep. I have some shoes and clothes, CD’s and books and that’s it really. I’d only been there for a couple of months. Before then I’d been in Cyprus, you soon learn not to accumulate tons of stuff when you’re always moving around.”

“Rolling stones gathering no moss kind of thing, huh?”

“I suppose.” She didn’t like to think too much about that. It concerned her sometimes that she might have inherited her parent’s wanderlust.

To her relief he didn’t ask anything else and before long they were pulling into the vineyard car park. A combination of sunshine and the weekend meant it was much busier than it had been the day before. Dominic pulled into his space and in the place reserved for Nick stood a small dark green hatchback with the vineyard logo painted on the doors and tailgate. Lucy was sure that it hadn’t been there yesterday. 

Dominic opened her door for her to climb out. “What do you think?”

“It looks lovely.” She tried to ignore the heat from his touch as his hand held hers to help her down.

He released her and dug in his jeans pocket to pull out the key. “You’d better take it for a run and see if you feel okay with it. When did you last drive?”

“About a year ago.” She accepted the key from him. It might even have been longer than that. A wave of panic washed through her when she realised how long it had been since she’d driven.

“Do you want me to come with you for this first run?” He seemed to sense her uncertainty.

“If you like. Just so I can get the hang of driving again. I suppose it’s like riding a bike, you never really forget when you’ve learned.” She forced a smile. She was being stupid; of course she could drive this car.

Dominic appeared to fill the front passenger seat, his long legs were still bent under the dashboard, even with the seat pushed right the way back. Lucy inserted the key and adjusted the mirrors before selecting reverse gear.

To her relief once the car started moving, she only clashed the gears a couple of times before her confidence picked up and she had the hang of driving once more. She followed Dominic’s directions to drive them around the quiet country lanes before re-entering the vineyard car park.

“Thanks, Dominic.” She turned off the engine, delighted with the way the drive had gone.

“My pleasure. The car is all yours to use now.” He released his seat belt.

“I’m really grateful, it’ll make a huge difference being able to get around without begging lifts or using the bus.” Lucy smiled warmly at him.

“I’d better go and take Mutley for his walk.” Dominic pushed his glasses up onto the top of his head. “Ring me and let me know when you’re ready to start work.”

His eyes locked with hers for an instant before his lips connected with her mouth. This time the kiss lasted longer, sending heat rushing around her body, leaving her breathless. Instinctively, she raised her hand to caress the hair in the nape of his neck as her body moulded against his. Almost as soon as she did so he moved away from her.

“Speak to you soon.” He was out of the car and striding away across the car park before she had time to muster her scattered thoughts into order.

	




				





Chapter Five




Damn it, he’d kissed her again. After he’d sworn he wouldn’t. One time he could pass off as some kind of aberration, an emotionally charged error due to the strain they were under following Nick’s death. Twice was sheer idiocy. The trouble was Lucy was extremely kissable. A few minutes more in the car and he would have wanted to do much more than kiss her.

When he’d arrived at the house earlier and received no answer to his ring and knock at the front door, he’d followed the faint sounds of music to the rear of the house. Lucy had been wiggling her hips and singing along to the radio. Her honey blonde hair had shone in the sunshine and the pastel floral fabric of her dress had been semi-transparent in the bright light, revealing long and shapely legs.

He’d wanted to kiss her right then. If he were honest with himself he’d wanted to do more than kiss her. He’d wanted to slide his hands under her dress to explore the soft length of her legs. To touch her in all the intimate places that would make her whimper with passion. Frustrated with where his thought processes were leading he kicked out at a clump of turf and growled to himself. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt like this about someone. Maybe this was how his brother, Jake had felt when he’d met Sasha.

From the moment Jake had first set eyes on Sasha he’d fallen head over heels for her. She’d taken a weekend job at his parent’s winery taking people on tours and tastings. A typical Californian girl with long blond hair, honey tan and wide smile, she’d soon had him under her spell. It had only been later, when she’d been sure of Jake’s heart that the real Sasha had emerged.

He unlatched the back gate of his cottage and whistled for Mutley. The big dog bounded happily towards him knowing that Dominic’s return meant he would get a walk. Dominic fished a lead from his pocket and attached it to Mutley’s collar before re-latching the back gate.

The dog snuffled happily on ahead of him pulling out the cord on his extendable lead while Dominic attempted to sort out his thoughts. Sasha had been friendly towards everyone but had still managed to keep them at arms length. At the time he’d thought that was understandable, now he knew it had all been part of her plan. He hadn’t realised at first that she’d been trying to use him to make his brother jealous, so she could push Jake into placing an engagement ring on her finger. He’d been mildly flattered by her attention until he’d realised what she was doing. If he and Jake hadn’t been so close it could have torn their family apart.

It still didn’t explain his attraction to Lucy. What he felt for her was earthier, more dangerous. Lucy had to work with him for twelve months to inherit her shares. A relationship with her was out of bounds. If her year went well and she sold shares to him then he could be accused of influencing her. If it went badly and Lucy felt she had no choice but to leave then he could lose both her and the vineyard.

He shortened Mutley’s leash as they approached the fishing lakes. It was no use, he had to try and keep things strictly business between him and Lucy until her twelve months was up. And that meant no more kisses.  

* * *

Lucy muttered impolite curses under her breath as Dominic disappeared from view. She couldn’t decide if she was cross because he’d kissed her or cross because he’d stopped. For a moment she remained in the car still shaken by his sudden departure. The car park was almost full now and she wondered how Isabelle managed to cope on days like today.

Suddenly curious, she decided to pop into the café to get a couple of cakes to take home as a treat for tea. She scooped up her bag and made her way inside the tea room. There was a queue at the counter and a flustered looking teenager was busy attempting to clear tables so more people could be seated. Isabelle looked equally bothered attempting to take orders, money and prepare food all at the same time.

“Would you like a hand?” Lucy wriggled her way through the throng to the head of the queue to slip around the counter.

“Oh, Lucy! Um, can you work a till?” Isabelle asked.

“Yes, I’ve done all sorts of jobs before.”

Isabelle quickly showed her how the system worked and handed her an apron before vanishing into the kitchen to deal with the backlog of orders. Lucy soon found her rhythm and time fled by. She gave all the customers who’d been waiting for a while free tea and coffee top ups and, using all the skills she’d learned as a holiday rep, soon had even the grumpiest people looking happier.

She only became aware of how much her feet ached in her new sandals when the crowds finally died down.

“I can’t thank you enough for the last few hours, Lucy.” Isabelle emerged, rosy cheeked from the kitchen, having sent the teenage helper to have a lunch break.

“I couldn’t simply go and leave you. I wouldn’t be much of a co-owner if I did, would I?” Lucy smiled at Isabelle and accepted a mug of tea to sip.

Isabelle held a glass of juice and ice against her forehead. “I think today has been the first properly nice day of Spring since we’ve opened so I wasn’t expecting it to be this manic.”

“Well, I think we need to work out a way of getting you some more help on a weekend. I can see this getting busier as we have more nice days and with some extra help we can put additional tables outside.” Lucy wriggled her toes inside her sandals and wondered if she’d got a blister coming.

“Cheers, anyway. We couldn’t have coped without you today, that’s for sure.” Isabelle smiled as some new customers approached the counter to order tea and cakes.

“If you can manage I ought to get off home now. I’ll call in tomorrow to give you a hand if the weather is still as nice. Hopefully, we can get a solution sorted out by next weekend if it looks like we need more staff.”

“We’ll be fine now I think. Thanks again, Lucy,” Isabelle hesitated for a second as if she wasn’t sure she should say more, “You’re okay, you’ll fit right in here. Just watch out for Jo, she can be a bit, well awkward until you get to know her.” She bit her lip as if she’d said too much.

Lucy undid her apron and placed it down on the counter. “It’s okay. I’d gathered she wasn’t too pleased by my arrival. I’m sure we’ll work things out when we get to know one another better.”

She smiled at Isabelle and waved goodbye to the teenage helper before making her way outside into the late afternoon sunshine. Her sandals were really rubbing her feet now so she paused to check her toes. Sure enough each foot now sported a large blister.

“Never let a good deed go unrewarded.” She muttered, wincing as she carefully slid the leather back in place.

“Lucy?”

She gasped as Dominic suddenly appeared in front of her, all the nerve endings in her body snapping to attention.

“That’s twice today you’ve made me jump.”

A frown puckered his forehead. “I thought you went home ages ago? Did you come back for something?”

“No, I didn’t go. I went to get some cakes to take home and poor Isabelle was swamped so I stayed to help.” She realised she probably looked a complete mess with blistered feet and her hair clinging damply to the back of her neck. And somehow despite wearing an apron she’d managed to smear cream and jam onto the bodice of her dress.

“If you’d have called me I would’ve come to help.”

Lucy gave a small shrug. “Neither of us thought of it. It was so hectic in there we just got on with the work.”

“I’ll have to get something in place for tomorrow.” Dominic’s frown deepened.

“No need. I already told Isabelle I’ll stop by and stay to help again if it’s busy. I suppose we can count it as my induction into the café work.” 

“You’ve already given up your free day.” 

He didn’t look too happy with her suggestion.

“I won’t be in again till later in the week, remember? I have to tie up all the loose ends with the tour company.” She shuffled her feet, longing for a sit down and a change of shoes.

“Hmm, I suppose so.”

“What brought you back here?” He could hardly tell her off for working on a weekend when he was there too.

He dangled his car keys in the air. “I left the car earlier. I came back to move it down to the cottage.”

Lucy’s face heated as she recalled exactly why his car was still parked next to hers. The same memory appeared to cross his mind at the same time judging by the dull flush of colour reddening of his cheeks. 

She licked her lips nervously and picked at a dried spot of cream on the shoulder of her dress. “I should get going, Maggie will be back from her trip and I could use a shower.”

“Um, yeah, me too. I could use a shower, I’ve been fixing the trail path with Bob.”

Lucy’s face grew hotter under his gaze. Her traitorous mind immediately filled with images of Dominic naked inside his shiny white tiled bathroom. With water dripping from his dark hair onto his broad shoulders and his ice blue eyes fixed on her own bare body as she joined him under the cool water spray. 

From the glint she saw there right now she suddenly had the uncomfortable feeling that he had her pictured in a similar situation, and the thought of it made her melt.

* * *

She arrived back at the café the following day in time for Isabelle to open up. The forecast was for another bright, sunny day and Lucy was certain Isabelle would need all the help she could get. At least she was sure there would be a role for her within the business even if it was only waiting on tables. Perhaps that would be sufficient to meet the terms of Nick’s will.

“Lucy, I’m so glad you came back today.” Isabelle beamed at her.

“If it’s anything like yesterday then you’ll need the help.” Lucy smiled back. At least today she was dressed for waitressing in comfy shoes and loose practical clothes.

Sure enough they had barely had time to get the place ready and set up the counter when the first customers were outside the door. Time passed quickly and Lucy enjoyed making herself useful. It was well after lunch before the flood of customers slowed to a trickle and they were able to snatch a quick break.

“We will definitely get you more staff for next weekend.” Lucy sat at a table opposite Isabelle and stretched one leg to ease the ache in her calf.

“I’m going to hold you to that,” her companion agreed.

“At least you have the day off tomorrow.” Lucy wondered what tasks Dominic would have waiting for her on her first ‘proper’ day in her new role as part-owner. Fortunately she had a couple of days to get her former life in Tenerife sorted out before she found out.

“You’ll be fine. Dom’s bark is worse than his bite. Everyone here is pretty nice. Even Jo is really, it’s just that she can be a little proprietary where Dom is concerned.”

“Are they dating?” Lucy wondered if Dominic was involved with anyone and was surprised at how dismayed she felt by the thought.

Isabelle shook her head. “No, although Jo keeps hinting at him, I don’t think he sees her in that way if you know what I mean. Come to think of it I’ve never known him get involved with anyone since he’s been here. I think occasionally he’s taken someone out for dinner or drinks but then nothing. He never talks about his private life at all; maybe he’s been burned in the past.”

“He does seem very private.” A prickle of guilt tickled at her conscience that she was talking about her work partner like this with an employee.

“Hmm, I suppose he is.”

Lucy drained the last of her coffee and stood. “I’ll go and tidy up in the back, stay there and finish your break. Call me if anyone else comes in and needs serving.”

She left Isabelle finishing her drink and went into the compact but nicely fitted kitchen that served the tea room.

She’d barely started cleaning down the counters when she heard a woman’s voice. “Sitting down on the job, Izzy? Better not let the new boss see you.”

Lucy paused in her task of stacking the dirty tea cups in the dishwasher acutely aware of Maggie’s adage that ’eavesdroppers never hear any good of themselves’.

She didn’t catch Isabelle’s reply before the other woman’s clear confident voice continued. “Not that we’re likely to see much of her. I can’t see her wanting to play at winemaking for long. What was she before? A children’s nanny or something for a holiday company. It’ll be Hi-Di-Hi campers and a crèche in here next.” The woman laughed heartily at her own joke.

Lucy felt for Isabelle who had to be acutely embarrassed knowing that Lucy was in earshot in the kitchen. She toyed with the idea of going out into the tea room to silence the unknown woman but thought that might make things even more awkward.

“I think you have the wrong impression of Lucy.” Isabelle’s reply reached her this time.

“Oh well, time will tell I suppose. Although I’m not very happy that Dom took my car back to give to her. He seems quite taken with her for some reason, although it may be her inheritance that’s the main attraction.”

Lucy’s heart bumped as she realised the unknown speaker must be Jo.

“It was only ever a temporary loan till your car was fixed, and Lucy’s a very pretty girl,” Isabelle responded.

There was a rustling of paper and the sound of the till drawer opening. “Whose side are you on Izzy?”

“Don’t be silly, I’m not on anyone’s side. I think you should give Lucy a chance though. I’ve met her a couple of times now and she’s really nice.”

Lucy could imagine how awkward this was for her, defending her new employer and unlike Jo, knowing that Lucy could probably hear every word.

“Well we’ll see. Time will tell if she’s going to stick around.”

The sound of voices died away and Lucy sagged back against the work top hoping that Jo had gone.

“I’m so sorry. I take it you heard all that.” Isabelle appeared in the doorway looking flushed and awkward as she twisted her hands in her apron.

“Well, you know what they say about eavesdroppers. Anyway, you did warn me about Jo. It wasn’t your fault.” She patted Isabelle’s arm. “Really, it’s okay. Come on we’ll be able to close up soon so we may as well make a start on cleaning up.”

* * *

Who was he trying to kid? Dominic wondered as he clipped Mutley’s lead onto his collar ready to walk out in the direction of the tea room. He didn’t have to take his dog out for exercise at the precise time the tea rooms were due to shut or be in that area when he knew he was likely to bump into Lucy.

He was about to cross the lane to walk towards the vineyard when a small red car drew to a stop by his gate and the driver wound down her window.

“Jo, what brings you out this way on your day off?” He fixed a polite smile to his face. He’d been aware for some time that his assistant had been trying to manoeuvre situations where they spent more time together. While he was fond of her as a friend and colleague, he’d never harboured any other kind of feeling towards her. Unlike Lucy.

“I’ve been to collect some cakes from the tea room for my mother. She’s got guests tonight.”

“Was it busy over there?” Perhaps Lucy hadn’t gone in to help today after all.

Jo pouted a little. “I think it had quietened down by the time I arrived. There wasn’t much choice left in cakes though so I presume they must have sold well.”

Mutley had grown bored with waiting for Dominic to take him across the field. Before Dom could react the big dog jumped up the side of Jo’s car resting his paws on the open window as he sniffed interestedly at the box of cakes on the passenger seat.

“Get down, Mutley.” Dominic jerked on the leash and the dog dropped back to look mournfully at his owner.

Jo frowned in distaste at the dog. 

“I’d better take him for his walk. I don’t suppose you saw Lucy over at the tea rooms while you were there did you?”

“Lucy? Why would she be there?” Blank astonishment replaced the frown.

“She helped Izzy out yesterday. I don’t know if she intended going to help today too.” Lucy may not have kept her word about assisting Isabelle.

Angry pink colour flooded along Jo’s cheeks. “Well I’m sure I didn’t see her and Isabelle certainly never mentioned her to me.”

Dominic waved goodbye as Jo rapidly wound up her window and drove off. Something about Lucy’s name had caused Jo to react but for the life of him he couldn’t think what it could have been. Perhaps Lucy hadn’t gone in to work after all.

Mutley pulled at his lead, anxious to be off. Dominic followed his dog along the track. A short while later he rounded the bottom of the path to discover the car park was almost empty. His pulse quickened when he saw Lucy’s dark green car parked in the far corner. He was surprised Jo hadn’t seen it unless of course the place had been busier when she’d been there.

His steps slowed as he crossed the car park. Mutley pulled impatiently on his leash. The dog knew that the tea room invariably meant a biscuit from Isabelle and he was intent on dragging Dominic over there. 

Isabelle noticed him as he entered the tea room. “Hi Dominic.” She bent to fuss the dog. The room was empty of customers.

“Hello Dominic.” Lucy was busy mopping the quarry tiled floor in the far corner.

Isabelle bustled behind the counter to fetch Mutley his treat. “We were about to close up.” 

“I can tell. Have you been busy?” He kept a tight hold of the dogs lead as Lucy walked past to put the mop away. The last thing he needed was a repetition of the other day when Mutley had flattened her.

“Run off our feet.” Isabelle confirmed.

Lucy came back from the kitchen to stand at her side. “We have to get Isabelle some more help for next weekend.”

“I’ll ask Jo to give the local college a call. They have some catering students who might want weekend work.” Dominic sighed as Mutley crunched his biscuit scattering crumbs onto Lucy’s freshly mopped floor.

“Thanks, I’ll put a card on the window here too.” Isabelle untied her apron and rolled it up into a ball before tucking it inside her bag. Lucy followed suit.

“I’d better let you ladies lock up.” He walked Mutley outside and waited while Lucy and Isabelle collected their things. 

Isabelle produced a huge bunch of keys from her bag, locked the door and turned the handle to check it was locked. 

“Right, I’m off home. Thank you for all your help this weekend, Lucy. It’s going to be great having you working here.” She kissed Lucy’s cheek and with a farewell wave set off across the car park towards her car.

“It’s nice to be outside in the fresh air.” Lucy sniffed appreciatively as she looked around the now deserted space.

“I planned to walk Mutley a little bit further towards the lakes; you’re welcome to walk with me if you aren’t too exhausted from waitressing.” The offer was made before he had time to think about whether spending leisure time with Lucy was a good idea.

“Provided it’s not too far, I’d love to. It’ll perk me up before I go home and start to sort out my papers ready for tomorrow. A shadow crossed her face as she spoke and he wondered if she had second thoughts about leaving behind her life in Tenerife.

“We won’t go far then, I promise.” He released the clip on Mutley’s leash and the big dog bounded away towards the lakes which glittered in the sunshine in the distance.

“You won’t let him jump up at me this time will you?” Lucy laughed.

“I’ll do my best to stop him.” He joined in her laughter, glad she didn’t hold a grudge against his pet.

They strolled together in a companionable silence for a few minutes. He couldn’t help sneaking peeks at her as she walked. The flush on her cheeks from where she’d been working inside had died down leaving behind a soft pale gold tan, a legacy no doubt of her work abroad. 

“This is so lovely.” She paused at a spot where they could see the pools set like sapphires in bright green turf and fringed here and there with weeping willow trees. Mutley was happily preoccupied running to and fro on the edge of the water head down as he sniffed at the grass.

“There are worse places I guess.” He had grown used to the sight of the English countryside now, so different from his native California. Thinking of California reminded him of his brother’s planned visit.

“Is everything okay?” Lucy looked at him. “That was a heavy sigh and you were miles away for a minute. Are you regretting persuading me to stay?” A hesitant smile lay on her lips.

“No, I was thinking of home. My brother and sister-in-law are planning a quick visit next week.”

“Oh, that’ll be nice. Do you miss your family?” There was a wistful note in her voice.

“Sometimes. Jake and I used to be real close.” He hadn’t intended to tell her about his family. He never usually discussed anything personal with other people but there was something about Lucy that invited confidences.

“I would have liked a brother or sister but…” She grimaced.

From the things she’d told him about her parents it had been akin to a miracle that they’d had Lucy so a sibling had almost certainly never been a possibility.

“Why don’t you come to dinner when they’re here? Sasha might enjoy having another woman to talk to.” It might ease the strain between them if Lucy were there too. Sasha might even behave herself.

“Oh, I wouldn’t want to intrude.”

“You wouldn’t be intruding. I’d really like you to meet them.” Suddenly it was important that she agreed. It would make things easier with Sasha, but it would also give him the opportunity to spend more time with Lucy. Although he tried not to think too much about the second reason.

She smiled. “If you’re sure then I’d love to meet them.”

Relief at her agreement swept through his body. “Great. I’ll fix up a day and time when they get here.”

She flashed him another smile before shifting awkwardly from one foot to the other.

“I’m sorry. We should turn back, you’ve been on your feet all day.” He whistled to Mutley as they turned to walk back the way they’d come.

When Lucy stumbled slightly on a tussock of grass he automatically placed his arm under hers to support her. It troubled him how right it felt to have Lucy walking beside him arm in arm.














Chapter Six




Lucy was glad of Dominic’s support as they strolled slowly back to her car. The impulse which had led her to agree to his suggestion of a short walk seemed foolish now. Her calf muscles throbbed from the unaccustomed exercise of the last few days, and although her head felt better for the fresh air, her feet didn’t agree with her decision.

“When can we expect to see you in the office?” Dom asked as they halted at the side of her car.

“I’m hoping to have everything pretty well sorted out by Wednesday. Once my work contract with the travel company is done then it’s only a case of getting my things back from Tenerife and straightening out my finances at this end.”

She leaned against the bonnet of her car and worked her heels up and down to loosen the pain in her shins.

“I’ll tell Jo to expect you then. It might be good for you to spend a few weeks in the office with her so you can familiarise yourself with that end of the business first.”

He still had hold of her hand sending frissons of excitement along her arm from the contact.

“Okay.” She wondered how Jo would react to the news. Judging from what she’d overheard earlier in the afternoon Dom’s assistant didn’t appear to think very highly of her at all.

The faintly quizzical frown on his face told her he hadn’t missed the note of doubt in her reply.

“I’m sure you and Jo will be fine when you get to know one another better.”

Lucy wasn’t too sure about that but decided not to challenge his assumption. After all he knew Jo better than she did. Silence stretched between them. Lucy swallowed, acutely aware of Dom’s closeness and the gentle butterfly touch of his hand encircling her wrist.

Dizzily, she wondered if he were going to kiss her again. Empty space surrounded them, not another human being was in sight. Even the dog had disappeared from view. If he were to kiss her now, claim her mouth in the same hot, hungry manner of yesterday…

A thrill ran along her spine and she moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue. Pictures flashed unbidden through her mind, shocking and thrilling sensations filled her at the direction of her thoughts. If he were to take her now. To lift her onto the sun warmed bonnet of her car, where she could wrap her legs around him and lose both her clothes and her inhibitions in the pleasure of his hard naked body pressed against her.

“Earth to Lucy?” The questioning half-smile on his lips as he called her name summoned her back to reality and she realised he must have been speaking to her.

“Sorry, I um, think it’s time I went home.” She hoped he’d put down the sudden fire in her face to weariness rather than her overheated imagination.

The wicked gleam in his eyes however suggested he’d guessed something of the direction her thoughts had taken.

“I’ll see you on Wednesday then. Call me if you need more time.” He released her hand, leaving her strangely disorientated and bereft.

“Wednesday.” She fumbled behind her for the catch on the car door, embarrassment making her eager to get away.

Just as she thought he was about to leave without kissing her, he leaned forward and pressed his lips to hers. The bones in her legs liquefied and she entwined her hands around his neck for support. His hair curled soft against her fingers and she could taste him, hard, and male against her mouth. Her nipples tightened with desire and she lost herself in the taste of his mouth. Her recent fantasy of hot action and a naked Dominic in the deserted car park added spice to the taste of his lips.

It was only when the distant sound of his dog’s barks broke in on her that she realised what she was doing. Getting personally involved with Dominic was not a good idea for all kinds of reasons.

Shakily she pressed her fingers against the wall of his chest pushing him away even as she noted the rapid thunder of his heart beneath her fingertips.

“I have to leave. Aunt Maggie will worry about me if I’m late back.”

A flicker of some undefined emotion gleamed in his eyes as he scanned her face before the shutters came down once more leaving her unable to read his thoughts.

“I’ll expect you Wednesday morning.” He turned away and whistled for his dog.

Her legs still wobbly, Lucy let herself into her car and started the engine, unheeding of the heat that had built inside the vehicle whilst she been at work.

* * *

When she arrived home, she discovered Maggie lying on the sofa in the lounge. The unusual sight of the normally busy older woman with her feet up sent a shiver of alarm through Lucy.

“Aunt Maggie? Are you okay?” She dropped her handbag and keys down on the armchair and hurried to her side.

“Oh, I’m fine. I lay down to take a little rest and must have nodded off for a while.” She went to sit up, struggling to raise her shoulders from the couch.

“Stay there. A rest will do you good. I’ll go and pop the kettle on, shall I?” Lucy placed a tender hand on Maggie’s shoulder to persuade her to remain on the sofa.

“I won’t say no to a nice cup of tea.” The older woman smiled. “You’re a good girl, Lucy.”

Lucy smiled back, noting the tired lines on her aunt’s face. “One cup of tea coming right up.” She straightened and headed to the kitchen.

It was a good thing she’d come home to stay, vineyard or no vineyard. She would never have forgiven herself if she’d returned to Tenerife and something had happened to Maggie. It was bad enough that she hadn’t been home when Nick had been so ill.

As she waited for the kettle to boil Lucy stared out through the kitchen window at the long back garden. The garden had always been her aunt’s pride and joy. Sweeping emerald turf edged with immaculate borders of bright seasonal colour. A neat and tidy vegetable plot lay at the far end where Lucy had spent many happy summer hours sneaking strawberries, raspberries and currants sun-kissed and warm straight from the plant.

Now, even though the growing season had just begun Lucy could see signs of neglect. Weeds were showing in the lawn and the borders were unkempt and bare. She knew Maggie had spent time caring for Uncle Nick during his illness but it was quickly becoming apparent that her aunt needed some TLC too.

Lucy spent the next two days sorting out her life, arranging the packing up of her things in Tenerife and organising her finances. She also helped Maggie in the garden, acting as labourer for the heavier jobs that her aunt had been unable to manage alone.

“I’m so glad that you’re here. I’ve missed having some female company in the house.” 

Lucy smiled at her. “I’m glad to be here.”

“You’ll be fine tomorrow at the vineyard.” Maggie assured her.

“I don’t know. I hope so. I’m getting along better with Dominic, but I don’t know about Jo.” Her cheeks flushed as she mentioned Dom’s name.

Maggie’s eyes twinkled. “Dominic is hard to get to know, but Nick thought a lot of him. Jo, I don’t know so well. She started when Nick very first became ill to try to take some of the load from him but I never got to spend much time with her. She seemed pleasant enough at the funeral.”

	Wednesday morning dawned and Lucy was up bright and early. She chose her outfit with care wanting to make a good impression on Jo. She squashed down the tiny part of her that suggested she wouldn’t mind impressing Dominic either as she donned her brand new navy pinstriped skirt and jacket.

	Jo was already in the office bustling around watering the pot plants on the windowsill when Lucy arrived.

	“Morning!” Lucy had decided on the drive to the vineyard that she would try taking the super perky approach with Jo.

	“The kettle is on if you’d like a drink.” Jo continued to carefully pour water onto the plants. 

	“Thanks, would you like one?” Lucy placed her bag on top of the nearest desk and walked over to the small table set up as a drinks station with kettle, mugs, teabags and coffee.

	“No thank you, I only drink water.” Jo’s tone was dismissive.

	Lucy decided she would probably need a large amount of caffeine just to get through the day and made herself a generous mug of coffee.

	“You’re on this desk.” Jo lifted Lucy’s bag and placed it on the desk in the far corner.

	Lucy sucked in a breath and mentally counted to three. “Thanks. I’m looking forward to learning all about this end of the business.” She was pleased she sounded so upbeat.

	“I expect it’ll make quite a change from your last job.”

	Lucy smiled sweetly. “Yes, I expect it will.”

	She had the satisfaction of seeing Jo appear a little nettled that she hadn’t risen to the bait. Lucy took her place at her assigned desk and turned on the computer. Hopefully she would be able to access any electronic files and get set up with email.

	“Morning.”

	Intent on her task Lucy hadn’t noticed Dominic enter the room. All at once the office felt far too small for three people. 

	“Morning Dom, I’ll get your coffee.” Jo put down her watering can and bustled over to the kettle.

	Lucy managed to resist rolling her eyes, clamping her lips together to keep from smiling.

	“Thanks. Did you manage to get your affairs in Tenerife sorted, Lucy?” Dominic perched on the corner of her desk.

	A brief flutter of panic touched her as she automatically thought of Christopher before realising he simply meant her job and her flat. “Yes, I think so. My flat mate is packing up my clothes and sending them back. I should have them by the start of next week. The company weren’t too happy with me leaving at this point in the season but I think it’s all sorted out.”

	Jo crossed the office to join them, handing Dominic a mug of coffee. “I wouldn’t have thought it would be too difficult to find another nursery nurse.”

	“No, nursery nurses are probably easy to find but one who is fully trained in all the health and safety requirements, can be part of the entertainment staff and pass muster in three to four languages is a little harder.” Lucy kept her own tone as mild and sweet as Jo’s had been.

* * *

Dominic eyed Lucy’s neat blonde head bent once more over her computer keyboard. Jo obviously had a bug up her butt this morning. It wasn’t like her to sound so waspish, unless she felt threatened by Lucy’s presence in the office.

“It’ll be handy having someone who can speak other languages in the office. Nick used to be our link to some of our export outlets. What languages can you speak, Lucy?”

“Spanish, French, German and a good spattering of Italian.” Lucy looked up. “You have to learn quickly when you’re working with people from all over Europe.”

“Great. Jo can show you the electronic filing system and you can take a look at the records to get a feel for the business.”

Lucy smiled at him and his pulse quickened. She shouldn’t have looked sexy in her businesslike fitted navy skirt and short sleeved crisp white blouse but somehow she did. From his vantage point on the corner of her desk he could see right down the shadow of her cleavage to glimpse the white lace on the edge of her bra.

“That’ll be useful.” 

Her gaze rested expectantly on his face. “Um, I’ll pop back in at lunchtime to see how you’re getting on. I’ll leave you in Jo’s capable hands.” He needed to move from Lucy’s desk, the glimpse of her underwear and the curve of her breast were giving him unsuitable ideas.

“We’ll see you later then.” Jo’s voice called him back to the present as he realised he’d been entertaining delightful thoughts about removing Lucy’s clothing.

Jo’s face was distinctly frosty as she showed him out of the office. He hoped she and Lucy would have settled down by the time he came back, otherwise it would make for an uncomfortable year ahead.

Despite his best efforts to keep his mind on his work he was glad when the clock ticked around to lunch and he could return to the office to see Lucy. 

When he reached the office only Jo was present, still entering figures into the accounts, her brow creased with concentration.

“Where’s Lucy?” He glanced around the room.

“Gone downstairs to the café to see Isabelle. I think she’s eating her lunch there.”

“How was your morning?” He wondered how things had gone between the two women.

“Okay I suppose.” Jo shrugged. “I don’t know how much use she’ll be in the business.”

Dominic sighed, over the last few days he’d come to respect Lucy’s work ethic. “It’s early days yet. You need to give her a chance. She helped Isabelle out a lot over the weekend.”

“So I gather.” Jo’s tone was dismissive.

Dominic left Jo to finish her work and went to look for Lucy. He found her sitting at the table nearest to the counter in the café, laughing and chatting with Isabelle.

Her pretty face flushed as he entered the room and Isabelle, after raising her hand in greeting disappeared into the kitchen. He couldn’t help but suspect he might have been the topic of conversation.

“Hi.”

“Hi, how was your morning?” He’d asked Jo the same question but he was keen to hear Lucy’s version.

“All right. I’m making lots of notes to help me remember everything. It’ll save me from bothering Jo too much.”

He took the seat opposite Lucy. “Jo is there to be bothered. Ask her as many questions as you need to become familiar with everything.” Jo would have to help Lucy settle into her new role whether she liked it or not.

Lucy’s brow raised but she didn’t comment on his remark.

“Are you eating in here, today?” Isabelle called to him from the kitchen.

“Join me if you like.” Lucy gave a small smile.

One look from her made his decision for him. “I’ll take a cheese roll and a coffee please, Isabelle.”

Lucy took a sip of juice. “Isabelle told me she’s interviewing some kids from the catering college later today for the weekend posts.”

“Hopefully it should take the pressure off her.” He glanced around the café. Half the tables were full with people eating and drinking.

“Perhaps we should be offering midweek special trips to some of the church and community groups. We could easily put something together offering a tour with afternoon tea and cakes.” Lucy suggested, following his gaze.

“Hmm, not a bad idea.” Dominic agreed.

Lunch time seemed to pass all too swiftly. He enjoyed her company as she teased him gently about his dog and ideas for the business.

“I should get back to the office. Jo will think I’ve run away.” She finished the last of her juice.

“Thanks for your company. It’s been fun.” He realised it had been a long time since he’d simply shared a meal with a woman without either side having any kind of expectations. Too long, in fact.

“I’ll see you later.” 

He watched her sashay away, his eyes drawn to her swaying hips in the fitted skirt and her tanned bare legs in her black court heels. Damn, he had to get a grip on his imagination.

“Lucy’s very pretty.” Isabelle arrived to collect his plate, a knowing smirk twitching at the corners of her mouth. 

He shook his head as the smile grew wider on her lips. “Stop it, Isabelle.” He knew all too well how quickly gossip could spread around a small workplace. He’d moved away from home to avoid exactly that kind of issue when Jake had married Sasha.

“Merely making an observation. I like Lucy.”

Me too, Dominic thought as he paid Isabelle for his lunch. Perhaps it was time he did something about his attraction to Lucy before he drove himself crazy. She’d certainly responded to his kisses and there was a definite spark between them.

It had been far too long since he’d dated. Nick’s illness and the pressure of work coupled with life in a small community meant he’d avoided forming any relationships for months. It still didn’t mean that dating Lucy was a good idea however.

* * *

Jo looked pointedly at the wall clock when Lucy arrived back in the office. Lucy ignored the hint and continued on her trawl through the files, making notes on questions she needed to ask and some suggestions she planned to make.

She’d enjoyed having lunch with Dominic. He’d surprised her with his sense of humour and his interest in her ideas for the business. Reading through all the files might be tedious but it was certainly helping her to understand how the business worked. Although when she clicked open the contacts list and saw Nick’s typical humorous comments against each name she found herself becoming quite emotional.

Jo was on the phone when Lucy stepped out of the office for a minute. She needed to get some fresh air and take time to allow her emotions to settle down. Coming across Nick’s puns so unexpectedly had bought his loss back all over again.

Her heels crunched across the gravel path as she walked out past the café towards the vines. The sun warmed the skin on her face and she let out a huge breath releasing some of the tension from her neck and shoulders. The air was surprisingly warm after the cool of the office and she wished she didn’t have to go back inside.

In the near distance Dominic and Bob were working together to place a new post at the start of the trail. She shaded her face with her hand to focus. Dominic had stripped to the waist. His shirt hung discarded on another nearby post. She automatically took several more paces along the path so she could see more clearly.

Both men were oblivious to her as she still stood in the lee of the building. The muscles in Dominic’s arms and chest flexed as he fought to get the post into position. A delicious tingle ran along her spine as she remembered when she’d fallen from the gate and the hard walls of his chest had been pressed against her.

She lingered for a few more seconds imagining what it would be like to lie against him like that again, only this time with no barriers between them, skin to skin. Maybe on the dark blue covers of Dominic’s bed. Her face flushing at the thought, she turned away ready to head back inside. A feeling of being observed swept through her as she made her way to the door. Glancing upwards she was just in time to catch a fleeting glimpse of Jo moving away from the window.











Chapter Seven



The next couple of days followed a similar pattern. Lucy gradually worked her way through all the files and spent time with Jo learning the pattern of the business. Jo however still remained cool towards her even when joining her and Dominic for lunch.

Dominic dropped by the office at closing time on Friday evening as Jo was about to lock up.

“I wondered if I could take you ladies out for a drink to celebrate Lucy’s first week with us?”

Lucy waited for Jo to respond. Butterflies danced in her stomach at the unexpected invitation. All week long things had been building between her and Dominic like a delightful itch that ached to be scratched. He hadn’t kissed her again but every time they were together the air felt charged, like heat before a storm. Her head kept telling her to hold back, but her heart kept urging her to give him a chance. And all the time she was conscious of wanting him.

“That would be nice.” Jo didn’t look as if she thought it would be nice. Her expression suggested she’d rather swallow poison than have a glass of Chardonnay with Lucy at the pub in the village.

The Crown and Feathers was a small popular pub on the outskirts of the village nearest to the vineyard. It had a small dining area in the conservatory and was well used by locals and people from town out for a trip into the countryside. Lucy and Jo drove their own cars there, following Dominic’s 4X4 along the narrow lanes.

Lucy pulled into a space between Jo and Dominic. 

“I need to give Aunt Maggie a quick call to let her know where I am.” Lucy rang her aunt while the others carried on into the pub. She didn’t plan to stay too long as she had some worries about Maggie being alone in the house. The older woman still didn’t seem well and she’d resisted Lucy’s attempts to persuade her to see a doctor.

Maggie assured her she was fine. “Have a nice time, I’m going to sit and watch the TV for a while. It’s good that you’re settling in and making friends at the vineyard. It’s what your uncle would have wanted.”

Lucy tucked her phone back into her bag and went inside to join the others. Isabelle and Bob had also come to meet them. Lucy swallowed the lump that formed in her throat as she raised her glass and thought how much Nick would have enjoyed seeing her now. Maggie had been right about that.

She amused herself by scanning the wine list on the chalk board next to the bar as the others chatted. A thrill ran through her when she recognised that several of their vintages were listed. Her vintages now – well, half hers.

“Have you enjoyed your first week?” Dominic’s voice was low in her ear.

“Yes, it’s been good. I’m learning lots.” She pasted a smile on her face for Jo’s benefit, conscious the other girl was listening to their conversation. 

“Think you’ll be ready to start on some of the sales accounts next week?” Jo asked.

“With your help.” Lucy forced herself to keep smiling.

Isabelle and Bob finished their drinks and made their excuses. Lucy resisted the temptation to bolt down the rest of her wine and follow them. Instead she leaned back against the hard wooden chair and tried to relax. Jo continued to sit opposite her sipping prudishly on her tonic water.

Lucy was conscious of Dominic’s knee brushing against her bare leg where her skirt had ridden up. The rough denim of his jeans warm against her skin. Desire pooled low in her belly as she continued to try and finish her drink without betraying her inner turmoil.

“Thank you so much for welcoming me into the business. It’s been lovely to have this drink together but I really should get off home now.” She placed her glass down firmly on the table. She had to get out of there, away from Jo’s suspicious gaze and the illicit thrill of Dominic’s touch before she made a fool of herself.

“What a shame you have to rush off.” Jo took another minuscule sip from her half-full glass.

A dart of jealousy speared Lucy as she stood ready to leave. It was clear that Jo intended getting some time alone with Dominic.

“I’ll walk with you to your car, there’s something I need to speak to you about before you go.” Dominic put his glass down next to Lucy’s and walked with her out into the evening sunshine.

Lucy’s heart hammered against her ribs as he accompanied her the short distance to her car.

“You had something you wanted to…”

He cut her question off before she could finish, his mouth stealing her words behind the shelter of his car. Lucy moaned against him as he slid his hand beneath her shirt where it met the waistband of her skirt.

“I’ve been wanting to do this for the last half hour. More than the last half hour - the last few days.” His voice sounded ragged in her ear as he kissed the sweet spot below her earlobe sending a pleasurable thrill clean down to her toes.

“Me, too,” she whispered.

She closed her eyes savouring the scent of his body so close to hers as she pressed her lips to the base of his throat. He tasted of salt and sex. He ran the pad of his thumb across her nipple sending a shiver of desire through her body with all the charge of an electric current. The telltale bulge in his jeans told her he felt the same way and she couldn’t resist sliding her hand over his crotch to confirm for herself the hardness of his length.

The slam of a car door on the other side of the car park reminded her of where they were. Reluctantly she pulled back. “I have to go. Jo will wonder where you are.” God, how did he manage to have this effect on her? 

“Have lunch with me tomorrow.” His eyes burned into hers.

She was under no illusions about what that invitation meant. It was more than food that was on the menu.

“I don’t know, I mean.” She nibbled nervously on her lower lip. She shouldn’t get involved with Dominic, they had a business together. If things went wrong then it would be a pretty awful year. At the same time could she go on working beside him with this amount of heat between them and no outlet? She searched his face for an answer.

“Okay.” She heard herself agreeing.

He released her and stroked a long lean finger along the side of her face. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

He turned and strode away back towards the pub. Lucy scrambled into her car, her limbs trembling. What had she agreed to?

She would call him and cancel, she decided as she let herself into Maggie’s house.

“Lucy, you’re back early. I thought you might have stayed for longer.” Her aunt greeted her as she entered the lounge.

“No, it was only a welcome to the firm quick drink.” Lucy kissed her cheek.

Maggie laid aside the gardening catalogue she’d been reading. “Are you settling into work at the vineyard?”

“I think so. There’s a lot to learn but Jo is showing me the ropes in the office and Isabelle is lovely.” Lucy rushed to reassure her friend. She knew Maggie was anxious about the life choices that Nick had forced on her in his will.

“And Dominic?” Maggie asked slyly.

Heat scorched along Lucy’s cheeks.

“You don’t have to answer that if you don’t want to.” Maggie added with a smile.

“Dominic is…” Lucy paused struggling for the right words. “He and I well…” 

“Lucy, love, I can see which way the winds blowing.”

“I didn’t realise I’d been so obvious.”

“It’s nothing you’ve said but more what you haven’t said. Nick thought a lot of Dominic.” Maggie smiled at her.

“I’m not sure it’s a good idea to get involved on a personal level. What if it all goes wrong?” She thought about Christopher and Tenerife. She’d had a taste of that already.

“Then you’re both grown-up’s. I’m sure you’d be able to sort yourselves out. I’ve never known Dominic be interested in anyone ever since he’s been working here. So if you and he have a spark between you it must be something special.”

Lucy wasn’t sure about there being something special between them. More like instant lust. She couldn’t remember the last time a man had made her feel the way Dominic did. Not even Christopher. 

“What if I’m rushing things?”

The older woman sighed. “Who knows? Maybe you are, maybe you aren’t. Sometimes though you have to take a chance or you may end up regretting it for the rest of your life.” 

There was a far away look in Maggie’s eyes as she spoke and Lucy couldn’t help wondering if her aunt spoke from personal experience. She knew Maggie had been engaged in her youth and something had gone wrong. She’d never married, instead she’d come to keep house for Nick when Lucy had been a baby and had stayed there ever since.

				* * *

Lucy lay in bed later that night. She’d been debating all evening if she should call Dominic and cancel. She was crazy, she had to be, to even be considering going ahead with meeting him. He hadn’t even said if he expected her to come to his cottage or what time or, was there a protocol to these kind of things? 

She propped herself up on her pillows and studied the blank face of her mobile. To call or not to call? As if her thoughts had influenced the electronic circuitry inside, her phone vibrated signalling an incoming call. She stared at the screen – Dominic.

“Hello.” Perhaps he’d changed his mind. Her feelings fluctuated quickly between hope and crushing disappointment.

“Hi Lucy.” Just the low rumble of his voice made her toes curl with pleasure.

“Is something wrong?” She glanced at the small clock on her beside table. Eleven o’clock.

“Nothing, I wanted to check that you were still okay about tomorrow.”

Now was her chance to say she’d changed her mind and take the get out clause he was offering her.

“Funny, I’m lying here in bed wondering the same thing about you.” Damn, she hadn’t meant to say that.

His chuckle made the phone vibrate slightly against her ear. “You know now of course that I’m trying to picture you in bed?”

Heat spread through her body and dampness pooled between her legs as she remembered how he’d felt pressed against her just a few hours earlier.

“I’m in bed myself.” He continued. Her imagination swiftly furnished an image of Dominic naked in the bed of his sparsely furnished room. The navy covers tumbled about him as he lay chatting to her on his phone.

“I, um, I’m not sure I needed to know that.” Her voice emerged as a high pitched squeak.

“I’ll pick you up tomorrow from Maggie’s.”

She could hear the smile in his voice and her breasts ached with desire.

“Okay.” 

“Goodnight, Lucy, sweet dreams.”

She placed the mobile down on her beside table, her hand trembling with unresolved need.

Maggie had already left for her outing with her church group when Lucy got up. She’d slept badly after the phone call from Dominic. Troubling erotic images had filled her dreams leaving her tense and anxious about what she had let herself in for by agreeing to meet him.

She flitted around the house tidying things which were already tidy and worrying about her clothes. What was the dress code for lunch with benefits anyway? It wasn’t as if either of them had said how this date would go but the implications had been pretty clear. In the end she plumped for a simple halter-neck sundress and her best knickers.

Dominic hadn’t said what time he’d call and she wished now she’d insisted that she would drive her own car over to his cottage. Except – she would probably have chickened out, or crashed into a ditch on the way. 

By the time his car pulled to a halt outside the house she’d almost convinced herself that he wasn’t coming. She opened the door before he pushed the doorbell, unsure her nerves could take the sound.

“Hey.” He smiled at her.

“Hey, yourself.” He had dressed for the heat of the day in casual khaki board shorts and a plain white collarless buttoned tee shirt that emphasised his tan.

She hitched the strap of her bag a little further onto her shoulder and pulled the front door shut behind her as she joined him on the step. Her heart hammered so hard against the wall of her chest she thought she might pass out. She couldn’t believe she was actually going to do this.

Dominic seemed to sense her feelings, reaching out to take her hand protectively as they walked the few paces to the car. The tender touch of his hand reassured her.

“You look beautiful.” He kissed her lightly on the lips and opened the car door for her.

She waited for him to climb in the driver’s seat before replying. 

“Thank you.”

He turned the stereo onto a classical station and they drove along to the soothing sounds of Chopin. She hadn’t asked him where they were going. She wasn’t sure if he planned to take her out or if he’d made lunch back at his cottage. Or maybe even skip the pretence of eating and go straight to bed. 

They hadn’t gone far out into the countryside when he turned off the road into a narrow lane bordered by long grasses which reached in to brush against the sides of the car as they bumped along the rutted track.

“Not far now.” He answered her unspoken question.

A locked gate blocked the road and he jumped out to open it, drove through and then locked it again behind them.

“Where are we?” Lucy asked. They were in the middle of a large field. Tyre tracks in the long golden grass in front of them led the way up the gentle brow of a hill. As they crested the hill and turned down Lucy realised they were at the side of the river. Tall weeping willows draped their long, whippy branches into the water and large white daisies nodded their heads in the soft breeze.

Dominic pulled the car to a halt on the river bank.

“I haven’t been here since I was a teenager.” Lucy looked around her, recognition slowly dawning.

Dominic jumped down from the car and opened the boot. Lucy followed him, automatically helping him to lift out rugs, cushions and a picnic hamper.

“I used to come here with Nick, it was one of his favourite places.” Dominic spread the rugs on a flat piece of ground.

“I remember. He liked to fish just down there.” She nodded her head towards a small wooden jetty protruding from the river margin into the water. She dropped the cushions she had in her arms down on to the rug.

“It’s a lovely spot.” Dominic seated himself and opened the lid of the picnic box. “I hope you’re feeling hungry.”

Lucy sat, curling her legs to one side and tucking the skirt of her sundress down as Dominic offered her various items of food. The air was scented with the green smell of the grass and the coconut sunscreen she’d applied as a precaution after her shower.

“This is really nice, thanks for bringing me here.” She pushed her empty plate away with a sigh. She’d eaten more than she’d thought she would. Dominic’s gentle conversation and jokes made her laugh and almost forget the sexual tension which shimmered beneath the surface of their lunch.

She lay back on the rug, a cushion beneath her head and looked up at the sky. “It’s a beautiful day.” She stretched out, feeling relaxed and suddenly reckless under the combination of sun, food and Dominic.

“Hmm.” He turned on to his side to face her. He raised his head and supported it with his hand so his face was above hers.

Lucy moved her head so she could study his face as he took a strand of her hair between his fingers and smoothed it away from her cheek.

His kiss was slow and gentle and she shivered as he ran his hand across the top of her shoulder loosening the knot of her halter top. She ran her fingers through his hair caressing the silky strands as his kiss deepened and became more urgent. 

She let out an involuntary gasp as the slightly cooler air rushed across the newly exposed bare skin of her breasts where he had undone her dress. As he moved his head to taste and suck on her nipples she clutched at his tee shirt pulling it up over his head desperate to feel his body against hers, skin to skin. His mouth explored her breasts teasing her nipples with his tongue until she was light-headed with desire.

His hands slid under the soft cotton of her sundress to ease her knickers from her hips tossing the tiny garment to one side. He continued to torment her breast with his mouth while his fingers found their own rhythm, stroking at the moist entrance of her sex until she bucked against him, teetering on the edge. She moaned against him as he moved to kneel between her legs and reciprocated his actions by unfastening the fly of his board shorts desperate to feel him against her, inside her.

Before discarding his shorts he took a condom from the rear pocket. Lucy thought she would explode with desire as she waited for him to tear the foil open. She licked her lips wantonly admiring his length, her legs falling open in invitation. He covered her with his body making her cling to him as he stroked and touched all her sensitive places until she rocked her hips against him silently begging him to enter her.

She held him tight as he buried himself in her, synchronising the movements of her pelvis with his. He filled her making her muscles tighten around him increasing her pleasure. Their bodies united in perfect harmony, each movement driving her higher and higher until she orgasmed in splintering pleasure, crying out to the emptiness of the field. He followed immediately, the guttural muttered oath of his climax sweet music to her ears.

He stroked her hair and shifted his weight as she recaptured her breath.

“Wow.” She’d murmured the word so quietly she didn’t think he’d heard. The twitch of amusement at the corners of his mouth told her otherwise as she moved her head to look at him.

Dominic traced his finger down the side of her neck to her breast circling the nipple till it peaked once more before he took her into his mouth, his tongue hot and hungry on her sensitised skin.

“Dominic.” She splayed her fingers against the wall of his chest, relishing the hard nub of his nipple as his body responded to hers.

He lifted his head breaking the heavenly contact that made it so hard for her to think.

“You’re so beautiful.” He looked into her eyes and her breath caught in her throat. She couldn’t quite believe she was there, naked in a field, in his arms.

“I…” She wasn’t sure what she wanted to say. All she knew was that she wanted him again.

 His eyes darkened with desire and before she could speak he rolled her so she was on top and he was underneath.

“I want to look at you.” He placed his hands, warm over her breasts making her gasp.

She moved her hips, rubbing herself against him and smiled with satisfaction as she felt him stir beneath her. Rising to a sitting position she brushed her hair back from her face and licked her lips. Unable to resist she continued to move against him. The friction of his erection against her stimulated a fresh wave of desire. Sensing her need, he pinched and tweaked her nipples with his fingers heightening the sensations racing through her. She spotted the condoms lying next to them on the rug. 

Dominic’s gaze remained fixed on her face, a small smile at the corners of his mouth. She picked up the packet and pulled out another condom. If she intended being reckless then she might as well go for broke.














Chapter Eight




“I swore this would never happen.” Lucy bent her neck to allow Dominic to retie the halter-neck of her dress.

“That makes two of us.” He gave the knot a gentle tug to ensure it was secure and kissed the top of her shoulder sending gentle shock waves along her sensitised skin.

“Does that mean you wish we hadn’t…” Her voice trailed off oddly embarrassed at having to frame in words the thought at the forefront of her mind.

He tilted her chin upwards so her gaze met his. “No. Do you?”

Mutely, she shook her head, relief stealing through her that he wasn’t having second thoughts.

He piled the remains of their picnic debris back into the hamper and loaded it into the boot of the car. Lucy smoothed the crumples from the skirt of her sundress and picked up the cushions.

Dominic took them from her and threw them into the car next to the hamper. His hands brushed against hers rekindling the electricity in her body.

“Come back to the cottage with me?” He murmured the question against her mouth.

“Okay.” She could barely whisper her response. 

He opened the passenger door for her to climb inside before he jumped into the driver’s seat. It only took a few minutes through the back lanes to reach Dominic’s house. Mutley ran to the gate to greet them, his tail wagging with delight at his master’s return.

Lucy stepped out of the car and petted his head over the top of the gate. “Poor baby. Did you miss Dominic?”

“There is nothing poor about that dog, I can assure you.” Dominic joined her, key at the ready to unlock the gate.

He gave her a smile that sent all her senses into alert mode as he opened the gate, catching hold of the dog’s collar before he could jump up at Lucy. Once the dog had been fussed, he calmed down and Dominic released him before walking with Lucy to the back door of the cottage.

“Go on inside while I take Mutley round the block, I’ll be two minutes, I promise.” He placed another tender kiss on her lips as she entered the house.

She longed to head up to the bathroom for a quick shower to freshen up but didn’t like to make herself so at home in Dominic’s house while he wasn’t there. She amused herself instead while she waited by daydreaming about the uses they could make of Dominic’s white tiled shower cubicle when he returned. Her whole body flushing as she remembered how uninhibited they had both been in the meadow together.

The back door clicked as she splashed cool water on her hands and face at the kitchen sink, trying to freshen up ready for his return.

“Dominic, surprise!” A tall sun-kissed blonde girl in teeny-tiny denim shorts and a white skimpy vest top stood in the doorway staring at Lucy with unabashed surprise. A tall dark haired man appeared behind her towing a large black suitcase. 

From his marked resemblance to Dominic, Lucy finally realised he had to be his older brother.

“Who are you? Where’s Dominic?” The blonde demanded.

“I’m Lucy. Dominic will be back any minute, he’s walking the dog.” Lucy forced her brain into gear and ignored the woman’s rudeness. She had to be Dominic’s sister-in-law.

“I’m Jake, and this is Sasha.” Dominic’s brother stepped around the blonde and extended his free hand to Lucy. 

“It’s nice to meet you, Dom said you were coming to stay.” She extricated her hand and wondered if she should shake hands with Sasha. “Have you come straight from the airport?” This was so awkward, she prayed Dominic would hurry.

“No, we arrived the day before yesterday and stayed in London until this morning. We thought we’d drive down today and surprise Dominic.” Sasha took a seat at the kitchen table, a small pout on her full mouth.

A crescendo of barks outside the window announced Mutley’s arrival back at the house.

“Dominic’s back.” Lucy hoped she didn’t sound too relieved.

Sasha immediately perked up and arranged herself so her long legs were displayed to full advantage.

Lucy watched the range of emotions flicker across Dominic’s face as he walked in to find his brother and sister-in-law seated at his kitchen table. Surprise? Dismay? And then a mask seemed to slide over his features leaving her uncertain of what she’d seen. Anyone watching him now as he hugged his brother and kissed Sasha’s cheek would think him delighted to see them.

“I take it you’ve both already met Lucy? She’s my new partner at the vineyard.”

Jake looked at Lucy. “Then you must be Nick’s god-daughter. I’m so sorry for your recent loss.”

She nodded and wished she’d driven over in her own car so she could have made her escape.

Jake smiled. “What’s it like working with my brother?” He clapped a hand on Dominic’s shoulder.

“Give Lucy a chance. She’s only known me for a couple of weeks.”

She traded a glance with Dominic, hoping he’d see how ill at ease she felt in the middle of his family reunion. Especially with her crumpled dress and flushed cheeks.

“Listen, why don’t you guys fix yourselves a drink and take your gear up to the guest room? I have to run Lucy home.”

“Oh, leaving so soon Lucy? I hope we haven’t driven you away?” Sasha didn’t appear very sorry that Lucy was leaving.

Lucy edged towards the door. “I have a lot of things to do at home.”

“You can get to know Lucy better on Monday. She’s having dinner with us.” Dominic answered his sister-in-law.

“That’s great. Good to meet you, Lucy.” Jake shook her hand once more, and gave his brother a knowing smile that made Lucy blush all over again.

* * *

Dominic started his car ready to take Lucy back to Maggie’s. This wasn’t how he’d hoped the afternoon would end. He’d wanted to spend much more time with Lucy, in his shower, in his bed, with her soft curvy body next to his. Now, he wasn’t sure what to say to her, what they should do next.

What did he want from her? A relationship? Or just great sex? So much for not getting involved. He’d had a half-assed thought that having sex with her might somehow diminish his desire for her. Instead it was as if she’d imprinted herself on his soul. All he wanted was to have her back in his arms, in his bed.

“Your brother looks a lot like you.” Her observation cut across his thoughts.

“Yes, he’s eighteen months older than me.”

A gentle sigh escaped her. “He seems nice.”

“He’s okay, as brothers go.”

“Have he and Sasha been married long?” Her gaze rested on him as she asked the question.

“They were married a few weeks before I came to England.” He was careful to keep his tone neutral.

“She’s very beautiful.” Her response was as guarded as his.

“This wasn’t how I wanted today to end.” He pulled up outside her house and turned off the engine.

Colour stole across her cheeks. “Me either.” 

He lifted a stray strand of her hair from her rosy face. “I wasn’t expecting Jake and Sasha until tomorrow.”

“I know. Sasha said they managed to get an earlier flight.”

“We have things we need to talk about.” Although he had no idea what he wanted to say.

Her eyes met his and she cut straight to the question he’d been asking himself. “Where do we go from here?”

A band tightened around his heart at the confusion in her voice. “I’m not sure. I suppose we both need some time to work things out.”

He wasn’t sure what to say. Everything had moved so quickly he didn’t want her to think he was taking advantage of her by rushing her into a relationship, especially when they had business ties. At the same time he knew he wanted to be with her, to spend more time with her. Yet seeing Sasha again had raised his old doubts and fears.

“You’d better get back to your family.” She had her hand on the latch of the car door.

“Can I call you later?” He didn’t want her to leave this way with all that had happened hanging between them.

She nodded.

He leaned over and kissed her once more, tasting the lush sweetness of her mouth. Then she was gone, out of the car and inside the house.

On the drive back to his cottage he tried to sort out his feelings for Lucy. What were her feelings for him? Had she too been carried away by the moment with no thought of the possible implications for a relationship between them? He was no closer to a resolution when he re-entered his house to find Jake waiting for him in the kitchen.

“Where’s Sasha?” Dominic dropped his keys down onto the counter top.

“She’s taking a shower then grabbing a nap. She’s still a little jet-lagged and tired from travelling.” Jake leaned back in his seat to survey Dominic. “How are things with you? I take it you and Lucy are getting along better?”

“Lucy is okay. She doesn’t know much about running a vineyard but she does have other skills she can bring to the business.” He took the vacant seat opposite his brother.

“It doesn’t hurt that she’s very pretty, either.” Jake grinned at him.

“How are things with you and Sasha?” Dominic knew his brother’s marriage was fiery to say the least. Sasha’s propensity to flirt combined with an avaricious nature couldn’t make for an easy life.

Jake’s smile faded and he held out his hand in a see-saw motion. “So-so. You know Sasha. I think she hoped Dad would retire this year and hand over the vineyard to me. I told her I would only ever have a half share as it’s your inheritance as well as mine.”

“And you know that as far as I’m concerned you can have my share. You’re the one who runs the place day to day. I have half of this place to look after.”

“How does Nick’s death affect that? You said Lucy was co-owner with you now.” Jake’s forehead creased with concern.

“Lucy has inherited the other half on condition she stays in England and works in the business for twelve months.”

Jake let out a low whistle. “What if she doesn’t?”

“Her share is sold on the open market and proceeds given to charity.”

Jake shook his head trying to understand the situation. “Guess you need to keep her sweet. Could you afford to buy the other half right now?”

He shook his head. “Maybe in a few years time but then again owning a vineyard is an attractive, not to mention profitable proposition to a good many people.”

“You know I’ll always loan you money if you need it. Dad would always help you out too.”

Dominic knew his family would do their best to assist him if he ever asked but he hated the idea of being beholden to anyone for anything. Making a success of the vineyard had been his and Nick’s dream.

“What about Dad? Has he mentioned retiring? Mom told me she was worried about him.” Dominic switched the subject slightly. He couldn’t help wondering if his sister-in-law intended hanging on to her marriage in the hope that she might get a bigger settlement when Jake took ownership of the vineyard. As far as he was aware Jake hadn’t signed any kind of pre-nuptial agreement and he wasn’t sure how his parents intended passing on the ownership of the vineyard even though they’d always made it clear that it would belong to Dominic and Jake one day.

Jake sighed. “He’s doing less and less but you know Pop, he won’t quit just yet a while.”

“I’d offer to come back and help out, but I’m needed here.” He should make the effort to go home later this year and spend some time with his parents. They weren’t getting any younger and his father hadn’t been well this last year. Perhaps Lucy would be up to coping with the business for a short while by then.

His brother rocked forward on his chair and clapped him on the shoulder. “Hey, I know. It’s okay. I have a wonderful manager in Judi, so it’s all good. She’s been taking on a lot more responsibility since Dad scaled back his workload.”

“I thought Sasha was still working with you?” Dominic knew Jake had taken on a general manager to help with the day-to-day running of the vineyard but he’d understood that his sister-in-law helped in the business too. He’d been surprised when Jake had first employed Judi as he’d assumed that Sasha held the general manager’s post.

“She comes in occasionally to help out if we’re short staffed.” Jake’s face took on a closed expression and Dominic knew better than to probe any further.

* * *

Lucy lay back amongst the rose scented bubbles of her bath and willed her body to relax. A chilled glass of white wine stood on the side of the tub while strains of her favourite album drifted in from her ipod speakers. She closed her eyes and tried to erase all thoughts of Dominic from her mind.

She lasted all of thirty seconds before she reopened her eyes. It was no use. Had she been mad to make love to him? She took a long sip from her drink and tried to work out her feelings. He’d said they needed time to work things out. What did that mean? Did he have regrets about today?

He’d promised he’d call her. Perhaps when they’d had the opportunity to talk things would become clearer. She couldn’t deny she was physically attracted to him. She raised herself up a little in the water in an attempt to cool her skin when she recalled making love with him.

“Oh, Uncle Nick, what have you got me into?” She muttered.

Maggie looked exhausted when she arrived back from her church outing.

“I think I might have walked a touch too far.” She admitted as Lucy took her a cup of tea and some supper on a tray.

“Promise me you’ll go and see the doctor on Monday.” She hated seeing the grey tinge on her aunt’s face.

“I’ll be fine once I’ve rested up.”

Lucy frowned. “If you don’t call the surgery on Monday then I will. You need to see the doctor.”

The older woman sighed as she looked at Lucy’s worried expression. “All right if it’ll make you feel better, but I don’t want to waste his time.”

“Aunt Mags, you won’t be wasting his time. I’ve only just lost Uncle Nick, I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

Her aunt squeezed her hand. “I’ll call them on Monday, I promise.”

She left Maggie to rest and headed off to her room, automatically checking her mobile for missed calls or texts as soon as she closed her bedroom door.

She pulled on her pyjamas and lay on top of the bed willing the phone to ring. Not that she had any idea what she intended to say to Dominic when he did call. She simply wanted to hear his voice, low and intimate against her ear, the way they had spoken last night and the way he’d talked to her this afternoon.

When her phone finally did ring, the sound startled her so much she fumbled with the mobile, almost dropping it onto the floor.

“Lucy?” Relief washed through her at the sound of his voice.

“Hi, I wasn’t sure when you’d ring.” Rats, now she sounded desperate. She glanced at the clock, it was only ten, not exactly late.

“Jake and Sasha wanted to order pizza or I’d have called before. Are you free to talk now?”

“Yes, Maggie’s gone to bed, she doesn’t look very well. I’m in my room. Where are you?” She wondered if he was somewhere private.

His chuckle rumbled against her ear. “I’m in my room too. Sasha and Jake haven’t recovered from travelling and the London meetings yet.”

Heat pooled low in her belly. It felt so intimate and right talking with him like this.

“I wish you were here with me.” His words made her dizzy as she pictured him naked next to her on the covers of his big wooden bed. She wished she was there with him too. Not being able to spend the rest of the day as they had hoped had left her feeling as if she had an itch that she couldn’t scratch. She ran her hand across her breast reliving the sensation of his mouth on her skin.

“So, are we seeing one another or?” She left the question open ended. She braced herself for his answer. Were they dating? Or did he just see her as a willing sex partner with no emotional commitment?

“What do you want us to be, Lucy?” He flipped the question back around on her.

“I’d like to see where this takes us. To maybe slow down a little and see what happens.” She bit her lower lip as she waited for his reply, worrying at a tiny piece of dry skin. The pause before his reply felt infinitesimal.

“Okay, sounds good. Would dinner with my family on Monday evening constitute our next date?”

She could hear the smile in his voice. It warmed her like sunshine and she relaxed for the first time since she’d said goodbye to him that afternoon.

“I suppose so.”

“What do you want to do at work?”

She suppressed a sigh. Jo wouldn’t like it if she thought there was anything between herself and Dominic and she didn’t want people to feel uncomfortable.

“Work is a separate thing. We’re both professional people.” Again she waited to hear his response. It would be in her own interests too if she kept some kind of divide between business and personal affairs. She had to work with Dominic for the next twelve months.

“I agree. It would be sensible to try and keep that aspect of our lives separate.”

Lucy hoped it wouldn’t prove too difficult. Somehow when she was around Dominic all her normal good sense seemed to vanish. “I’m glad we’re able to talk like this.”

“Me too. I’ll see you at the office on Monday. Jake is coming to take a look at our operation. It’ll be good to get his opinion on some of the ideas for expanding our range.” The tone of his voice changed from low and intimate to clipped and impersonal.

“Yes, of course.” She couldn’t help feeling a shade disappointed with the ease with which he’d switched from the personal to business in the space of a minute. It might have been her suggestion that they keep things separate but she hadn’t expected him to be able to switch quite so suddenly during a late night lover’s call.

“I’ll see you on Monday morning. Goodnight Lucy, sweet dreams.” The phone buzzed in her ear signalling the end of the conversation and she placed her mobile on the bedside table vaguely dissatisfied with the outcome of the call.











Chapter Nine




Lucy decided she’d better wear flatter walking shoes and trousers to work on Monday in case she ended up being dragged along on a hike around the vineyard with Jake and Dominic. She left the number for the surgery appointment line propped up in the kitchen for Maggie to ring and made a mental note to check that she’d booked an appointment later that morning.

Butterflies flapped around in her stomach like stampeding wildebeest as she pulled up in the car park at the vineyard. Since Saturday night she’d heard nothing more from Dominic, leaving her feeling edgy and nervous. She took a few deep breaths to calm herself and walked into the office.

As usual, Jo was already inside watering the office plants. She acknowledged Lucy’s arrival with a brief “Good morning,” and a scathing glance at her clothes.

“Hi Jo, how was your weekend?” Lucy smiled sweetly at her as she fired up her computer.

“The same as usual. How about you?” Jo placed her watering can down and took a seat behind her own computer.

“Okay. I did some gardening for Aunt Maggie yesterday. She isn’t well. I’m hoping she’ll get a doctor’s appointment today.”

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. Nick always spoke very highly of her and she seemed such a nice lady when I met her at the funeral.” To Lucy’s surprise Jo appeared genuinely concerned. She hoped it might be a sign that the other girl might be mellowing a little towards her.

Dominic arrived some thirty minutes later accompanied by his brother.

“I’m going to take Jake on a tour of the vineyard. Lucy, would you like to join us?”

“I’d be interested in hearing your thoughts on some of our plans. Jo, why don’t you join us, too?” In the spirit of inclusion Lucy accepted and extended the invitation to Jo. The other girl had been working there for quite a while and must have some ideas of her own to contribute to the success of the business.

Jo’s face flushed with a pleased rosy pink. “Well, if you think it would be helpful?”

“Lucy’s right. It’d be great if you joined us.” Dominic agreed with Lucy’s suggestion.

Together they made their way to the shop and café area. Jo carried a notepad and pen ready to scribble down anything which struck the four of them as they toured the site.

The morning sped past as they looked at the site and walked out to the vines. Lucy decided she liked Jake as he listened thoughtfully to their plans and made quite a few helpful and intelligent suggestions. Jo too, appeared more relaxed and animated at being included in the tour.

They ended up back at the café at lunchtime. 

“It was nice meeting you, Jo.” Jake shook hands with the other girl. “I’ll see you at dinner tonight, Lucy.” He shook Lucy’s hand and kissed her cheek as he said goodbye. 

“We’ll call for you at about seven.” Dominic added in a low voice as Jo walked away. 

Her heart gave an absurd skip of delight at the prospect of spending more time with him, even if Sasha and Jake were to join them. She’d been pleased with how she’d coped during the tour. They had been perfectly businesslike all morning.

Isabelle spotted her as soon as she walked into the café to grab a sandwich for her lunch.

“The kids worked out really well here at the weekend.” She took Lucy’s money and added it to the cash register.

“It looks as if you’re getting busier in here during the week too.”

There were definitely more customers in the tea room than there had been the previous week.

“I think word is getting out now as the weekend visitors are telling people about us. The shop takings are up too.” Isabelle handed her back her change.

“That’s good.”

Isabelle wiggled her eyebrows suggestively. “You and Dom were getting on like a house on fire Friday when Bob and I left. What’s happening there then?”

“We’re just getting to know one another, that’s all.” She knew her face had flushed.

“Hmm, hmm that must be why he kept looking at you the way a starving man would eye a bacon sandwich this morning when you all popped in here.” Isabelle laughed. “Don’t worry your secrets safe with me.”

She laughed again as Lucy shook her head in mock despair and departed for the safety of the office.

Lucy called her aunt as soon as she was back at her desk.

“I have an appointment for tomorrow morning.” Maggie informed her.

“I’m glad.” She hoped the doctor would be able to help her aunt. She didn’t like the way she appeared to have lost weight and the grey –blue tinge to her skin.

“So no more pestering,” Maggie said tartly. “And if it’s a waste of the doctor’s time I shall blame you.”

Lucy smiled as she rang off. Whatever else might be wrong with Maggie, her tongue was as sharp as ever.

Dominic hadn’t said where he planned to take them for dinner. She stood in front of her meagre make-do wardrobe and sighed. Most of her clothes were still in transit from Tenerife and even if they had arrived in time there wasn’t anything especially dressy in there. Sasha didn’t appear to be the sort of girl who would dress down for an evening out so Lucy selected her nicest dress from the wardrobe and resigned herself to feeling underdressed next to Dominic’s sister-in-law.

To her surprise, when they arrived to pick her up Jake drove a hired saloon car with Sasha next to him. Her heart thumped as she joined Dominic on the rear seat of the car. His leg brushed against hers as she reached around to fasten her seat belt.

“I wasn’t sure what to wear, not that I’ve much choice as my things are still in transit.” Lucy apologised as Jake set the reference on the sat nav.

“You look lovely, as always, and perfect for where we’re going.” Dominic gave her hand a small squeeze sending tingles of delight along her arm. He kept her hand in his as Jake followed the sat nav’s directions. With her hand in his and the length of his thigh pressing gently against her leg every cell in Lucy’s body flared onto red alert.

“Where are we going? Or is it a surprise?” She asked gazing out at the passing scenery as she tried to work out where they might be going.

“Dominic recommended this Italian eatery in the next village so we thought we’d try it out.” Jake answered.

“Sounds lovely. I like Italian food.” Lucy caught his gaze in the rear view mirror and smiled her approval.

Sasha hadn’t spoken a word since Lucy had entered the car. She didn’t join in the conversation as Dominic, Jake and Lucy discussed Italian food and wine.

Finally, Jake pulled into a car park next to a small white painted building in a pretty village. There were only a few vacant spaces and through the brightly illuminated windows Lucy could see the restaurant was already quite full.

“We called ahead and booked a table,” Dominic said, as if sensing her thoughts.

“It looks pretty popular.” Jake joined them as they got out of the car. Sasha followed a second or two later, her pretty face sulky. Lucy wondered if she and Jake had been arguing. They certainly didn’t seem very comfortable together.

The restaurant was quite full but they were soon seated at a table and Jake insisted on ordering a bottle of wine while they decided on what to order from the menu.

Surrounded by happy chatter from the other diners and the delicious aroma of Italian cuisine Lucy tried to relax. Sasha pounced on the wine as soon as the waiter had gone and filled her glass almost to the brim.

Lucy noticed Dominic cast a glance at Jake but he didn’t comment. She tried starting a conversation with Jake and Sasha by asking questions about California and the family winery and vineyard. With help from Dominic they managed to get chatting despite Sasha’s continued silence. Any attempt to include her met with a monosyllabic grunt.

Sasha’s wine glass had been emptied and refilled several times by the time the starters arrived. Lucy wished the atmosphere at their table was better. The food looked and smelled delicious but she could have cut the tension between Sasha and Jake with her butter knife.

Both the wine bottle and the conversation were dry when the second course arrived.

“Another bottle of wine, please.” Sasha proffered the empty bottle to the waiter.

“Sasha, I think you’ve had enough for now.” Jake shook his head when the bewildered waiter looked questioningly at him.

“I’ll have another friggin’ bottle if I want one.” Sasha’s voice cut above the hum of conversation in the restaurant, temporarily causing a lull in the stream of sound.

“I think everyone heard you.” Jake’s voice was icy.

“Good.” Sasha hissed.

Lucy wished they’d stop. The whole scene made her feel acutely uncomfortable. Next to her, Dominic sat rigid with tension. It rolled towards her in big waves, stifling her breath and making the fine hairs on her arms prickle with unease.

“Can we save this argument for later? We’re in company.” Jake addressed his wife.

“Honey, I couldn’t care less if we were on Oprah,” Sasha retorted. “I thought this trip to England would be a blast. Sightseeing, shopping, you know, fun! Instead it’s like being home with nothing but winery talk all the time and it’s not even your winery. Half of it is hers. Guess I married the wrong brother, at least he has a half share in something.”

Lucy’s starter roiled in her stomach at the venom in Sasha’s voice. 

“Sasha, this is not the time or the place for this.” Jake’s hand tightened around the handle of his knife sending his knuckles white.

“Oh well, pardon me. I think I’ve had enough for now.” She flung her napkin down onto the table before wobbling out of the restaurant on her high heels.

“Go, take her home. Lucy and I will grab a cab.” Dominic nodded at his brother.

“I’m so sorry about this, Lucy.” Jake muttered an apology and hurried after his wife.

Lucy took a sip of her drink, her limbs shaking after the argument she’d just witnessed.

“I’m sorry you got dragged into the middle of a family drama,” Dominic said.

“It was hardly your fault. Do you think they’ll be all right?” Lucy’s appetite had completely vanished and she wished the waiter would come and clear their untouched plates.

“I’m not sure. This might be one argument too many, even for them.” Dominic raked his hair back from his forehead in a frustrated gesture. He signalled to the waiter who was loitering nearby.

After paying and assuring the restaurant staff that there had been nothing wrong with the meal, Dominic ordered a taxi and they moved to the bar area while they waited for the car.

Lucy stood, awkwardly clutching her bag. Dominic appeared disinclined to make conversation, preferring instead to stare moodily through the window at the car park. She guessed he wished she wasn’t there, then he could have made his own way home without having to drop her off on the way. Having her witness his brother and sister-in-laws stormy relationship was uncomfortable for both of them.

A white taxi finally pulled up near the door and Lucy followed Dominic out to the car. He opened the rear door for her before getting in the front to sit beside the driver.

“I might be late in the office tomorrow. I want to go with Aunt Maggie when she has her doctor’s appointment.” She couldn’t help feeling hurt that he appeared to be shutting her out. Choosing to sit in front, instead of next to her in the back, added physical distance to the emotional gulf spreading between them.

“Of course, take all the time you need.”

She should have been pleased with his reply but the impersonal tone with which he delivered it left her dissatisfied and angry. It wasn’t that she expected him to discuss his family’s issues with her but he didn’t have to push her away, as if the scene in the restaurant had somehow been her fault.

* * *

Dominic frowned at the dark countryside outside the car as they drove towards Lucy’s house. The scene in the restaurant had been typical Sasha. He’d hoped things might have improved between his brother and his wife over the last year but judging from tonight’s performance nothing had changed.

He knew Lucy was upset with him, and he couldn’t blame her. She had to think his feelings towards her had cooled. On the contrary, he’d deliberately sat in the front of the car because his feelings towards her were too strong. If he’d been next to her on the back seat, with the delicate scent of her perfume teasing his senses and the tempting lush warmth of her body next to his he would have been unable to resist her. 

He hated having to leave her at Maggie’s when all he really wanted was to take her back to his cottage to the shelter of his bed and make love to her the way they had on Saturday. Instead he didn’t know what would await him back home, more arguments or his brother and sister-in-law might have gone.

“You can drop me here, thank you.”

Lost in his own thoughts he hadn’t noticed they had turned into Maggie’s street. The car halted and Lucy opened the cab door and got out. Dominic scrambled to release his seatbelt to say goodnight to her before she disappeared inside the house.

“Lucy, wait.” 

She paused at the end of the driveway, the tan on her delicate face paled by the moonlight.

“I’m truly sorry about tonight. I don’t know what I’m going to find when I get home.” He took her hands in his hoping she’d understand.

“I hope everything is okay with Sasha and Jake.” She looked up at him and he lowered his head to kiss her.

A soft sigh escaped her, blowing soft against his mouth and he wished more than ever that he could spend the rest of the night in her arms. She extracted her fingers from his touch.

“Goodnight, Dominic.”

He watched her walk away into the house before returning to the cab feeling as if part of his heart had left with her.

Jake and Sasha’s hire car was gone from outside his cottage when he arrived home. Paying the cabbie emptied his wallet but money wasn’t his prime concern as he wondered if just one, or both of them had left.

Mutley pattered to meet him as soon as he opened the back door. The cottage was ablaze with light as if someone had gone through every room in the house switching them on. The big dog nuzzled his hand as Dominic entered the kitchen.

Jake was seated next to the kitchen table, a bottle of Dominic’s thirty year old malt whisky and a glass tumbler in front of him.

“She’s gone.”

Dominic took a glass from the cupboard and sat opposite his brother. “I’m sorry, bro.”

Jake picked up his whisky glass, nursing it in his hands. “It’s been coming for a while.”

“Where’s she gone?” Dominic poured himself a shot.

His brother shrugged. “Some hotel near the airport. She said she would try and get an early flight home.”

“Will you go after her?” He picked his words carefully.

Jake leaned back in his chair, his gaze fixed on the contents of the glass in his hands. “No, not this time. This time it’s over. Finished.”

Dominic took a sip from his whisky and waited to see what else his brother had to say. He had known this day would come right from when Sasha had started to work at his parent’s winery. At first, like Jake he’d only seen Sasha’s aloof beauty and, when she chose, her undoubted charm. It hadn’t been too long though before he’d seen the other side of her nature, the grasping, ambitious, jealous, avaricious streak. Then she’d tried to use her charms on him when she’d thought he might offer a better financial prospect.

His brother downed the contents of his glass, grimacing as the liquor hit the back of his throat. He took the bottle and poured another shot.

“I guess I owe you an apology,” Jake said.

Dominic eyed him cautiously. “What for?”

“You tried to tell me, about Sasha. Ages back, before we got married.”

He remembered that conversation. He’d left shortly afterwards, as soon as was decent after Jake and Sasha’s reception. Sasha had tried to play him off against Jake and he’d decided to take himself out of the picture, hoping his brother’s marriage would work out. That Sasha would change and realise how much Jake loved her.

“I’m sorry things didn’t work out.”

Jake shrugged and took another sip from his glass. “That’s life, I guess. She suckered me good.”

Dominic smiled ruefully. “You wouldn’t be the first or the last man on the planet to get taken in by a pretty woman.” He wondered if Lucy would fool him in the way Sasha had fooled Jake.

They both had big financial stakes in a relationship working out between them thanks to Nick’s will.

Jake’s mobile rang out, startling them both. Jake pulled his phone from the pocket of his trousers and checked the screen before turning the phone off and placing it down on the table top.

“Sasha. She’s on her way to Heathrow, managed to get a seat on a flight leaving early in the morning.”

“It’s not too late, you know if you wanted to go after her.” Dominic wasn’t sure why he’d suggested his brother chase after Sasha. Unless it was simply that he felt he should try to support Jake even if privately he couldn’t help feeling relieved that his sister-in-law was gone.

Jake shook his head. “No. This is it. Things have been bad for months and I’m sick of it. The rows, the lies, the deceit. Financially she’s been bleeding me dry.”

Dominic shook his head, not knowing what to say. It all sounded even worse than he’d thought. He’d known Jake had been cagey whenever he’d spoken to him on the phone but his parents had hinted that all wasn’t well with his brother’s marriage. Their mother especially had been concerned.

“This trip was kind of make or break. I guess it's break.”

“You know you can stay here as long as you like.”

“Thanks, but I’ll probably try to get a flight home tomorrow. Funny, I thought it would hurt more than this, but mostly I just feel relieved.”

Dominic collected the whisky bottle from the table and replaced it in the cabinet. “That’s the drink talking. Come on, we’ll call it a night.”

Jake swallowed the last of his whisky. “Maybe you’re right. Night Bro, and thanks again for everything.”

Dominic watched his brother leave the room before whistling to Mutley ready to take him for a short last minute walk before bed.

















Chapter Ten




Maggie tried her hardest to dissuade Lucy from going to the surgery with her, but Lucy wasn’t in the mood to be put off. She’d slept badly having received a brief text from Dominic just before she’d climbed into bed.

‘Sasha gone, Jake upset. Hope M ok tomoz. May b l8 myself.’

“I’m sure I’m wasting everyone’s time.” Maggie folded her arms defiantly.

“If you are then I’ll apologise and get Dr Parker a box of his favourite chocolates.” Lucy sat next to Maggie in the small waiting area at the surgery. A small boy in a pushchair coughed listlessly next to them while a heavily pregnant young woman flipped through the gossip magazines. Lucy promised she’d wait in the waiting area when Maggie was called through to the surgery.

She hoped that whatever was wrong with Maggie would be fixable with a bottle of pills, and that the deep underlying fear she had about her old friend’s health was completely wrong.

“Lucy, Doctor Parker has asked you to go through.” Her heart leapt with fear at the receptionist’s command.

Her legs shaking, she made her way out of the waiting room and into the tiny corridor leading to Doctor Parker’s surgery. As she rapped on the door, she thought she might pass out, she was so scared. This was all her fault, she’d made Maggie get an appointment,

“Ah, Lucy.” Doctor Parker peered over the top of his glasses and smiled gently at her. Maggie was seated in a chair next to the doctor’s desk. Her face was pale but she appeared okay.

Lucy took a seat in the empty chair next to Maggie.

“I want to send Maggie for some tests at the hospital. A chest X-ray and some blood tests to begin with. I’ve also asked my practice nurse to arrange for an ECG. In the meantime I’ve given Maggie a prescription for some iron tablets, a diuretic and I’d like her to have a repeat check on her blood pressure.”

Maggie made a “humph” noise as the doctor spoke.

“What do you think is wrong?”

“I believe your aunt may have some cardiac issues and I suspect she is anaemic. I gather from Maggie that you were the one who persuaded her to come and see me.” He favoured Lucy with another gentle smile.

“Um, yes.”

“So perhaps Maggie my dear, you will also allow this young lady to persuade you to attend for the tests and to take your medication?” He looked at Maggie. He’d been her GP for many years and knew her of old.

“I’ll make sure she does.” Lucy promised, relief washing through her. Cardiac problems sounded serious but at least those kind of things were fixable. She’d been dreading that it might be cancer, like the one which had taken her Uncle Nick.

Maggie pursed her lips, clearly annoyed at having been proved wrong by the doctor. Lucy thanked him and she and Maggie walked out together to make the follow-up appointments at the reception desk.

“I told you there was nothing really wrong.” Maggie grumbled as they returned to the car.

“Let’s hope the tests don’t show anything too serious. At least you have some medication now.” She crossed her fingers that a few pills would be all it would take to put her aunt’s health back into the pink again.

Jo was busy checking the accounts when Lucy arrived at the office.

“Dominic will be late in. How did it go at the doctor’s with your aunt?”

Lucy filled her in on Maggie’s health pleased that she and Jo appeared to be forming some sort of friendship. It would make things awkward if the other girl had kept up her prickly attitude.

She settled down at her desk and wondered what had happened with Jake and Sasha. Perhaps Dominic had taken his brother to the airport. It all seemed so sad. She stared at her computer screen and tried to concentrate. The headache that had been plaguing her all morning knifed her in the temple and she tried to work out when it would be safe to take another painkiller.

Dominic arrived in the office after lunch. Lucy sucked in a silent breath as he walked through the door. Dark shadows lay beneath his eyes and he looked as if he’d barely slept. Jo raised her eyebrows at his appearance but tactfully stayed silent.

“Can we get you some coffee?” Lucy asked.

He rubbed his hands across his face. “Coffee would be good. I’ve just taken Jake to the airport.”

Lucy poured him a drink. She’d been right in her assumption that Jake would head after Sasha.

“I thought your brother planned to stay longer?” Jo asked.

“They, um, decided to cut their visit short. Family matters at home.”

Jo’s forehead puckered with concern. “Nothing serious I hope?”

Dominic shook his head. “Nothing that won’t get sorted out when they arrive back in the States.”

Lucy ached to wrap her arms around him to comfort him. She guessed he must have stayed up late talking to his brother. Then it was a long drive to the airport and back so he must have risen early.

“Have you eaten?” She asked.

“I had a snack at the airport. I thought I’d better stop in and let you know where I was.”

She wasn’t sure if that was aimed at her or at both of them.

“Well, Lucy and I are quite capable of managing for a few hours without you.” Jo remarked.

“I’m sure you are. I’m going to head home and try and catch some zz’s. I’ll see you ladies tomorrow.” He swallowed another sip of coffee and left the half full mug on Jo’s desk. Lucy wished she could rush out of the office after him. She moved the mug and replaced it back on the tray ready to wash at the end of the day. 

What had happened to her since she’d arrived back in England? How had her heart become so entwined with Dominic? After Christopher she’d vowed she wouldn’t allow herself to fall for another man so easily again. Yet Dominic had marched right into her arms and her heart.

“Dominic looked as if he’d had a rough night. I hope everything is okay with his brother?” Jo nibbled on the end of her pen.

“I don’t know. Like he said, I expect things will be okay once they’re home.” Lucy kept her tone light, not wanting to give any clue that she knew more about the crisis than Jo did.

“I owe you an apology.” Jo looked at Lucy, her eyes holding a troubled expression.

“Why?”

“I was worried when you arrived to work here that maybe I’d be out of a job. I suppose I’d become used to it being me, Nick and Dom. Then with losing Nick, I wasn’t sure how I’d fit in.” Jo’s face had pinked.

“Oh, Jo. Don’t be silly. I can understand. I’d have felt the same way in your place.”

“If I’m being honest, I don’t suppose it helped that you were so young and pretty. I guess I’d sort of hoped that Dominic and I might get together one day. Stupid really as he’s never been the slightest bit interested in me.”

Lucy crossed the office to hug her colleague. She could only guess at the courage it had taken Jo to tell her this.

“Unlike his interest in you.”

“Oh.” Lucy guessed she and Dominic hadn’t been as good at hiding the attraction between them as they thought they’d been.

“Anyway, I’m over all that now. It was stupidity on my part.”

“It’s okay.” Lucy grinned at her. “I’m glad to be working with you. You and Isabelle. You’ve both taught me so much already.”

“I, er, met a very nice man at the pub on Saturday night too.” Jo’s face had turned even pinker.

“Tell me more?” Lucy teased, as the other girl told her about her new boyfriend, glad that at least she didn’t have Jo’s feelings to worry about any more. Not that she would have to worry about her colleagues feelings at all if Dominic had cooled on her.

The rest of the day passed faster than she’d thought now the atmosphere in the office had eased. Her thoughts kept straying to Dominic distracting her from the work in hand. She toyed with the idea of stopping by his cottage on her way home but decided he might be sleeping or simply not in a mood to appreciate her company.

She checked her mobile as she walked to her car hoping he might have sent her a text but there was nothing. She sent him a quick message saying she hoped he felt better for some rest and drove home.

Maggie was waiting for her when she got in.

“Your box has come from Tenerife with all your things. I got the parcel man to carry it upstairs to your room.”

“Thanks, Maggie.” She wasn’t sure there would be that much in it. She didn’t have a huge wardrobe or many possessions. Anything important she’d always kept here, in England, in Maggie and Nick’s care. Still it would be nice to have a few more things to wear - and the rest of her shoes.

She trudged upstairs to her room ready to sort out the remnants of her previous life. The cardboard box appeared surprisingly small, but then again, her former flat mate was an expert packer. She found a pair of scissors and perched on the edge of the bed to open the box.

Sure enough, as soon as she broke the top of the box open the carefully folded contents spilled out. Some tops, shorts, swimwear, a few more sundresses and a couple of pairs of linen trousers escaped on the floor. Her shoes had been paired and packed in bags at the bottom of the box along with her pictures, electrical things, books and toiletries.

She couldn’t help thinking it wasn’t a lot to show for her previous life. A few pictures of her with the rep’s team, and some other snapshots taken on a night out drinking cocktails at the bars by the seafront. There were no pictures of Christopher. He’d always been careful to avoid being photographed with her. Funny how she’d never noticed that at the time.

Anna, her flatmate had enclosed a large brown envelope in with the clothes. Lucy ripped open the end and tipped the contents onto the bed. There was a note in Anna’s handwriting and a smaller blank sealed envelope. She picked up Anna’s note and read.

‘Hi Lucy, I hope everything is going well with the new job? Working on a vineyard, you lucky thing! I wasn’t sure what to do but Christopher heard I was packing up your stuff and he stopped by the flat to ask me to put this letter for you in the parcel. I don’t know what it says but I thought you should have it anyway even though I know you don’t want anything to do with him any more.

I miss you loads, your replacement is a German girl, very nice but a bit manic about keeping everything tidy. I hope I’ve done the right thing by forwarding Christopher’s letter. I wouldn’t give him your address.

Love and huggles, 

Your amigo, Anna.’

Lucy’s hands shook as she picked up the small white envelope. She gave it a tentative squeeze. It felt quite thick as if there were several sheets of paper inside. A few weeks ago she would have torn it open, eager to read his message. Now, things were different. She was different. What could a letter from Christopher give her? More protestations of love, even though he was married to another woman, one who was expecting his child? Pleas for her not to tell his wife about his deception? Or had he left his wife, and now wanted her to return to Tenerife?

A tear rolled slowly down her face and dripped off onto her bed cover. She’d been so stupid over Christopher, believing every lie he’d ever told her. The day she’d discovered he was married had broken her heart. She had nothing to gain by reading his letter now.

Tenerife and Christopher were thousands of miles away.

She placed the letter on the centre of an empty plate that she’d left on her bedside table, and, before she could change her mind she lit a match and set fire to the envelope.

The paper flared up into a bright orange flame momentarily frightening her with it’s ferocity before it died away to leave a pile of charred, black ash on the ceramic plate. She stared at it for a few minutes before resolutely sorting out her wardrobe and disposing of the remains of Christopher’s letter. As the ashes fell into the bin a huge weight lifted from her shoulders. No matter how things worked out between her and Dominic, she would never again be taken in the way she’d been fooled by Christopher.

She and Maggie had finished eating supper when the doorbell rang. Maggie went to answer it whilst Lucy finished cleaning up the kitchen. 

“You’ve a visitor.” Maggie appeared in the kitchen doorway looking coy before stepping aside to allow Dominic to enter the room.

Her aunt smiled at her and disappeared off to the lounge leaving her alone with Dominic. He still looked exhausted. The fine lines around his eyes had deepened and even the shape of shoulders appeared weary.

“You should be getting some rest.” She realised as she looked at Dominic why she had been able to burn Christopher’s letter so easily.

The strength of her feelings for this man, who had been a stranger to her only a few weeks ago, scared her.

“I’ll catch up tonight.” He continued to stand in the doorway, his hands resting in the front pockets of his jeans as he looked at her.

“Have you heard any more from Jake?” She placed her dishcloth back on the sink and dried her hands on a towel.

“All he said was that he’d landed and was on his way to Mom and Dad’s.” His gaze locked with hers.

“Can I get you a drink or something?” He still hadn’t told her why he was there.

“I’ve got the dog in the car. I wondered if you’d come for a walk with me.”

Her spirits lifted at his invitation. “Give me a minute to change and tell Aunt Maggie where I’m going.”

She crossed the room and he moved out of the doorway to allow her through the gap. As she neared him, her pulse speeded. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her to him, his mouth hot and hungry on hers. She twined her arms around his neck and revelled in the hard wall of his chest pressing against her nipples sending heat coursing into her veins.

With a final caress of his hair she broke free and hurried off upstairs to change clothes before Maggie could come into the hall and find her looking so flustered.

She tugged off her working clothes and slipped on a vest top, jeans and a comfy pair of her old sandals. Taking the steps two at a time she hurried into the hall and popped her head around the lounge door.

“I’m going out with Dominic for a while. I won’t be too late back.”

Maggie glanced up from her book. “Have a nice time.”

He met her in the hall and they walked out to his car together. Mutley bounced around in the back of the 4X4 when he saw them approach making the car rock on its springs.

Dominic drove them out of the town towards the river, parking in a different place. Mutley scrambled from the car as soon as Dominic opened the hatch.

“Someone’s eager.” Lucy laughed as the big dog capered around them. Just being with Dominic made her happy, as if the world shifted from being dull grey into Technicolor.

He looped an arm around her waist and whistled to Mutley to follow them and they set off along the winding path besides the waters edge. The sun was already low in the sky spreading orange fingers into the fat, white clouds. The dog loped ahead on them on the path, his tail swishing from side to side as he investigated every sound and smell in the long grass.

The water rushed and gurgled at the edge of the bank. Lucy was perfectly happy strolling along in Dominic’s embrace. Every few minutes he paused to kiss her. Tender, sweet kisses that held the promise of more passion later. There was no need for words and the tension she’d been carrying all day rolled away from her as they walked.

Dusk had fallen by the time they returned to the car. Mutley hopped in to back while Lucy took her place in the passenger seat.

“Thanks for walking with me.” Dominic joined her in the front of the car.

“I enjoyed it.” She nibbled her lower lip hoping he wasn’t going to just take her back to Maggie’s. The kisses he’d been giving her as they walked coupled with the delicious feel of his body so close to hers were driving her wild.

“Would you like to come back to the cottage with me for while?”

The spark in his eyes told her exactly what he meant.

Her response sounded husky even to her ears. “That sounds good.”

It only took a few minutes to drive the couple of miles to his cottage. He released his dog from the car and checked his pet’s water dish before opening the back door of the house to lead Lucy inside.

“I so much wanted to bring you back here last night.” His voice was low in her ear as he nuzzled her neck making her skin tingle with anticipation. “Being with you drives me crazy.”

He slipped the straps of her vest top down her arms, peeling the material down to expose her breasts. Lucy gasped as the cooler air met her heated flesh and his mouth closed around her nipple tantalising her with his tongue and his teeth.

“Come upstairs with me, Lucy.”

As his mouth blazed a trail from her breast back to her mouth she knew there was nothing she wanted to do more.














Chapter Eleven




Lucy stumbled up the narrow stairway of the cottage hard on Dominic’s heels. Conscious only that she was with the man she loved. Once inside his bedroom, he pushed the old wooden door closed behind her trapping her with his body against the wood.

Her body flushed under the blue intensity of his gaze.

“Undress for me, Lucy.” His request was a low rumble unleashing heat low in her belly.

She slid her top down over her hips before unfastening her jeans and slipping off her sandals until she stood before him in just the cream lace thong she’d put on earlier when she’d changed. Her nipples were hard with desire and her breasts heavy with longing.

“Your turn.” She returned his look, although she trembled inside with desire.

A wolfish smile twisted the corner of his mouth as he tugged off his tee shirt and unbuttoned his jeans in the darkened room. The only light the soft glow of moonrise through the latticed window pane of the cottage.

Lucy ran the tip of her tongue over lips that had suddenly dried as he peeled off his jeans and boxers to stand naked and aroused before her. God, she wanted him.

Slowly and deliberately she ran her hands down the hard edges of his body pausing at his hips. He remained as still as a statue beneath her fingers waiting for her to lead. She moved her hand to cup him, causing a sharp hiss of desire to escape from his lips.

Smiling to herself she knelt to take him in her mouth, testing her teeth gently against him. He plunged his hands into her hair holding her head in place as she sucked and tasted. She revelled in the power she held as she teased and feasted.

“Lucy.” His low guttural warning that he was close to the edge alerted her and she stood once more, her body burning with want.

He turned her around steering her until she felt the edge of the bed hard against the back of her knees. She tumbled back on the cool cotton covers, her legs still hanging over the edge of the bed.

This time it was Dominic’s turn to kneel before her, his hands tantalisingly slow as he peeled the lacy thong down her legs before tossing it across the room. Her limbs shook and she tensed waiting for the next move.

“Open for me, lovely Lucy.” His breath was warm and sweet as he touched her sensitised core with his mouth, his words vibrating inside her. He grasped her hips to bring her towards him and she opened her legs.

The touch of his tongue made her gasp and she clutched at the covers of the bed. He took his time, exploring and teasing her with his mouth and his fingers. Just when she thought she could bear his touching and tasting no more without shattering he stopped. She released her grip on the bedcovers as she heard the rip of foil in the dark.

“Now, Dominic, fuck me, now.” She whispered as his shape covered her, blocking out the moonlight as he rode her to her climax.

A short time later she lay in his arms in the now dark room feeling the dull thud of his heart against her as their breathing regained its normal pattern.

“I’m not sure that this is taking it slow.” She felt his smile in the dark.

“Yeah, about that…” She walked her fingers across his chest delighting in the sharp intake of breath her touch caused.

“You are a very wicked woman, Lucy Morgan.”

She pressed a kiss against the base of his neck by way of a reply, relishing the slight salt tang of his skin on her taste buds.

She eased out of his arms and moved to sit at the edge of the bed. “I have to go.”

“I know.” She heard the bed creak as he moved to kneel behind her placing his hands over her breasts to tease the hard nub of her nipples with his thumbs.

“You’re not making this easy.”

He kissed the back of her ear and his erection pressed against the cleft of her buttocks and the small of her back. “No one said I had to, did they?” He murmured.

He eased his position so that his legs were either side of hers, holding her close to him so she was on his lap. She moaned as he rocked her against him while he pleasured her with one hand until she moved eagerly desperately needing to feel him inside her once more.

They came together still seated on the edge of the bed. Lucy’s back arched against his body and she cried out her release against his ear. He continued to hold her tightly against him until the shuddering bliss had ceased.

“Next time you’ll have to stay the night.” He whispered as she eased herself free.

* * *

He dropped her back at Maggie’s shortly before midnight. He watched her safely inside the house before returning to the cottage. Being with Lucy was like being drugged or enchanted. All he wanted was to be with her, to make love to her. He wondered if this was what it had been like for Jake with Sasha, why his brother had stayed married to her for as long as he had.

 Back at the cottage he climbed slowly upstairs, his mind still whirring. He took a quick cool shower, washing Lucy’s scent from his skin. His bed still smelt of sex and Lucy. He tugged the pillows in place behind his head and lay in the dark thinking about her. The way her passion matched his, and the way she felt, tight, hot and eager when he entered her body.

“Damn.” He thumped the pillows in frustration. He reached for his mobile.

‘Wish U were here’

A few seconds later a response appeared on his screen.

‘Next time’

The following weeks took on a pattern. During the day Lucy was never anything less than cool and professional. Almost every evening they spent making love, although despite her promise, Lucy still didn’t spend the night.

Maggie’s health continued to worry her. The results of the tests were worse than Doctor Parker had initially predicted and Lucy was afraid to leave Maggie alone for too long. Something Dominic completely understood. Maggie and Nick had been Lucy’s family for almost all of her life. Since she’d been back in England, her parents had only contacted her twice.

The closer he grew to Lucy, the fonder he became of her. She was everything he’d always hoped he’d find one day in a woman. Unlike his brother and sister-in-law where the situation between them had degenerated into war. She’d emptied their joint bank account. He’d packed her belongings into refuse sacks and delivered them to her rented flat.

It was hard to see Lucy at work and continue to keep things secret from the rest of the staff, especially when Lucy wore her strappy, floaty sundresses in the hot weather. Knowing she wore no bra under the stretchy tops, her small pert breasts straining against the material. More than once he’d fantasised about bending her over one of the office desks, lifting up her skirts to reveal her round, peachy butt and taking her from behind. Jo had even remarked on his poor concentration the one time he’d been day dreaming in the office and suggested he go outside for some fresh air.

The weather turned muggy and sticky. Jo kept the fan on full blast in the office and ignored any hints he dropped about the electricity bill. He left Lucy and Jo hard at work in the office to go and walk the vineyard with Bob, checking on the crop.

Isabelle waved to him as he set off. “Don’t be out in the fields too long. There’s a storm coming.”

He waved back as she continued to gather in the outdoor umbrellas for the café.

It took almost an hour to walk along the vines with Bob checking the progress of the grapes. Over the hills in the distance the sky turned purpley-black and ominous growls of distant thunder rumbled around over head.

Drops of rain as large as pennies started to pelt down around him as he and Bob made their way off the vineyard back towards the buildings. A crack of thunder and flash of lightning rent the air above him and he quickened his pace until he was inside the shelter of the building.

He shook the water from his hair and brushed his arms dry with his hands while walking up the stairs to the office. His shirt clung, cold and clammy to his back, already starting to dry in the warm air.

To his surprise, Jo was alone in the office.

“Where’s Lucy?”

“She had a phone call from Maggie’s friend about twenty minutes ago. Maggie’s been taken to hospital.” Jo’s face was troubled.

“Which one?” Cold clawed at his stomach.

“The General. A&E.”

He bit back a curse as he snatched up his car keys from the desk.

“Dominic, I don’t think it sounded very good.” Jo placed a hand on his arm, her concern clear on her expressive face.

“Okay, thanks, Jo.” He hurried down the steps and sprinted across the car park to his car. There were already big puddles on the gravelled surface and he was soaked to the skin. He switched the windscreen wipers to fast and set off after Lucy.

The force of rain slowed his speed along the country lanes leading into town. He hoped Lucy had made it to the hospital ahead of the worst of the storm. The roads had begun to flood and whilst his 4X4 could cope with the water, Lucy’s little runabout wouldn’t manage so well.

Parking at the hospital was impossible, every space was full and he began to believe the fates were conspiring against him. Spotting a piece of grass at the end of the row he abandoned his car there and hurried inside the hospital.

He was about to ask the receptionist at the desk in the accident and emergency department if Maggie Bell had been admitted when he saw Lucy. She was seated on a blue plastic chair at the side of the room, her wet hair plastered to her scalp and her face as pale as the emulsion on the walls.

Picking his way between the groups of people waiting for attention, he made his way across to her.

“Lucy?” He sat beside her and took one of her cold hands in his.

She opened her eyes to look at him. “She collapsed. The doctors are with her. They won’t let me in to see her yet.” Tears escaped and ran down her face unchecked. “I’m so scared.” Her voice came out as a whisper.

He longed to reassure her but his gut kept telling him that things didn’t look good if Lucy hadn’t been allowed to stay with Maggie.

“Did you see her at all?”

She shook her head. “No. They, they said the doctors were with her and asked me to wait here.”

He gave her hand a gentle squeeze and settled back in his chair to wait with her. Every time a nurse or doctor appeared Lucy would rise to see if they were looking for her. The hands on the waiting room clock seemed to tick around ever more slowly and still no one appeared.

“Do you want me to ask at the desk to try and find out what’s happening?” he offered as she slumped back in the chair after yet another nurse entered the room and headed for a family who’d arrived long after he’d got there.

“Lucy Morgan?”

A doctor holding a clipboard entered the waiting area before she could reply. Lucy stood and crossed the room to meet him. Dominic followed in her wake, hoping that the news might be better than he feared.

The doctor led them along the corridor into a small office containing a desk and some chairs. When Lucy realised he wasn’t taking her to Maggie, her face crumpled. Dominic wrapped his arm protectively around her shoulders and steered her to one of the vacant seats.

“I’m very sorry, Miss Morgan.” The rest of his words were lost in the low keening moan that came from Lucy.

“There was nothing we could do to save her. We tried everything possible. The condition of her heart was too severe.” The doctor proffered a box of tissues.

Lucy shuddered against Dominic, her sobs wracking her slender frame. “She can’t be gone. She can’t.”

“Would you like me to send in a nurse?” The doctor asked.

Dominic shook his head.

“May I see her?” Lucy asked, suddenly.

The doctor nodded. “Of course. I’ll just go and check with the staff.” He exited the office leaving them alone.

Dominic smoothed Lucy’s wet hair and gently kissed the top of her head as she sobbed out her grief onto his shoulder.

“I can’t believe it. She was so happy this morning when I left. She was going out with her friends, they had a nice day all planned and now she’s gone.” Her voice choked on a sob.

A nervous looking young nurse appeared in the doorway. “Miss Morgan, would you like to come with me to see your aunt?”

They followed the few short steps along the corridor. All around them were green curtained cubicles with various pieces of medical equipment and patients on trolleys accompanied by family and friends.

“Just in here.” The nurse lifted back a curtain for them to enter a cubicle.

Dominic followed Lucy. She stopped short immediately inside the room. Maggie lay on the trolley, her head supported by pillows. Her face was serene and her eyes closed as if she had fallen asleep on the bed. Only the plasters and bruising on her arms told a different tale.

Lucy approached her beloved aunt and took her hand in hers.

“Oh, Maggie. I loved you so much. Thank you for everything.” She kissed Maggie’s forehead, and replaced her hand gently down on the hospital coverlet. She turned and blundered towards Dominic, tears streaming down her cheeks.

The nurse stood aside as he placed his arm around Lucy’s shoulders once more and led her into the corridor.

“She’s gone, Dominic. She’s really gone.” The loss and loneliness in Lucy’s voice were almost more than he could take.

Somehow he managed to thank the nurse and collect the details of what would happen next before walking Lucy out of the hospital.

“You shouldn’t be alone in your house. Come back to the cottage with me.” 

They stood under the great grey stone portico of the entrance. All around them people dashed in and out. The rain had slowed to a steady drizzle and thunder still rumbled in the distance.

Lucy nodded agreement and he led her to his car, relieved to see he hadn’t been ticketed whilst he’d been inside.

“We can come back for your car later. You can tell me where you left it.”

He drove carefully out of the hospital car park.

“Do you want to stop off and collect an overnight bag?”

Her lips trembled. “Would you get something for me? I don’t think I can face going inside the house yet.”

He took her keys and left her in the car while he ran inside the house to grab some of her clothes. He picked up a travel bag from beside her wardrobe, and not wanting to pry amongst her things he shoved some underwear, her make up bag, a couple of tee shirts and a pair of jeans into the bag.

She stared dead ahead through the windscreen avoiding even looking at the house when he rejoined her in the car.

“Please, can we go? I can’t deal with this right now.”

Dominic took her back to the cottage and made her drink a cup of tea while he let Jo know what had happened.

“It’s so unfair. First Uncle Nick, and now Aunt Maggie. I have no one Dominic, no one.”

He held her tight while she cried as his heart asked, ’what about me?’

There was a sweet tenderness to their lovemaking that night even though Dominic lay awake long after Lucy had fallen asleep in his arms. Although he had wanted her to stay overnight with him for weeks now, he had never envisaged it being under these circumstances.

The feelings he had towards her overwhelmed him. He wanted to take away her hurt, to protect from pain. Yet he couldn’t. All he could do was to be there for her.

It was in the small dark hours of the morning with Lucy lying next to him, her head against his shoulder, that he recognised the truth. He loved her.














Chapter Twelve




Lucy woke the next morning having slept far better under the circumstances that she had thought she would. The list of all the things she needed to do buzzed around in her brain like an angry wasp, threatening to overwhelm her.

“Do you want me to do anything for you today?” Dominic asked as they stood together in his kitchen.

“If you drop me off at the hospital, I’ll collect my car and sort out the death certificate.” Her voice wobbled a little.

“Do you want me to come with you?” He offered.

Part of her wanted to say yes. It would be so easy to agree and allow Dominic to look after things, to look after her. But, this was something she had to face on her own. It would make the situation more real. At the moment it all felt like some horrible dream that she was some how floating through.

Much to her relief, Dominic didn’t argue when she refused his help. Unable to stomach any breakfast, she accepted a lift to the hospital and arrived shortly after nine ready to collect Maggie’s belongings and the death certificate.

There was a lump in her throat as she watched Dominic drive away. Perhaps she’d been stupid to do this by herself, but right now it was the only way she felt she could cope with the situation.

Collecting the certificate wasn’t as bad as she’d feared. Fortunately, she’d collected the other documents she’d needed from the house on their way in. It had killed her to enter her home seeing Maggie’s old brown coat on the hook in the hall and her battered blue slippers under the seat where she’d left them.

She managed to hold herself together until they handed over a hospital carrier bag with Maggie’s possessions. Her worn leather handbag, a cheap watch Lucy had given her for Christmas many years ago and a gold locket she had always worn containing a picture of Lucy as a baby.

It wasn’t until she was enclosed in the safety of her car with Maggie’s few things on the seat beside her that Lucy broke down and wept. Unsure of her next steps she made her way to Mr Fullwood’s office.

The elderly solicitor was shocked at the news of Maggie’s death.

“You know you can count on me to assist you.” He patted her hand. “However, on one thing I can set your mind at ease, the house is yours my dear. Nick left it to Maggie in her lifetime and to pass to you when anything should happen to her. Likewise, Maggie also made a will and lodged it here with me. Apart from a few bequests to various charities she also left everything she possessed to you.”

Lucy hadn’t even thought about the house or that she might have been homeless. She would give it all up in an instant if she could have Maggie back.

“I know this is of small comfort to you now.” Mr Fullwood continued. “But Maggie also prearranged her funeral. She was concerned that everything would fall on you after she passed. As you know she had no family.”

Lucy stared at him, trying to take the information in. “When did she arrange all this?”

The solicitor adjusted his glasses and peered at the sheaf of papers in front of him. “She made her will shortly before Nick’s death. The funeral however she organised a few weeks ago.”

Lucy choked back a sob.

“I’m sorry my dear. I think Maggie knew her health was failing fast.”

“I can’t believe she didn’t say anything to me.” Lucy pulled a tissue from her bag and dabbed at her eyes.

Mr Fullwood smiled sympathetically. “She didn’t want to cause you any pain, and of course I think she hoped she might have longer than she actually did.”

Lucy arrived back at the house late in the afternoon after a visit to the funeral director which had confirmed everything that Mr Fullwood had said. Maggie had even arranged for the funeral notices to go to the papers in the event of her death.

Her eyes, puffed and swollen from crying, Lucy sat at her computer and sent an email to her parents. The last time they had called they had been on their way to Patagonia and she had no idea when they were likely to pick up her message. Not that she expected them to do anything when they did. If she were lucky she might get a brief phone call but that would probably be the extent of their assistance.

Dominic texted her several times during the day, asking her if she was okay and if she needed him to do anything. Sitting alone in the study of an empty house she forced herself to reply telling him she was fine.

She tipped the contents of the hospital bag onto the table and stroked Maggie’s locket feeling the soothing coolness of the worn metal against her fingertips. She flicked it open to see her baby picture. A solemn faced toddler with fluffy blonde hair and anxious eyes stared back at her.

Lucy swallowed the lump in her throat and sniffed back her tears. Next she opened Maggie’s bag. An old purse stuffed with coupons and Maggie’s bus pass. Tissues, a comb, throat sweets and a battered tube of lip balm.

She was about to close it back up when she heard the crackle of paper in the inner side pocket of the bag. Sliding her hand inside she drew out a small envelope bearing her name in Maggie’s distinctive crabbed handwriting.

Her heart skipped a beat as she opened the envelope to draw out a slip of paper.

‘Dear Lucy,

If you’re reading this then I can assume I’m dead, or so ill I might as well be. My dearest girl, you have given Nick and I so much joy in our lives, leaving you is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. Your parents gave us a great gift when they gave you to us. If I had ever been blessed with a daughter I would have wanted one just like you. Be brave. Follow your heart.

I love you, 

Maggie’

Tears poured down Lucy’s face once more as she read to the end of the note. It had started off in typical Maggie fashion and ended on such a bittersweet note she thought her heart would break.

The ring of the doorbell broke her out of her misery. Stuffing the note back in the envelope she dried her eyes and padded to the front door. She opened it a crack and peered out to find Dominic on her doorstep holding a bunch of pink and lavender flowers.

“Can I come in?” he asked when she continued to stand, staring at him, too exhausted with misery to think straight.

She nodded and opened the door letting him into the hall.

“I was worried about you.” He followed her to the kitchen and placed the flowers on the table.

“I’m okay.” Her response was automatic and neither one of them believed her.

“Have you eaten anything yet today?”

“No.” She hadn’t even thought about food.

He walked across the kitchen to her toaster and popped in two slices of bread. “You need to eat something.”

Lucy sank back down on the kitchen chair. He fixed her buttered toast and made them both a cup of tea before taking the seat opposite hers.

“You don’t have to do this alone, Lucy.”

“I know. It’s all so unreal though, right now.” She crumbled a piece of toast and popped it into her mouth, the scent of the bread reminding her that her stomach was empty.

“Will you come back with me to the cottage tonight?” His face expressed his concern.

She took a sip of tea before answering him. “No, I think I need to be here now for a while. I have to face it sometime and there are messages to take, people keep calling.” She’d dealt with umpteen calls since she’d come home, mostly from Maggie’s church friends and from her neighbours, all expressing their shock and sympathy at her loss.

Lucy knew that wasn’t the answer he wanted to hear, and part of her wanted to reach out and accept his help. It was so tempting to go back to the cottage with him, to the safe comfort of his bed and his arms. 

The other part of her was afraid. She’d lost everyone she’d held dear. Maggie and Nick had been her parents in every meaningful sense of the word. Nick had taught her to ride her first bike, running alongside her in the park until she’d triumphantly wobbled away solo along the path. Maggie had attended her school plays, stuck plasters on her knees when she’d fallen off her roller skates and sat up with her at night when she’d had tonsillitis.

Now they were gone and inside her heart was a big, black empty space.

“Would you like me to stay with you?”

She shook her head, unable to speak. 

He finished his tea. “If you need me for anything, call me.”

“I will.”

She walked with him to the front door. He kissed her gently on the lips as he left. “Promise me.”

“I promise.”

She closed the door behind him, wishing she had the strength to open it again, to call him back.

The days leading up to the funeral passed in a blur of phone calls, visits to various official places and tears. Isabelle and Jo called to see her bringing cake and sympathy. Maggie’s church group offered to pray for her and to cater for the funeral tea in the church hall.

Dominic left her messages via text and on her voice mail. Each one triggering a rush of guilt at her inability to allow him in to her heart. She accepted Jo’s offer to accompany her in the hearse to the large church where Maggie used to worship and where she’d attended Sunday school herself when she’d been small.

Her aunt’s coffin looked surprisingly large for such a small woman, adorned only with the sheaf of white lilies that she’d requested in her will. Lucy didn’t remember any of the words of the service. The interment that Maggie had asked for was a blessed blur. And she was still on auto pilot as she thanked Maggie’s friends for coming and invited all the guests into the hall next to the church for tea and sandwiches.

Dominic had sat in the pew behind her in the church, his nearness a welcome comfort and source of strength. She drew on all her reserves to get through the funeral tea, avoiding Dominic. Right then she didn’t have the strength to cope with her loss and her feelings for him. It wasn’t until almost everyone had gone and she’d thanked all of Maggie’s friends for everything they’d done that she realised he was still there, waiting to take her home.

“Where’s Jo?” She looked around for her companion.

“I told her to go.” He strolled alongside her, hands buried in the pockets of his black suit.

He opened the door of the car for her to get in. She almost stumbled as she got inside, her legs suddenly too weary to raise her foot clear of the sill.

“Here.” He steadied her, placing his hand on her arm to support her.

“Thank you.” Lucy sat back in the seat, sagging against the upholstery. She just wanted to go home now.

He switched the music on as they drove, gentle classical music that soothed her ragged nerves and reminding her of the first time he’d taken her home after a funeral.

They stopped outside the house and Dominic came around to open her door and help her out. The clean fresh lime scent of his cologne teasing her senses as he supported her with his arm.

He took her keys from her at the door, opening it up for her to walk inside ahead of him.

“Would you like me to stay?” he watched as she stepped out of her heels and wandered into the lounge like a lost soul.

He continued to watch her as she sank down onto the end of the sofa. The strength that had been supporting her all day had gone, used up by the welter of mourners.

“I, I don’t know what I want.” She was afraid to be alone but afraid to ask him to stay for the wrong reason. It was as if she stood on the edge of a scary black pit that beckoned her, inviting her to sink in its cold inky depths.

Dominic raked his hand through his hair, messing up the unnatural tidiness.

“I’m scared.” She blurted the words out feeling them roll off her tongue, ugly and out of place.

He crossed to sit by her side. “Lucy, you know I’m here for you.” He covered her hands with his.

“I…” She couldn’t explain, she didn’t even know what it was that she needed to say. She closed her eyes and tried to centre herself. To find the right words. 

“Lucy?” His voice was tender, encouraging in her ear.

Pain knifed through her. She knew she loved Dominic more than she’d loved any man. What she’d felt for Christopher had been nothing compared to what she felt for the man who sat beside her now, holding her hands and waiting for her to explain her feelings.

How could she explain the irrational fear of losing him, of placing all her love, everything she felt in his power? She’d made a similar mistake with Christopher, but then she’d had Maggie and Nick to support her. Now she was alone, with no one.

She knew he cared for her, he’d shown her in so many ways. But they’d never discussed their feelings. Never once had the love word entered any of their conversations. Maggie’s words in her final letter haunted her. ‘Follow your heart.’

“I’m being stupid.” She gave a half laugh, trying to suppress the bubble of nervous hysteria which threatened to surface.

He gave her hands a small squeeze letting her know he’d heard her. She knew he was waiting for her to continue.

“Talk to me.” He encouraged, when she didn’t answer.

Lucy tried to imagine her life without Dominic and the edge of the pit crept closer.

“What do I mean to you, Dominic? Are we friends with benefits? A couple? How do you see us?” The questions burst from her like water from a dam. She had to know the answer. She knew what she felt but if he didn’t feel the same then the pit would surely claim her and she’d no strength left to bring herself back up.

He placed his hand under her chin, gently tipping her head so she was forced to look up into his eyes. The ice blue eyes she’d once thought so cold. Her heart raced with fear at what he might say.

“I love you, Lucy. I fell in love with you the first week I knew you. I didn’t want to admit it. I’d seen with Jake and Sasha what could happen when love at first sight went wrong. I tried to stop myself but the more I got to know you the deeper and harder I fell.”

Her spirits soared at the sincerity she saw written in his expression. Heat flooded through her veins for the first time since Maggie’s death, washing into her heart and driving the steel-cold emptiness away. The blackness that had threatened to steal her soul vanished as if it had never been.

Tears threatened once more, pricking at her eyelids, but this time they were tears of joy.

“I love you too.”

His mouth claimed hers and she tasted him as if for the first time. Male, hot and passionate and Dominic.

“I don’t want you to be scared or alone ever again, Lucy.” He stroked her cheek, wiping away the stray tear that had escaped. She knew then, that as long as he was by her side, she never would be. Maggie had been right in her advice.

He kissed her once more with the sweetness of a vow and the empty hollow space in her heart was filled forever.
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