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Hard-bodied, tattooed, and British... Meet the men of London tattoo studio, Carved in Ink.

Men like Kane Dalton shouldn’t be interested in women like Holly McCarty. 

When she walks into the tattoo studio where he works, he is instantly obsessed. She’s sweetness and sin all swirled up into one glorious package and then poured into jeans so tight they should be illegal. Leaning over that creamy skin for hours while he works, only leaves him begging for more.

But though he’s supposed to be the bad boy, Holly is the one with secrets.

One night with her is never going to be enough. Can they work through the wreckage of Holly’s life, or will their romance be over before it even begins? 

*Please note, each of the ‘London Inked Boys’ stories follows a different couple and can be read as a standalone, but they’re probably best read in order.
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Chapter One
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Holly McCarty stood on the street outside the tattoo shop, trying not to be intimidated by the graffiti on the walls or the fact it wasn’t exactly located in the nicest part of London. This place, Carved in Ink, had come recommended to her by a friend, and, when Holly had posted about it on a local forum, asking for people’s experiences, she’d received nothing but positive comments. 

This would be her first tattoo. She’d wanted one for years now, but her ex had told her how cheap he thought they made women look. She’d agreed with him, not wanting to start another fight, while all the while coveting the styles of those funky young women with the sleeve tattoos and the cool hairstyles. 

But she was thirty-two now and thought she was past all of that, but a discreet tat that meant something to her didn’t seem like such a big deal. 

She’d already made the appointment ahead of time, had emailed the artist the picture she wanted. Still she hesitated, nerves churning her stomach. She was excited too, though. This marked a new chapter in her life. A way of drawing a line under the past and moving forward.

Plus, it would mean her ex wouldn’t come near her again. It would be good to have something permanently on her body that he hated. A kind of fuck you in ink. He wouldn’t be able to come back again if she had a tattoo.

A group of lads, in their late teens she reckoned, swaggered towards her on the pavement. They’d already noticed her just standing there, and she didn’t want them to walk past, intimidating her. They were probably harmless, but she couldn’t help feeling self-conscious.

Holly forced her brain to switch off and took a couple of hurried steps towards the shop before the young men reached her. She pushed open the door to a tinkle of a bell. Rock music was playing from speakers embedded in the walls, no doubt controlled by something technical she didn’t understand—Bluetooth or whatever it was called—but it wasn’t deafeningly loud.

A young woman with shiny brown hair and large dark eyes sat on the other side of the counter. She’d been scrolling through something out of sight on the computer in front of her but clicked it off when she noticed Holly had walked in. The sight of the other woman made something inside Holly relax. She knew three guys worked here and was glad to see it wasn’t a fully male environment.

“Hey,” said the woman, and Holly noted the accent, American maybe, or possibly Canadian. She’d always struggled to tell the difference. It was the same with the Australians and New Zealanders, though she’d never admit it to anyone. “What can we do for you today?”

Holly smiled back, nerves still knotting her stomach. “I have an appointment for eleven. Holly McCarty?” She said her name as though it was a question.

The woman’s smile widened. “Sure, Holly. Take a seat. You’re booked in with Kane. You already know what you’re having?”

She nodded. “Yeah, I’ve been emailing Kane, and he’s got the picture.”

Tattoos climbed up the woman’s wrist and inner arm. Holly figured you couldn’t work in a tattoo shop without acquiring some yourself. But then she realised the tattoos hid something beneath and found herself staring too long, trying to figure out what she was looking at. Scars. The tattoos were covering a number of scars carved into the other woman’s arm.

Holly’s cheeks flamed with heat, and she averted her eyes, understanding that she’d unwittingly uncovered something private about the brunette. She flicked her gaze back up to the woman’s face and smiled again, trying to hide her awkwardness.

The other woman didn’t seem to have noticed, or, if she had, didn’t appear to be bothered by Holly’s scrutiny. “Cool.” She nodded over to the few chairs pushed up against one of the walls. A coffee table with magazines was positioned in front of the chair, and a water cooler was in the corner. “Take a seat. Kane won’t be long.”

Holly did as instructed and sat with her bag clutched on her lap, trying to stop her feet tapping up and down with nerves. She really wanted this, but still the worries that this is permanent and what if I end up hating it, went through her head. No, she needed to focus on her reasons for wanting the tattoo—how it was her way of reclaiming her body again. No one else got to have a say in what she did to her own skin. Anyway, the tattoo, though detailed, was only a few inches long and would be easily hidden in her chosen spot on her hip.

One of the adjoining doors opened, and Holly sat up straight, her heart lurching.

A man stepped out. “Holly?”

She jumped to her feet to face him, and only then did her nerves allow her a moment to assess the man who’d be permanently inking her skin. Her stomach flipped, sparks lighting her nerve endings, her breath catching. 

This was exactly the type of guy her seventeen-year-old self would have gone crazy over. He was a little less than six feet tall and well built. Blond hair hung to his squared jaw, which was peppered with stubble a couple of shades darker. His cut-off t-shirt exposed muscular bare biceps that were scrawled in tattoos. But his eyes were the most gorgeous part of him—green, with flecks of gold that you could only see when you were up this close, and with him staring into your eyes as deeply as you were staring into his...

The realisation that they were staring at each other seemed to hit them at the same time, and they both glanced away, Holly’s cheeks burning hot for the second time in a matter of minutes.

She was not that seventeen-year-old girl anymore. She was thirty-two, mature, and with responsibilities. This guy probably wasn’t even thirty yet. Far too young for her, and not her type in the slightest now. She thought of her ex-husband, of the expensive suits he wore to work and the flash new car he drove. He’d told her when they’d first met that he’d take care of her and she didn’t need to work, but she was thankful every day that she’d laughed at his offer and continued in her job in Human Resources anyway. It allowed her that little bit of independence now, though she was in no way living in the kind of luxury he’d afforded her. Not that Holly cared about that. She’d have rather lived in the gutter than spend another day under the same roof as him.
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Chapter Two
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Business had been a little slower today, and Kane had taken extra care and time over the job he’d been waiting for. He’d been excited for the client to see what he’d come up with, so when Tess, who now worked the reception desk, called in to tell him the client had arrived, he’d jumped to his feet, eager to get started.

But now he found himself in front at the client in question, and they were both just standing there, staring. Neither of them had said a word, and his mind raced, knowing this was his territory and he was supposed to make the first move, but finding himself unable to get his mouth to form any of the words his brain was coming up with.

Holly. That was her name. Holly McCarty.

It had seemed like such an ordinary name. Something that couldn’t possibly belong to its owner. 

No, this creature in front of him now was like a glowing, golden being. He’d have sworn sparks of light leapt from her, capturing him in some kind of electrical force field that rendered him utterly useless. 

Her jeans looked as though they’d been sprayed on, highlighting a pair of curvy hips and a waist that nipped in so tight he thought he’d be able to put his hands right around it. An urge to walk around the back of her to get a view of her arse took hold of him, and he had to press his feet to the floor to prevent them taking off on their own accord. Her blonde hair fell in a silky sheet past her shoulder, and she regarded him with wide blue eyes that had only the slightest hint of makeup to define them. Oh, she was sweetness and sin all swirled up into one glorious package and then poured into jeans so tight they should be illegal. Her mouth was incredible; full lips, naturally pouty—not like most of the girls they got in here, with their dumb faces they pulled while taking three hundred selfies a day. He stared at her mouth, imagining sliding things between those perfect lips—a straw, his finger, his dick...

His cock jumped and he swiftly tried to think of something else. This tattoo was going to take a couple of hours, and he couldn’t spend that much time so close to her skin with those kinds of thoughts running through his head. Besides, she looked respectable—despite the jeans—and deserved more than to be perved over by her tattoo artist.

A throat cleared nearby, and he jumped. Fuck, Tess was still standing behind reception, now watching them both with a knowing expression of amusement on her face.

“I think Holly is ready for you now, Kane,” she said in her American drawl.

“Uh, yeah, course.” He gave Holly a bashful grin and tugged his hand through his hair, pushing it away from his face. “Come this way.”

How the hell was he going to manage spending the next couple of hours hunched up over that creamy skin, inhaling the scent of her and trying to make small talk when he’d struggled to do so much as utter her name?

He gestured towards his studio, and she slid past him, giving him the opportunity to take in the sight of that bottom wiggling from side to side as she walked. Fucking hell, he could balance a pint glass on that thing. She was like a modern day Marilyn Monroe. 

He glanced over to find Tess still watching him. She widened her eyes, silently telling him to cut it out. It wasn’t as though Tess had any interest in him, far from it. Tess was playing happy families with his boss, Art, and she also owned the building the tattoo studio leased. Tess had inherited this place after her aunt had died, and moved over to London from the States, only to start up a relationship with Art. Seemed like things were going pretty damned well between them. Kane himself was content enough being a single guy, but, though he’d never admit it out loud to anyone, whenever he saw the way Tess and Art were around each other—their easy affection, teasing, and laughter—something in his chest tightened. He told himself he was fine playing the field, but he was twenty-seven now, and at some point he guessed it might be nice to have someone around who actually gave a shit about him for longer than one night. 

He forced himself to remove his gaze from Holly’s arse as she walked into the room and dropped her bag to the floor.

“Take a seat,” he said, his voice coming out almost comically squeaky. 

She glanced over her shoulder at him, those big blue eyes wide enough for him to fall into. “Right there?” She gestured to the chair opposite his, beside the computer.

He nodded, and cleared his throat. “Yeah.”

She did as he’d instructed and crossed her legs, and then uncrossed them again. It occurred to him that she was probably nervous, too, but her nerves had nothing to do with him being in the room, he was sure. She looked way out of his league. Classy, educated. Like she’d be married to some broker in the city. In fact, she wasn’t the type of woman he normally got in his bed at all.

Kane dropped into the seat opposite, and, to hide how he felt, launched into work mode. “This is your first tattoo then, Holly?”

“Yeah, it is. My—”

She cut herself off, as though she was about to say something else but then held herself back. “I’ve been wanting one for ages,” she said instead of the thing she’d been about to say.

“And how are you with pain?”

She gave a small laugh. “I’ve had worse than a needle.”

He wondered what she meant by that, but didn’t push for more detail. When in the chair, people told you what they wanted to tell you. Some liked to chat to take their minds off the feel of the needle puncturing their skin a thousand times over, while others went silent, focusing in on themselves as a way of meditating against the pain. Of course, he’d had the occasional client who’d cried and moaned the whole way through—often the men more than the women—some not even making it to the end of the tattoo and having to come back another day, which they normally did. There weren’t too many people with half-finished tattoos wandering around London.

Her phone buzzed in her bag, and she lifted her hand, a silent gesture to ask him for a moment to grab her phone.

He nodded to show it was fine, and she quickly took the phone out of her bag, checked the messages. A frown tugged her perfect features downward, and he wondered what had happened to cause such an expression. She didn’t seem like the type of woman who should ever be sad or have anything to worry about.

“Sorry,” she said, slipping the phone onto the small table beside her. 

They were going to be here a couple of hours, so he figured she wanted to keep the phone handy in case whoever had texted needed to contact her again.

“No worries. Everything okay?”

She seemed distracted, but fixed a smile on her face and nodded. “Yeah, absolutely. Nothing to worry about.”

Discretely, he checked out her left hand. Was she married? There wasn’t a ring on her finger, but there was the faintest line of white, or perhaps it was just the light.

He tore his gaze away from her. He needed to concentrate. The last thing he wanted was to mess up and have a client put in a complaint against him. It wouldn’t only look bad on him, it would reflect badly on the whole studio.

Kane cared about the tattoo studio, Carved in Ink. Art had taken a chance on him by giving him a job when many wouldn’t. The trouble he’d got into when he’d been younger had been a red flag to most, even when he’d been desperate to start afresh and lead a decent life. People didn’t seem to understand that if you’d been in trouble, it was like a vicious circle. Even when you wanted to get out of it, no one would even give you an interview, meaning you had little choice but to fall back on the crime that had got you into trouble in the first place. Art had seen a spark of talent in him and allowed Kane to develop his skills, offering nothing but support and encouragement, despite having problems of his own to deal with. His boss had put absolutely everything he had into the shop, and Kane wasn’t about to start messing things up for him. This place had almost burned down a few months back. The whole studio had been refurbished since a fire a couple of months ago, which had almost ended in tragedy. But the shop had come back better and stronger than ever.

He turned his attention back to the job at hand.

“So, going on the pictures you sent me, I drew up what you wanted. It’s on the computer, so I can alter the size as you want, and I’m always happy to freehand any changes as well. What do you think?”

He spun the computer screen around so she could see his work. 
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Chapter Three
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The tattoo Kane showed her was absolutely stunning.

A beautiful koi fish in red, orange, and yellow looked as though it was moving across the screen, droplets of water splashing from its fins and tail. It wasn’t a copy of any one of the pictures she’d emailed, but a completely new one all of her own. No one else would have this exact tattoo. 

Her nerves fell away. “My God, Kane. It’s gorgeous. You drew that?”

He grinned and raked his hand through his hair. A habit of his, she thought, just from the small amount of time she’d spent with him. “Sure.”

“It’s incredible. So lifelike. Will it look the same as a tattoo?”

“Pretty much. Some of the colours may appear a little duller over time, but otherwise it will be the same.”

The thought of having such beautiful artwork on her skin lifted something inside her. It was both exotic and elegant. It made her feel as though she were  a more daring type of person than the dull woman approaching middle age, which was how she’d come to think of herself more and more these days.

“You want any changes made?” he asked.

She shook her head. “Nope. I want it exactly how you’ve drawn it. Every single detail.”

A smile spread across his face. From her words? The thought made her breath catch. She’d thought he was good-looking when she’d first seen him, but something about his smile made him striking. But he was far too young for her, and besides, she was supposed to be a responsible adult and wasn’t the sort of lithe twenty-one-year-old she imagined guys like Kane went for.

“And you still want it done on your hip?”

She nodded. “Yes, I haven’t changed my mind from the emails I sent you.”

“Hop up on the bed then,” he told her as he turned away to prepare inks in a cart on wheels. He glanced back over his shoulder. “You’ll need to be on your side, and roll down your jeans enough to expose the area where the tattoo is going to go.”

Dammit. She hadn’t considered that she was going to need to roll down her jeans in front of this guy. Okay, she hadn’t considered that the tattoo artist was going to be ridiculously hot, or maybe she would have done. 

Shit, shit, shit. 

It wasn’t as though she could suddenly change her mind now and decide she wanted the tattoo on her shoulder or something. She’d always been one hundred percent sure she wanted it on her hip.

She didn’t have any choice but to do as he’d instructed. She told herself he was like a doctor, impartial, having seen far too much skin for it to have any effect on him anymore. And besides, he was the kind of guy who probably had nubile twenty-year-olds hanging off his every word. He wouldn’t be bothered about seeing the hip of a thirty-something-year-old woman.

Holly undid the top button of her jeans, wishing she’d worn something a little baggier, and pulled down the material as much as she dared. She didn’t want to flash Kane her knickers, especially as they were one of her more sensible pairs from Marks and Spencer, rather than her sexy ones from a local lingerie shop. He was busy, preoccupied with getting everything ready. This was his job. He was a professional, and she needed to remember that.

That didn’t stop her mortification, however, as he tucked a sheet of white paper into the waistband of her jeans, which were now down past her hips, and his fingers grazed her body. Faint silvery lines of stretch marks, faded now and barely noticeable, scrawled across her skin. Still they embarrassed her, another sign of her imperfection among all his bad-boy sexiness.

She couldn’t keep reacting like that. The tattoo was going to take a couple of hours, and he’d be touching her practically the whole time while it was happening.

Kane pulled his chair up to the bed. It was on wheels, allowing him easy movement around the room without him needing to get up. He’d done some kind of transfer of the tattoo he’d drawn onto a piece of paper, and now he frowned slightly as he concentrated, placing it against her skin on the spot she wanted, before transferring it so he had an outline he could work with.

“How’s that?” he asked, moving away so she could get a better look. 

The shape of the fish looked as though it was swimming up over her hip, splashes of water flicking from its tail and fins. 

She smiled, trying to stave off her nerves. “Perfect.”

He must have noticed how she’d tried to rub her sweaty palms off on the seat of her jeans. “It’s okay to be nervous,” he told her, his head tilting to one side. He gave a chuckle, and her stomach flipped, but not because of nerves this time. “I’ve had grown men in here who’ve cried and begged me to stop in the middle of getting inked.”

She cocked her eyebrows. “That’s not actually making me feel better.”

He laughed again. “Ready?”

“As I’ll ever be.” She gritted her teeth and tensed.

“Try to relax, take some long deep breaths. It won’t hurt as much as you’re expecting, I promise. It would be different if you were having it done on a bony area—like your foot or spine—but the hip has got plenty of padding.”

Plenty of padding! Her cheeks burned. Was that his way of letting her know he thought she was fat? She knew she had curves, but she wasn’t some waifish teenager.

Kane seemed to realise what he’d said. “I mean, not that it’s fat or anything. I mean, it is fat, but you’re not fat. You’re curvy and gorgeous.” His eyes widened, and he smacked his hand—the one not holding the needle—against his forehead. “Okay, I’m just going to stop talking now.”

She was watching his rambling in confused horror, unsure who was more mortified, her or him. Did he really mean he thought she was curvy and gorgeous? No, he’d only said that to hide the comment about her having fat hips. Jesus Christ. Why the hell had she thought this was a good idea?

“Let’s just get on with this, yeah?” he said, trying to recover.

“Yes, please,” she replied, her voice a little more terse than she would have liked. Still, she couldn’t get the thought of him saying she had fat hips out of her head. Dammit. She’d thought she looked pretty damn good when she’d left the house this morning, too. Even her sister, Laura, who she’d spoken to on Skype, had told her so, and her sister never complimented her on anything. Of course, she hadn’t told Laura where she was going either. This was supposed to be her little secret—her way of taking a piece of herself back again after everything—and she wasn’t going to let some twenty-year-old with a big mouth spoil things for her. And besides, he might not be able to control his tongue, but he was an excellent artist, and that was all that mattered. After today, she’d never need to see him again.

Kane rolled his chair back towards her, and she fixed her gaze on some of the drawings framed and hung around the walls. They were beautiful works—cherry blossom, and dragons, lotus flowers, and geishas—all with an oriental theme. It was clear he specialised in this kind of artwork, and she reminded herself that she was in good hands. 

“You ready?” he asked from lower down the bed, where her waist was positioned. 

She didn’t think she’d ever been in a more awkward position in her life, and she’d been in plenty of awkward positions.

“Yes, I’m ready.”

“Here we go then.”

She tried not to look at the needle in his hand as he leaned over her body, and she took a deep breath.
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Chapter Four
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Kane tried to concentrate on his art rather than run over in his mind about how he’d just managed to call this stunning, sexy woman fat while she was lying on his table, her jeans half pulled down. If she hadn’t been in the room, he’d have taken himself over to the nearest wall and bashed his head against it.

At least she hadn’t made her excuses and run from the room. He wouldn’t have blamed her if she had. He must look like a rough, uncouth idiot in her eyes. Thank God he knew he was good at the one thing she’d come here for. Ink.

Kane focused on what he was doing, working with black ink initially to create the outline he’d imprinted on her skin. Beads of blood popped from her creamy flesh, and he wiped the blood, mixing the red with the black ink in a way that was almost beautiful in itself.

So far, she was taking it like a pro. He’d heard a couple of sharp intakes of breath, and watched her jaw clench, and her fingers tighten into fists on certain parts, but she hadn’t told him to stop or made any kind of a fuss. 

He checked in with her. “Everything all right? Just shout if you need to take a break.”

But she just gave a tight smile and nodded. “I’m fine. Keep going.”

So he did. 

He wasn’t one to make small talk with a client while he worked, preferring to concentrate and listen to the music which played through the whole of the tattoo studio via connected speakers. 

“The outline is all done,” he said finally. “That’s the hardest part. The colour is always easier. Sure you don’t want a break now? Ten minutes. Let you stretch out a bit, but don’t let anything touch the ink, okay.”

She nodded. “Okay, thanks.”

“Cool. I’m just gonna grab a drink. You want anything?”

“Just some water, if you’ve got it.”

He grinned. “I think I can manage that.”

Kane left her in the room to head out to reception. They had a staff room at the back of the building, which contained a fridge and kettle, and a small couch for them to hang out, if they needed to.

“How’s it going in there?” Tess asked as he passed her to get to the staffroom.

“Yeah, great.” He tried not to roll his eyes and failed.

“What did you do now?”

“I may have implied that I thought she had fat hips.”

Tess snorted laughter through her nose. “Oh my God, Kane. You didn’t?”

He glanced down at the floor. “Yeah, I kind of did.”

“Why? I saw how you were staring at those hips. I’m surprised you didn’t try to dry hump her against the wall before you’d even said anything.”

He lifted his gaze to her in horror. “I wasn’t that obvious, was I?”

“Err, yeah, just a bit. But she was looking at you in exactly the same way, so I wouldn’t sweat it.”

“Fucking hell.”

Tess laughed. “Ask her out.”

“No, she’ll think it’s like a pity date or something.”

She shrugged. “Or don’t. Seems a shame to let those hips go to waste, though.”

Kane groaned. It really did. The woman he’d been tattooing for the last hour looked as though she was built for sex, her breasts straining against her top, her curves spilling out of her jeans. It had been all he could do to stop himself grabbing handfuls and burying his face between her breasts. Okay, that would have been completely inappropriate, and she probably would have kicked him in the balls if he even attempted such a thing, but that didn’t stop him thinking about it.

“Where’s Art and Rocco?” he asked, asking after his boss and his colleague respectively.

“Art’s had to go into the city to meet up with a supplier, and Rocco’s in with his afternoon client, too.”

“Oh, right.” He wished one of them was around. He appreciated Tess giving him her opinion, but he’d have rather bounced things off the guys. Art had always had a rule about them not dating clients—at least not more than once—but since Art had hooked up with Tess, he’d relaxed those rules.

He made his way into the staffroom and opened the fridge to take out two bottles of water. He was always aware of being at such close proximity to his clients. The guys didn’t matter so much, but he didn’t want to be breathing coffee breath or smelling of anything less than just-out-of-the-shower body wash and deodorant when he was working on a female client. So he stuck to the water as well, even though he’d have killed for a coffee. It would have to wait until he was finished.

Did Holly drink coffee? He took her for more of a tea drinker. Maybe he could ask her out when they’d finished? No, she’d want to escape and get home. Some people found themselves shaky and lightheaded after getting inked. It was because of all the endorphins the body released to combat the pain, thinking it was being attacked. A similar thing happened when you ate spicy food, but obviously getting tattooed lasted for a lot longer.

Carrying the two bottles of water back to his studio, he ignored Tess’s hiss of “Ask her out!” as he passed by.

He went back into the room to find Holly half propped up on the bed. She smiled at him as he walked in, and he felt himself falling into those big blue eyes. Dammit.

“Everything okay?” he asked, trying to hide his feelings. He cracked open the lid of the bottle of water and handed it to her. 

“Of course.” She took a sip.

“Ready for round two? This is the easy part.”

She smiled, and the room lit up around her. “Absolutely.”

To his relief, the awkwardness from earlier had dissipated. He set about mixing up the ink colour palate, while she took little sips from her bottle of water. When he was ready, she lay back down on her side, and he got to work, filling in the colour and bringing the tattoo to life.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Five
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“There,” Kane proclaimed, giving her brand-new tattoo a final wipe and sitting back from the bed she’d been lying on for the past couple of hours. “What do you think?”

Holly sat up and glanced down at her now decorated hip. She took a gasp of air, her mouth dropping open. The finished artwork was beautiful. 

“Oh, my God. I love it. It’s even more beautiful than I imagined.”

He gestured to the full-length mirror. “Go and take a look.”

She hopped off the bed and walked over to the mirror, holding her top up, her jeans still part rolled down to exposed the hip. She no longer felt self-conscious—after all, this man had been poring over her skin for the whole afternoon, and it wasn’t as though she was exposing any part of herself he hadn’t already seen. She twisted in different angles to get a view of the tattoo from every direction.

She locked eyes with Kane in the mirror—God, that green gaze, flecked with those iridescent sparks of gold—and something in her chest stuttered. He had such intensity about him, as though he was constantly trying to work her out. It had been a long time since a man had looked at her like that, but she told herself it was only because he now saw her as a piece of his artwork. Maybe it meant something more to him than her just being a client. He’d imprinted a little bit of his soul onto her skin, binding them together in a strange way.

Kane caught her looking, focusing on him rather than the koi fish on her hip, and a smile quirked one side of his lips. “So you’re happy with it?” he asked. He blew a strand of blond hair out of his face. He still wore the gloves he’d had on for hygiene while he’d been tattooing her, so he wasn’t able to tug his hand through his hair like he’d done before.

She nodded, a smile stretching her face. She’d be carrying that smile around with her all day, and the thought only made her smile harder. “Yeah, I love it. Thank you.”

“Great. Hop back up here, and I’ll put the dressing on it, and then you’re free to go.”

Her stomach sank in disappointment. Yeah, she was free to go. She’d just walk out of this tattoo studio, and, unless she booked in for more ink, that would be the end of her time with Kane.

That’s exactly how it should be, she scolded herself in a voice that sounded very similar to her sister’s. Inappropriate young tattoo artists were not the sort of men a respectable woman in her thirties should be lusting after. And yet, she couldn’t help herself. Something about this guy drew her to him, and she knew she’d feel disappointed when she walked out of the door. She chided herself. She bet every woman who walked through his door felt exactly the same way. No wonder the tattoo studio was so popular and got so many great reviews. No, that was unfair. He was an excellent artist, too. Him being hot, sweet, and a little goofy with it, was just a bonus.

He finished covering the new tattoo. “You might want to leave the jeans undone for a moment,” he said, assessing her waistline. “You don’t want it to rub.”

“Oh, right. Sure.” As he’d pointed out, she had enough hip to keep the jeans up without doing up the button. Her top pulled down would cover the fact while she caught the Tube home again.

Holly grabbed her bag, and Kane saw her out to the reception to pay. The petite brunette was still sitting at the desk, and a look passed between the American and Kane. Realisation sank in. Of course, the two of them must be dating. Why wouldn’t they be? Kane was hot, and she was gorgeous, and they’d be together all the time while they were working. It only made sense that they were dating. Was that what the strange moment had been about when he’d first walked out of his room? Had he felt awkward tattooing her while his girlfriend had been watching?

Yeah, that must have been it. And to think she’d kidded herself into believing they might have had a bit of a moment. What an idiot she was. 

He handed her a leaflet from the other side of the reception desk. “Here’s instructions on how to look after the tattoo. If you’ve got any questions, or anything is worrying you, just pick up the phone or come back in. Okay?”

She made a smile stretch her cheeks, but inside she was no longer feeling it. “Great, thanks,” She took the offered leaflet. “I will do.”

She paid for the tattoo, wondering if she was supposed to leave a tip, but then feeling awkward if it wasn’t the done thing and she made herself look stupid. Damn. It was one of the things she should have asked on the forum beforehand. 

“Thanks, then,” she said, adjusting the strap of her bag on her shoulder and giving them one final smile.

“Bye, Holly,” he said. His mouth opened and then closed again.

Did it seem like he was about to say something else but then didn’t? She turned away, sensing another moment between them, but not quite sure where it had come from.

And as she walked toward the front door, in the reflection the American elbowed Kane in the side and he threw his hands up in the air in a ‘What can you do?’ gesture.

Holly didn’t know what was going on there—not that it was any of her business. She stepped out onto the street and took a breath of the not-so-fresh London air. She held herself tall, carrying her new artwork on her hip. She’d got it in that place so she could show it off when she was on holiday on the beach but could also easily hide it if she wanted to. Right now, however, she wished she could tear off the cling film dressing and reveal it to the world.

She didn’t particularly need to get home for once, everything was being taken care of, but she didn’t really have anywhere else to go. It felt good to have a free weekend and be able to do whatever she wanted when she wanted. When she’d been with her ex, Mike, he’d wanted to know exactly what she was doing every minute of the day. Every second had to be accounted for to make sure she was doing something productive—cooking, cleaning, grocery shopping—and not just lying in a hot bubble bath with a good book, which was often all she felt like doing after a long day at work. She wanted to do that now, but Kane had warned her that she wasn’t to be taking any baths for at least a week, at least not until the scabs had all healed up over the tattoo. Still, she could curl up on the couch and read or binge watch something on Netflix.

The journey home only took about thirty minutes. She caught the Tube, rocking and swaying with the train on the Northern line, then walking the ten minutes from there to her small, terraced, north London house. She was glad she’d managed to keep hold of the property in the breakup. She’d worried Mike was going to put up more of a fight to keep it, but, with the money he made, he saw it as an investment. The way London house prices were going, by the time they were ready to sell and move on, they’d have both made a decent sum on the place. She also thought Mike was secretly pleased to be able to leave their shabby little terrace behind. He was renting a modern flat on the Isle of Dogs now, and that suited his new lifestyle far better than this place.

Trouble was, because his name was on the deeds, Mike had a way of thinking this house was still his and that gave him the right to turn up whenever he felt like it. She hadn’t quite had the heart to change all the locks, though it was tempting. It was early days yet, and she’d have to see how things played out.

Either way, she thought, as she placed the key into the lock, she was glad to be home.
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Chapter Six
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“I can’t believe you didn’t ask her out!”

Tess’s palm smacked against Kane’s hard shoulder, and he flinched, even though it hadn’t really hurt. “Yeah, I know. I’m a chicken.”

“Big chicken,” she agreed. “And there I was thinking you were one of these super confident guys who played around.”

He gave a shrug. “She just seemed different. I didn’t want to look like an idiot.”

Tess put her hands on her hips. “Well, you do look like an idiot, but to me, not her.”

“It’s fine. I lost my moment. There was probably a reason for that.”

Tess rolled her eyes, and he knew it was the end of the conversation. He did feel like an idiot for not asking Holly out, but the moment was gone now. Maybe he’d see her again, in different circumstances. London wasn’t such a big place. Only eight million people or so.

He walked back into his studio and stopped short, his gaze fixing on something.

Holly’s mobile phone. She’d put it on the table when she’d received a text message before they’d got started, and she’d forgotten to pick it up again. He stepped forward and picked up the slender, silver device. An idea came to him. He’d only just been thinking that he’d have asked her out if they’d met in different circumstances, and here was fate throwing the opportunity of a different circumstance right in his lap. He generally wasn’t a superstitious kind of guy, but this seemed wrong to ignore.

Turning back the way he’d come, he went out to reception. Tess lifted her head in surprise at seeing him again so soon, and he waved the phone at her.

“Do we have any contact details for Holly McCarty? She left her phone.”

“Sure, she left her mobile number, but I’m guessing that’s not much use.” 

They both glanced down at the phone in his hand.

“No, I guess not.”

“But she must have put her address on the waiver form she filled in.”

His pulse stepped up a notch in anticipation of the plan which was starting to pull together in his mind. “She did?”

“Yeah, she did.”

“Maybe I should drop it into her, then,” he said. “I mean, she might not remember where she left it, and she might be stressing out.”

Tess pressed her lips together and nodded knowingly. “Yes, that’s true.” She looked at the computer screen where they had the client list for the rest of the day. “And you don’t have anyone else due in with you today. So you’re free to take it to her.”

Excitement pulsed through his veins, but he tried to rein himself in. He might get her to house and discover she had a boyfriend. Of course a woman like her had a boyfriend. Even so, that didn’t stop him feeling eager about the prospect of seeing her again. How would she react? Would she be pleased to see the phone, maybe throw her arms around him in a hug of relief, press those beautiful tits up against his chest and squeeze him tight? That in itself would be enough.

“Okay, I’m outta here,” he said, grabbing his jacket.

Tess grinned. “Good luck.”

“Thanks.”

“And ask the girl out!” Her voice chased him as he let himself out of the door.

Kane wasn’t someone who normally got nervous around women. He was the cocky one, the one who was so sure of himself, yet somehow this particular woman had disrupted all of that. He had her address scrawled on a piece of paper, folded up in the pocket of his jeans, and he found himself constantly reaching back in, making sure it was still there, fingering the corners until they were worn and soft. He considered getting the Tube, but ended up flagging down a taxi instead, and telling the stranger driving the home address of this woman who had affected him so badly. 

He’d had plenty of women—women whose names he couldn’t even remember now. There had even been the occasional relationship, but they’d never made it past a few months. The relationships always fizzled out, so there hadn’t even been dramatic breakups, just longer times between phone calls and hookups, until eventually neither of them bothered calling each other to set up another date. None of them had sent his heart racing the way Holly had, though, or turned him into a tongue-tied mess. He still wanted to hit his head against the wall for implying she had fat hips. They weren’t fat. They were voluptuous and creamy and now had his artwork imprinted on them. The scent of her skin while he’d been tattooing her had made his mouth water, the heat of her soaking through his skin whenever he’d needed to rest his forearm against her to get the right position to do the tattoo affecting him.

Yeah, he wanted her physically, but it wasn’t just that. Most girls who came into the studio chatted constantly about themselves—what bands they’d seen, where they liked to eat, gossip about random people he didn’t even know—but Holly had been quiet. It hadn’t come across as shyness, though. No, it was more that she hadn’t felt the need to fill in the silence with inane chatter. She’d been content just to lie there and let him get on with his work.

The taxi driver pulled up, and Kane craned his neck to take in the sight of the modest, terraced row of houses. They had bay windows and high ceilings with cornices. He knew these types of houses. He’d grown up in one on the other side of the city in East London. Stupidly, he relaxed a little at the sight of the house, and that it wasn’t some three million pound mansion. But what if she wasn’t in? She might not have gone straight home after the tattoo, and gone out somewhere, or met someone else. Would he need to put the phone through her letterbox or something? Doing so would mean he’d lost his only opportunity. 

There was no point in trying to predict the future. Kane threw twenty quid at the driver and then faced Holly’s house. It was impossible to see if anyone was in. Wooden slatted blinds covered the downstairs windows, angled just enough to let some light in, while keep peering eyes out.

Nerves jangled his insides. This was stupid. He was a grown man returning a phone. He needed to remember he had some balls.

He took a breath and marched up to her front door and rang the bell before he got the chance to chicken out. He stood, anxiously, trying not to shuffle from foot to foot but look as though he was supposed to be there. Him, with his long hair, and tats, and cut off t-shirt. The imposter feeling sank in again, the idea this woman was way out of his league.

For a moment, he didn’t think she was going to answer the door, and his thoughts about her being out were correct, but then he sensed movement on the other side. He caught a glimpse of a shape in the frosted glass panel, and to his surprise, the door open.

Holly had changed out of her jeans into a dress, so she didn’t have the waistband rubbing the new tattoo. He wondered if that might have been a better outfit to get the tattoo done in the first palace but then he realised he’d have had needed to pull the dress right up, exposing the full length of her curvy thigh, her panties, and hip. The image flashed in his mind, and blood rushed to his cock in a sudden tingle.

Her mouth dropped at the sight of him, her blue eyes widening even further at the sight of him. “Kane?”

“Err, hi. Sorry to drop by on you like this, but you left something at the studio.”

“My phone,” she said instantly, and her shoulders dropped with relief. “I’ve just been turning my bag upside down trying to find it.”

He remembered and pulled the phone out of his jeans pocket before handing it to her. “I would have called and let you know where it was, but the only number we had was your mobile, so...”

She glanced down at the phone now in her hand and then laughed—a deep laugh, one that came from right inside her chest—and surprised him. “Yeah, of course. You’d have been calling yourself.”

He grinned at her response. “Exactly.”

They stood, staring at each other again, exactly the same way as they’d done when they’d first come face to face in the studio. In his head, he could hear Tess’s voice. Ask her out! Ask her out!

“So, err...” He scuffed his foot along the floor, stuffing his hands into the pockets of his jeans, feeling about fifteen years old and about to ask the hottest girl at school out. “I wondered what you were doing for the rest of the day. I mean, if you wanted to get a drink, or something to eat, or ... something...” he finished lamely.

Her eyes widened again, and a flush of pink appeared high in her cheeks, so she appeared even more beguiling. “A drink? Like out? With people?”

“Well, just the two of us, but in public, so yeah, I guess there will be other people there.”

“Like, now?”

He flapped a hand in the direction of the street. “Only if you want to. I mean, I’m free, but we can rearrange...”

She lifted a finger in a ‘one minute’ gesture. “Can you just give me a sec?”

“Yeah, ‘course.”

“Okay. I’ll be back.”

And the door shut in his face, leaving him blinking at the wood, not totally sure what had happened.
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Chapter Seven
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Holly pressed herself up against the door, her heart racing, breathing hard. Did she really have a hot tattoo artist on her front step, asking her out for a drink? Unless she’d imagined the last couple of minutes, it certainly seemed that way.

But what about the woman who’d been working at the studio? Hadn’t Holly suspected they were dating? Maybe she’d got it wrong. It was definitely something she’d need to ask him. She wasn’t ever going to be the other woman. Especially not after what had happened with Mike.

Kane had caught her unexpectedly. She’d already changed when she’d arrived home, but now she flew up to the bathroom, to rake her fingers through her hair so it didn’t look like such a tangled mess, and throw on some extra makeup. She wished he’d given her more time, but this felt like it wasn’t really happening, and if she asked to rearrange, she knew she’d either never find the time to meet him or he would change his mind. She didn’t normally do this kind of thing, but maybe the new tattoo had made her a little braver, a little more dangerous.

She slipped her feet into some sandals and pulled down a cardigan from the back of her bedroom door. They were nearing the end of summer, but it was still warm outside. Only once the sun went down could you tell autumn was edging its way in.

Snatching up her bag and trying to quell the flutter of nerves in her stomach, Holly went to her door. She should have invited him in to wait instead of leaving him on her doorstep, but it had felt too personal. She didn’t want him seeing all her photographs and asking questions. Not yet, anyway. Not when they hadn’t even shared a proper conversation. 

She opened the front door to find him sitting on the step, his arms slung around his knees, leaning forward slightly. She took the moment to admire his easy stance, the way his t-shirt pulled over the muscles of his back, the bulk of his biceps. He looked like someone who was just naturally built that way—as though he hadn’t seen the inside of a gym, ever. Mike was someone who needed to work out, and even with a regimented three gym sessions a week, he was still barely holding back the middle-aged spread. That was the benefit of youth, you didn’t even have to try.

He must have noticed her coming out, as he twisted to look over his shoulder squinting in the sunlight, his hair falling in his face. He jumped to his feet when he saw her, a grin lighting his face. She still had no idea what this young guy saw in her, but he’d made the effort to track her down at her home, so there must be something.

“Hey,” he said with a grin. “You ready?”

“Yeah. Where are we going?”

He faltered. “I hadn’t actually thought that far ahead.”

She was about to suggest a nice pub around the corner which had a lovely beer garden, but then she remembered it was the same place she and Mike always used to go. It wasn’t as though it would feel weird to be there with someone else, but she didn’t want people seeing her out. It was stupid really. She and Mike were long separated, but the idea of people gossiping about her made her uneasy. Was it because of how Kane looked? If he was suited and booted, with a barbershop haircut, would she be feeling so awkward about people seeing her with him? She didn’t want to be that kind of woman—the one who cared what other people thought about her—but the truth was she had more than just herself to think about.

“You know what,” she said, “how about we go in to Covent Garden for a drink? I haven’t been there for years.” 

The busy tourist district also meant anonymity. There wouldn’t be anyone there she’d be likely to bump into. Visiting places like Covent Garden always seemed like something people who lived in London would do all the time, but often she found she barely made it out of her own suburb, and even then it was only ever to do with something for work. 

“Sounds good to me.” Kane shrugged. “Whatever you want.”

They walked towards the nearest Tube station, both flashing cards at the machines to allow them through the turnstiles and onto the trains. Covent Garden was only a fifteen-minute ride away, and before they knew it, they were spilling out onto the busy street, joining the thousands of tourists who were also visiting the place.

They found a spot outside one of the café bars, the chairs and tables spreading out across the cobbled square. A live band was playing, and people danced, a mother holding a child on her hip and bopping up and down with her, while the little girl squealed and threw her head back. Holly couldn’t help but smile at the sight.

“What can I get you to drink?” he asked.

She reached for her purse. “Oh, let me give you some money.”

He frowned at her and shook his head. “No chance. I asked you out, I’m buying.”

She smiled. “Okay, thanks. A glass of Sauvignon Blanc, thanks.”

He vanished inside, and she watched the crowds until he reappeared, a glass of chilled white wine in one hand and a bottle of beer for himself in the other. 

“So, how’s the tattoo feeling?” he asked as she picked up her wine and took a first sip. It was ice cold and crisp, just how she liked it.

“A little sore,” she admitted. “But I can’t wait to see what it looks like when it’s fully healed.”

“It’ll look amazing,” he said. “You had some great suggestions about what you wanted. There’s nothing more annoying than someone coming in and asking for a tattoo, but having no idea what they want. Why would you want something permanently on your body when you don’t even know what you like or don’t like?”

“I’ve wanted this tattoo for years now. Ever since I was in my early twenties.” She realised she was almost giving her age away. Not that it was a secret, but she knew he was younger than her and didn’t want him to see her as some old maid.

“Why didn’t you get it back then?”

“Oh...” She shrugged. “I had an ex who didn’t like them, and I was young and stupid and allowed his opinion to influence me too much.”

“So he’s an ex for a reason, then,” Kane said.

“Yeah, exactly. And now I have a tattoo, he will most definitely stay an ex.”

His expression faltered slightly. “He’s still on the scene?”

She realised what she’d said. “Not like that. He’s one of these guys who doesn’t want me, but doesn’t want to let go either. He just likes to pop up now and then when I’m least expecting it.”

Kane’s handsome face creased in a scowl. “Sounds like a dick.”

She laughed. “Yeah, he is. Anyway, I don’t want to talk about him.” She’d taken a few more sips of her wine and was starting to relax. She remembered the American back at the studio, and how she’d promised herself she would ask. “How about you? Any exs or girlfriends ... on the scene?”

“Nope.” He held her gaze. “I’m all yours.”

Her stomach flipped, her cheeks heating. “Nothing between you and the pretty American, then?”

He frowned at her, as though he didn’t know who she was referring to, and then burst out with laughter. “Oh, fuck, no. That’s Tess. She’s the boss’s girlfriend. They live together upstairs.”

She allowed herself to exhale. The moment had left her flustered, and she gave a small laugh that didn’t sound like her own. “Oh, right. Of course.”

He leaned in towards her, his brilliant green eyes narrowed slightly. “Did you think there was something going on between me and Tess?”

Heat rushed to her face. That was exactly what she’d thought. She flapped a hand in the air to try to hide her embarrassment. “It was nothing. I just thought I saw something pass between you.”

He tipped back his head and laughed again, revealing straight white teeth. “She was trying to get me to ask you out.”

Her mouth dropped open. “What?”

“Yeah, she saw how I’d been looking at you when you first came in, and told me I needed to ask you out. That moment you picked up on was her trying to push me into it.”

Only one line had stuck in her head. “How you’d been looking at me?”

He leaned in again, and his gaze flicked down her body, and something inside her sparked. “Yeah, like I wanted to see more of you than just your hip.”

Her breath caught. She wasn’t used to men being openly flirty with her. Mike had always been very British—reserved and even formal—during intimate moments. He never would have told her that he wanted to see her naked or tell her the things he’d want to do with her. Her lack of experience flustered her, and the only way she knew how to handle it was to change the topic.

“So ... how did you end up as a tattoo artist?” 

The question sounded too formal, awkward, and she wanted to kick herself. She wished she was one of those naturally flirty people, but it had been too long and she’d forgotten how. She wasn’t sure how to process what was happening. Was this going to end the way she thought he might want it to end, with her sleeping with him? The thought of getting naked in front of this sexy guy paralysed her with fear. What if he expected more than what was actually underneath her clothes? She was far from perfect. What if he was disappointed?

No, no, no. Her brain was trying to push anxiety onto her. She was just having a drink with a gorgeous guy. It was not something she needed to flip out over.

She realised he’d said something and missed it. “Sorry?”

“I said that I was lucky to get the job. The guy who owns the studio, Art, took a chance on me. I owe him one.”

“You’re a fantastic artist. I’m sure he took you on because of that.”

Kane shrugged and moved his bottle of beer around on the table, not looking at her, leaving a wet trail on the wood from the condensation. “I was a bit of a troublemaker when I was a kid. Got myself into some sticky situations. Other employers might have turned me away because of that, but Art took me on. We’ve been working together ever since.”

She wondered what sort of stuff he’d got into trouble with. Was it just the usual underage drinking, or had it been worse than that? Had he done time in jail? She didn’t like to ask, not yet, anyway. They were only just getting to know each other, and they all had a past. He seemed like a good guy now—the kind of guy who would travel halfway across the city to return a lost phone.

They’d finished their drinks, and Kane got up to get another round. 

“I’ll get these,” she insisted, but he wouldn’t let her stand, his hand pressing on her shoulder, keeping her in her seat. 

“No, I’m buying. I already told you that. Now stop fighting with me.” He threw her a wink before vanishing back inside the bar, and her stomach flipped with happy nerves.

She was feeling nicely relaxed from the wine, and a little bubble of happiness and excitement ballooned inside her. She never did this kind of thing. She couldn’t just blame the tattoo; after all, it had been this extra bit of courage inside her that had made her get the tattoo in the first place. She’d spent so long living for other people that she’d almost forgotten what it was like to live for herself. 
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Chapter Eight
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Kane carried the second round of drinks outside. He paused for a moment, taking in the sight of the beautiful woman sitting in the sun, watching the crowds of people as they milled around. She looked stunning in her navy-blue summer dress with little flowers dotted over it, nipping in at that tiny waist, her cleavage deep and creamy, peeping out from over the sweetheart neckline. Her legs were crossed, so the dress rode up high over those curvy thighs, and a pulse of lust like a physical force punched him in the chest. He wondered what that silky blonde hair would feel like knotted in his fingers.

She was classy. She wasn’t the type of woman who would fall into bed with him on the first night, and, while he wouldn’t deny that he’d jump at the chance if she offered, he wanted this to be more about that, too.

He placed the fresh glass of wine in front of her, and she looked up at him with smile, a flush creeping across her chest and up to her cheeks. 

“Makes you want to dance, too, doesn’t it?” she said, nodding toward the band. 

They were playing remixes of modern songs, but done in a country style, and even though it wasn’t his kind of music at all, he had to admit that it definitely got the toes tapping.

He took a gulp from his beer bottle, and then got to his feet and put his hand out to her. “Come on, then.”

She gazed up at him with those wide blue eyes. “What?” His intentions must have dawned on her, and she shook her head. “Oh, no. I couldn’t.”

He jerked his head toward the crowd. “Yes, you could. Come on.”

He reached down and caught up her hand, and before she was able to protest any more, they were pushing through the crowds. He kept hold of her hand and then took up the other one, and pulled her in to join some kind of impromptu line dancing.

They both laughed until tears streamed down their faces, and he could tell from the way she clutched her chest that her lungs hurt as much as his did. A sheen of perspiration shone from Holly’s skin, but she looked dazzling, mesmerizing, and even though they were surrounded by people, he couldn’t take his eyes off her the whole time.

The song came to an end, and they fell together, still laughing, her fists against his chest. He still had one of her hands in his, their fingers entwined. He caught her up closer, and the rest of the square seemed to fall away. It was just the two of them. His gaze fixed on her mouth, her full lips parted as she caught her breath, glimpses of squared, white teeth, the pink of her tongue just beyond.

Kane didn’t let himself think about it any longer. He yanked her against him and crushed his mouth to hers, kissing her hard, forgetting they were surrounded by people. She resisted him initially, tensing, perhaps just out of surprise, but then she melted against him, and her hand snaked around the back of his neck. Her mouth was as soft as the rest of her, her breath hot and tasting of the wine she’d drunk. Her tongue pushed between his lips, and she kissed him with a hunger that surprised him. He’d been expecting her to be reserved, but she pressed her body hard to his and kissed him as deeply as he was kissing her.

Maybe we should go back,” she said between kisses, her voice breathy. “Back to my place.”

“Yeah, I think that’s a great idea.”

They left their drinks on the table and, hand in hand, pushed their way through the crowds of people. It was starting to get late, the sun vanishing below the skyline of high-rise buildings, a chill setting in. They managed to grab a taxi and fell into the backseat, and immediately they were kissing again, his hand on her thigh, shoving up her skirt. Fuck. His fingers itched to reach higher, to slide up that smooth skin and hook his fingers beneath the elastic of her underwear. Was she wet yet? He’d grown hard just from kissing her in the square, and his erection strained across the front of his jeans. His palms ached, and he wished he could slip his hand down the front of her dress and cup one of those gloriously full breasts, but she wasn’t the type of woman who’d appreciate being groped in the back of a taxi.

They reached the house. Kane threw money at the driver, and they stumbled up the front step, while she rummaged in her bag to find her keys. She kept shooting him looks—crazed, and wild, disbelieving, as though she couldn’t quite believe she was doing this. The moment they were in the front door, he slammed it behind him and pushed up against the wall. He ducked his head and kissed her throat, his lips on her soft skin, making his way down. 

“Upstairs,” she groaned as he suckled on her skin and tried to shove down the straps of her dress. 

He didn’t see what was wrong with the hallway but did as she’d asked, and they tripped up the stairs, her tugging him into the bedroom.

Finally, he was able to pull down her dress, slipping the straps of her bra down with it. Creamy white tits spilled over the now loose, lacy cups of her bra, and Kane groaned at the sight. Jesus Christ. He’d never been one of those men who believed anything more than a handful was a waste. In his mind, the bigger the better, and there was a whole heap of Holly McCarty that he planned to lose himself in.

He yanked off his t-shirt and then took a step forward, forcing her to step back so the backs of her thighs hit the bed behind her. She sank down, just as he’d hoped she would, and he helped to lower her back onto the bed. His hands went straight to her tits, cupping and squeezing, while his mouth found hers again. He caressed her soft curves from the lacy cups of her bra so he was able to squeeze the fullness of her breasts to the hardened nubs of her nipples. He rolled the tight peaks between finger and thumb, loving how she bucked beneath him and moaned. His kisses left her lips and travelled down her throat and across her chest. He cupped her one of her breasts, guiding the nipple towards his mouth. Then he was sucking it deep, rolling the hardened peak around with his tongue, grating his teeth.

Fuck, he was hard, straining against the front of his jeans. He wanted her so badly. Wanted to get her naked and taste every inch of her skin.

But then she pushed his shoulder, half sitting up, pulling her dress up to cover those glorious tits. “Shit, Kane. I’m so sorry, I can’t do this.”

He felt bereft already. “What? Why? What’s wrong?”

She shifted herself up the bed, covering her face with her hand, unable to look at him. “I’m so sorry. I know I’ve given you completely the wrong signals, but I can’t have sex with you tonight. I mean, we just met, and it just wouldn’t be right of me.”

“Hey, it’s okay. I understand.”

He hated to see her looking so torn. Preferred her sexy and wanton and having fun. He didn’t understand why they had to stop, not really, but he respected her wishes.

“Holly, I’m not going to pretend like I don’t want to be deep inside now, listening to all the noises you make as come, but if that’s not what you want right now, I get it. You’ll make me wait, and I will wait, because you seem like the type of woman worth waiting for.”

“Really, you mean that?”

He slid onto the bed with her more fully, and leaned in and kissed her. He wanted the hungry, desperate kisses again, but held himself back, his lips soft, tongues barely there. He broke the kiss. “Hell, I’m happy just to be here with you. We don’t have to do anything else.”

“You mean it?” 

She stared into his eyes, and he was swept away in their innocence. Something about her made him want to protect her, to stand guard against any of the bad in the world. He wanted to hear that deep laugh of hers and dance with her on the street.

“Of course I mean it.”

He pulled her into his arms so they were spooning. He had to angle himself so the length of his erection didn’t push into the small of her back—he was trying to be good, but he was still a red-blooded male in bed with a sexy woman. He didn’t want to scare her off, however. 

If she wanted to wait, then he’d wait as long as she needed. 
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Chapter Nine
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“Mum? We’re home!”

Holly burst upright in bed, her brain trying to piece together everything that had happened. Oh, shit. She still had Kane beside her in bed, half naked and starting to stir. She’d got carried away with the feeling of having someone holding her while she’d slept, that intimacy she’d missed for so long, and had never quite got around to telling him it was time to leave.

And now Dylan was home. Early.

Shit, shit, shit.

Mike was supposed to have had him until six pm on the Sunday. That was the agreement. She took the briefest moment to glance at the clock. It wasn’t even eight in the morning yet. What the hell was Mike playing at?

“Mum?” The shout came again. She was normally an early riser, but the wine she’d drunk, combined with Kane being here, had made her sleep later than normal.

“Just coming!” she shouted back, and Kane jumped.

He looked over quizzically, and she placed a finger to her lips.

“What’s going on?” he hissed at her.

“I’m so sorry. But just stay quiet, okay? Or go hide in the bathroom or something.” Her voice matched his hiss. “My ex has brought our son home early. They’re here right now.”

His eyebrows lifted. “Your son? You have a son? Was that something you just happened to forget?”

”Please.” She was begging. “I can’t do this right now. Just lay low until I can get this sorted.”

“You want me to hide? Are you ashamed of me being here?”

Frustrated panic filled her. “No, it’s nothing like that. Of course not. But this isn’t how I would plan for this to happen.”

“Holly?” Mike’s voice came booming up the stairs. “You not up yet?”

She stared in horror at the shut bedroom door. Footsteps were approaching, and Kane still hadn’t moved.

“Please,” she begged him again, pointing at the adjoining bathroom door. 

“Okay, okay.” He hopped out of bed, heading towards the bathroom. 

She didn’t have time to appreciate his body or the patchwork of artwork across his skin. The bedroom door opened, and then her ex-husband and her son were both standing in the gap, gawping at the stranger she’d brought into their home.

Mike straightened, his eyes narrowing. “What the hell is this?”

She cast her gaze to their six-year-old son. “Dylan, honey, why don’t you go wait downstairs for a few minutes. I’ll be down in a sec, okay? Mummy was just ... showing her friend where the bathroom is.”

Dylan looked uncertainly between them all, and then, perhaps sensing this was adult problems, nodded and vanished from the doorway.

Kane was already picking up his clothes and shrugging them on. He looked at her and gave a small shake of the head, as though he was disappointed in her. Her stomach sank. Shit. Fucking Mike. Why wouldn’t he ever stick to their agreements? She should have known better. 

Every muscle in her body tensed, her breath catching as Kane pushed past Mike to leave. For a moment, she was worried they’d ended up having a fight, but both men ignored each other, and Mike let Kane go, though he shook his head in much the same way Kane had. 

She followed the thump of Kane’s footsteps going down the stairs, and then she jumped as the front door slammed shut. He had left. A wave of sadness swept over her. Yesterday had been one of the best days she’d had for a long time, and now the reason for the best day had walked out of the door and would never want to see her again.

Mike turned his attention to her. “What the fuck is wrong with you, Holly, bringing a man like that into this house.”

She glared at him. “Don’t use language like that while Dylan is in the house.”

“I think the language I use is the least of his concerns right now. What were you thinking? You’re lucky you weren’t robbed while you were sleeping.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Kane is a nice guy.”

His eyebrows shot up. “Nice guy? Have you seen the state of him? Long hair and tattoos. Honestly, Holly, I thought you had better taste than that.” 

She arched her eyebrows in return. “What, like you, you mean?”

His lip lifted in a sneer. “Yeah, someone with a steady job and who looks like he’s washed once in a while. The thought of his hands all over you makes me sick to my stomach.”

“He has a steady job,” she snapped back. “And you have no right to think of whose hands going anywhere near me. You lost that right when you cheated, remember?”

“Well, I still don’t like the idea of you bringing strange men into my house.”

She gaped at him. “Your house? This isn’t your house anymore.”

“While my name is still on the mortgage, I think you’ll find it is, and this kind of behaviour isn’t appropriate with a child around.”

“So that’s convenient. You get to tell me what to do, while you can bring as many floozies as you want into your brand-new apartment! And by the way, I wasn’t supposed to have a child around this weekend. You were supposed to have had Dylan until this evening, but instead you’ve brought him back early for some reason.”

“Something has come up at work,” he said. “I have to go in to the office today.”

Her lip curled. “On a Sunday? Seriously?”

“Yes, on a Sunday. You know I have to work Sundays sometimes.”

“The only times you ever said you were working Sundays was when you were out doing something else entirely.”

“That’s not true.”

She folded her arms across her chest. “Isn’t it?”

Mike’s gaze darted away from hers, and she knew he was lying. 

“Anyway, funnily enough,” he continued, “I thought you wouldn’t be bothered if I brought him home early. I thought you might actually be missing your son, but obviously you had other things on your mind.”

Holly shook her head. “That isn’t fair, Mike. Of course I miss him when you have him. But you’re supposed to have him every other weekend, and considering you only picked him up yesterday morning, and now you’re dropping him back less than twenty-four hours later, I don’t think I should be the one being questioned about whether or not I miss our child. I’m the one with him most of the time. I’m the one raising him.”

Mike huffed out a breath of frustration. “I’ll have him one evening during the week instead. Like I said, I have to work.”

“That isn’t how this is supposed to go. You’re supposed to stick to your days.”

“Why, so you can have sex with men half your age?”

“Oh, for goodness sake.” She lowered her voice in a hiss. “We didn’t even have sex, okay. Not that it’s any of your business. And he’s only a couple of years younger than me. How young was Michelle, or was it Karen? Twenty-three, twenty-four? A good fifteen years younger than you are.”

“It’s different for a guy. We’re naturally attracted to younger women. I don’t know what the hell that thug sees in you. Maybe he thinks you’ve got money.”

Her hands balled into fists, impotent anger burning through her core. “God, you are such a—” 

“Stop fighting!” Dylan suddenly appeared behind Mike and then pushed past him, getting between them and trying to separate them with his hands. “I hate it when you fight.”

She bit back her hatred of her husband for her son’s sake. She was sorry he was stuck in the middle of this whole mess. She wished Mike would wait until Dylan was out of earshot before he started giving her grief, but he never seemed to care that Dylan could hear every word, and she didn’t want her son thinking it was okay for him to speak to her that way. A part of her wished she’d never met Mike, but then they would never have had Dylan, and that little boy was her world. There were plenty of times over the past few years where she’d have just given up if it wasn’t for him, but she hated that he was always going to be caught in the middle. Mike was still Dylan’s father, no matter how much of an arsehole he was towards her.

“Sorry, baby.” She reached for her son and pulled him to her, his face pressed against her stomach. “Mummy and daddy were just talking. We’re done now.” She shot Mike a warning glare. “Aren’t we?”

Mike nodded. “Yeah, course we are.”

The right words left his mouth, but she knew he was thinking ‘for the moment.’ You didn’t live with someone for almost ten years without knowing exactly what was going through their minds.

She turned her attention to her son and ruffled his blond curls. “What did you have for breakfast? Are you still hungry?”

Dylan pouted. “We didn’t have anything yet.”

Holly bit down on her urge to start a brand-new fight with Mike about not feeding Dylan, but she managed to keep it to herself.

“What?” Mike said, sensing what she wanted to say, just as she’d done with him. “We needed to get out early. It’s not as though he’s going to starve by waiting an hour.”

She took a deep breath and steered Dylan past his father. “Let’s get you downstairs and find some breakfast, then.”

“Fine,” Mike said. “I have to go anyway.” He dropped a kiss on Dylan’s head and then headed to the door without saying another word to Holly.

The door shut behind him, and she sighed but then plastered a smile on her face for Dylan’s sake. She followed the boy into the kitchen and set about pulling bowls out of cupboards and pouring out cereal and milk.

Her thoughts went to Kane and the expression on his face when he’d looked between her and Dylan and realised the boy was hers. She should have told him. But it was one thing having an arsehole of an ex, and a whole other thing having a child. She came with baggage, and she’d hoped, just for one night, she could be the person she’d been before—young and carefree. It had been stupid of her to bring Kane back to the house, but Dylan wasn’t supposed to have been coming home yet. Mike liked to do stuff like this, though, just to keep her on her toes. God, she hated him.

She needed to focus on Dylan now. She doubted she’d ever hear from Kane again, and she didn’t blame him. While she’d not exactly lied, she’d omitted a very important truth. If the situations had been reversed, she’d have been seriously pissed off. 

She’d messed up her one chance of being happy again.
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Chapter Ten
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Fucking hell. 

He certainly hadn’t expected his morning to take that turn.

Kane had been imagining a morning of coffee and sexy foreplay, not sudden confrontations of angry ex’s and surprise children.

Shit. Holly had a son. How old was he? Seven? Younger? He’d never been very good at guessing kids’ ages. Why hadn’t she told him? She’d told him about the ex, so why not the kid? He’d much rather she’d been honest than be woken up by the boy calling for his mum first thing in the morning.

Kane had taken himself back to his flat, his emotions battling each other. That she hadn’t told him, combined with the way she’d tried to shove him into the bathroom to hide, left an uneasy feeling in his gut. Yeah, they’d only know each other for a day, but she’d done something to him. Had affected him in a way no other woman had. He thought they’d shared a connection and he’d wanted more of that—more of her talking to him, her big blue eyes focused on his face. More of her kissing him with those perfect, full lips. More of how her tits filled his hands, spilling over his fingers, the nipples pressing into his palms. Fuck, he got hard just thinking about her. 

Yeah, he wanted more of Holly McCarty, even though every part of his head yelled that it was a bad idea. She had baggage, clearly, and she hadn’t been honest with him. Had she been ashamed of her ex and son seeing her with him? Was it because of the tattoos and long hair? Her ex, Mike, had looked exactly the way he’d pictured—well groomed and stinking of money. He also had that superior, cocky attitude that made Kane want to punch men like him in the face. He acted as though he always thought he was better than everyone else. Someone like Holly deserved way better than a guy like that. No wonder he was an ex. 

Today was a Sunday, and Kane didn’t have much else to do with himself. He needed a shower but he didn’t want to wash the scent of Holly off his skin. 

He didn’t know what steps to take now. Had he just been a bit of fun in her eyes, someone totally inappropriate who she could mess around with for one night, and never see again? 

***
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“SOOOO?” TESS’S AMERICAN drawl met him the moment he stepped through the doors of the shop on Monday morning. “How did it go?”

Kane threw his bag down behind the reception desk. “It went great—right up until the moment he ex-husband and son walked into the house and caught us in bed together.”

Tess’s mouth dropped open. “You’re kidding me?”

“Nope. That was exactly how it happened.”

Art’s big body came barrelling out from their staff room. He slung an arm around Tess’s neck and kissed her on the top of the head. She smiled up at him, and something in Kane’s chest tightened. 

“How what happened?” his boss asked.

Tess filled things in on Kane’s behalf. “Kane went out with a hot blonde who he worked on, and her ex-husband and son caught them in bed together.”

Art’s eyebrows lifted. “Holy shit, man. That’s not good.”

“What’s not good?”

They all turned as the fourth member of staff pushed his way through the front door, the bell above tinkling to signal his arrival. Rocco must have just caught the end of the conversation. With his shaved head and goatee beard, together with the customary tattoos he was guaranteed to have after working so long in the shop, Rocco probably looked like the toughest out of all of the guys.

“Ex-husband and kid catching Kane in bed with the wife,” Tess handily filled in for him again.

Rocco’s brown eyes widened. “Fuck. That really isn’t good.”

Kane sucked in a breath through his nose and slowly let it out again. “Nope. And I have no idea what I’m going to do now.”

“Did you know she had a family?” Tess asked.

He tugged his hand through his hair and shook his head. “Not the kid, no. She said she had an ex, but I didn’t realise he was still on the scene.”

“On the scene, as in, they’re still together?”

“No, I don’t think so. But her having a kid makes things different.”

Tess shrugged. “It’s not always a bad thing. Kids aren’t just baggage, you know. They’re people in their own right. They can even be fun to hang around.”

“Yeah, but Kane isn’t after that, are you, mate?” Rocco shoved his elbow into Kane’s ribs. “He just wants a bit of fun, not some ready-made family to walk into.”

Kane found he couldn’t meet any of their eyes. He and Rocco often spent weekends on the prowl in bars and clubs, picking up beautiful women. Rocco probably didn’t want to lose his wingman.

“Yeah, just a bit of fun,” Kane agreed. “That’s all. Besides, it bugs me that she didn’t tell me about the boy. And then she was trying to hide me when they turned up, instead of just introducing me to them.”

Tess laughed. “Well, you can hardly blame her for that, can you? I mean, sure, she should have told you, but people with kids are different. She’d have been thinking about the boy and how it would have appeared to him, not about you or your feelings. She’d only know you for a day, and it’s not as though you have the image of someone you’d introduce to your mother.” Tess gave him a wink to show she was only joking. After all, Art probably looked even more intimidating that he did—he was certainly bigger, with one of those stretcher rings through his ears and his spiky dark hair—but that hadn’t stopped Tess from hooking up with him. 

Her words still struck Kane in the chest. He didn’t have the best background, but he was lucky Art had taken a chance on him. He understood that he wasn’t exactly someone a woman would be proud to have on her arm. Maybe he was fine to mess around with in the bedroom, but he wasn’t right for someone like Holly. She needed a serious man, a family man—a man like the ex who’d walked into the bedroom that morning, only less of a dick.

The first customer of the day arrived, and the staff of Carved in Ink burst into action. The conversation was over, but that didn’t mean thoughts of Holly McCarty had left Kane’s head. 

He got on with his morning’s work. He had a cover-up to do, but as much as he tried, he couldn’t focus. Lunch time rolled around. He still had her phone number from the contact info she’d filled in before she’d got the tattoo. He had her email address, too, but emailing felt wrong. Cold and impersonal. Business-like.

He reached for his mobile phone, and he dialled a couple of numbers but then hung up again and sighed. She wouldn’t want him to call. He was just a one-night thing to her. No more. She had a life. A serious life. And it didn’t seem like there was any room in for him. 

Rocco’s shaved head appeared around the side of his door. “Hey, dude. There’s a hot blonde outside to see you.”

Kane straightened. A hot blonde? His stomach lurched. Was that who he thought it might be?

“Okay. I’m just finishing up here. I’ll be out in ten.”

“Sure.” Rocco threw him a wink. “Don’t keep her waiting too long, or I might steal her out from under you.”

Kane flipped him the bird and Rocco’s laughter filtered through the door as it shut behind him.

He turned back to his client, knowing he couldn’t rush through the final stages of the tattoo, while feeling desperate to get out there and see if it was Holly waiting for him. Who else could it be? Okay, he probably did know quite a few hot blondes, but none who would be paying him a visit on a Monday lunchtime. His mind churned. What did they have to say to each other? Holly had a kid. Nothing could change that. And not only did she have a kid, but she’d lied to him about it. He wanted her, though. Deep down, he knew that. But single mothers weren’t the kind of women you just messed around with. They were serious people and deserved respect. Plus, her ex-husband had seemed like a total arsehole. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Eleven
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Holly sat out in reception, trying to stop her knee bouncing up and down. The American woman behind the desk kept looking at her, and she found herself shrinking under the scrutiny. How much did the brunette know? Had Kane come in to work that morning and told them everything? God, she must look like a total bitch. And not only that, she felt like a failure. One thing she’d always managed to fail at was relationships, and this was no different. Not that she and Kane even had a relationship. It had been one date, and she’d messed it up. She wasn’t expecting anything else from him. She just wanted to apologise, and doing it over the phone hadn’t seemed right.

“Can I get you anything?” the American—who Holly thought was called Tess—asked her. “Coffee, tea? Water?”

“No, I’m fine, thanks,” she replied, shaking her head.

Another of the tattoo artists walked in and stopped behind the reception desk. He sported a shaved head and a goatee. He was attractive, in a rough-and-ready kind of way—with full lips and cheekbones to die for. He glanced over at Holly sitting in the waiting area and then leaned in and said something quietly to Tess. They both looked back to her, and her cheeks flamed with heat. Okay, so Kane had obviously told them all what had happened. Shit. She just about wanted to die. Maybe this had been a mistake coming here. She should probably leave.

Then the door to Kane’s studio opened, and a man she didn’t recognise came out, pulling down his shirt sleeve, his biceps covered in the same cling film that had been covering her hip on Saturday, but which she’d since removed, as per the instructions she’d been given.

Kane followed the guy out, and her heart flipped. He was just as gorgeous as she’d remembered. The jaw-length blond hair, the broad shoulders. The gold-flecked green eyes. She was drawn to him like nothing else, and something in her chest tightened. She wished they could start again and that she hadn’t screwed up so badly.

Mentally, she shook her head at herself. No, she was here to say sorry, that was all. Not try to restart things. She was a single mother with responsibilities. She needed stability, not some tattoo artist who was too young for her.

But their eyes locked across the room, and Kane gave her a slow nod. His attention was taken with the client he’d been working on, but as soon as he’d passed the guy over to Tess to pay, he crossed the room towards her.

Holly got to her feet, pulling at the bottom of her shirt and readjusting the position of her handbag strap on her shoulder.

“Holly?” he said, frowning. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m sorry. It was really stupid of me. I should probably go.”

Holly suddenly lost her nerve. She turned from him, but he reached out a hand and caught her by the elbow. “No, I’m glad you came. I’ve been thinking about calling you all morning but didn’t want to feel like I was putting you in a difficult position.”

She blinked. “You putting me in a difficult position? I think I was the one who did that!”

He laughed. “Okay, yeah, maybe a bit. But I’m glad you’re here.” He jerked his head past the reception desk. The others were all trying to look busy, while they were quite clearly listening in on the conversation. “Come out the back, and I’ll make us both a coffee, okay?”

Holly exhaled a sigh of relief. He didn’t seem to be angry with her, which was a good thing. She’d half expected him to roll his eyes and ask her what the hell she thought she was playing at, and while he’d obviously been surprised to see her, he looked pleased she was there. Self-consciousness swept over her as they passed Kane’s co-workers to go out the back of the building. She felt out of place here and knew they must have been told what had happened.

They moved into a small room, which contained a couch, a refrigerator, and a kettle. There was also small kitchen surface for them to use. Kane filled the kettle and clicked it on to boil.

“I offered you coffee,” he said, glancing over his shoulder at her. “But I reckon you’re more of a tea drinker.”

She smiled. “You’d be correct. Thank you.”

They remained in a companionable silence while he made their drinks—from the aroma, he was having the coffee—and then he handed her mug to her and dropped beside her on the couch. He slung his foot over the top of his knee and twisted to face her.

“Why didn’t you tell me you had a son?”

He came right out with it, not allowing her any chance to pad things up or give the well-rehearsed speech about how she’d been trying to keep her family and private life in two separate boxes.

“Why do you think, Kane?”

He stared at her,  seemingly baffled. “I seriously have no fucking clue.”

Yes, she’d come up with a speech, but in the end, she discovered only the truth wanted to come out. She sighed and set down the mug of tea on the small table next to the couch. “Because I thought you’d run a mile if you knew. I told myself this was going to be one night of fun, for me to feel young and sexy again. I didn’t know there would be ... this...” She gestured in the air between them.

“That we’d have a connection, you mean?”

“Yeah, exactly. 

“You know, I might be a few years younger than you, Holly, but I’ve been through some stuff in my life. It’s not always been easy, but it did make me grow up quicker. I’ve done all the crazy shit, and that’s not what I want now. You judged me before you even got to know me.”

She lowered her chin, biting her lip in shame. “I’m sorry.”

“So what do we do now?” he asked.

“How do you mean?”

“Is this over between us before it even had the chance to get started? We could have been something good, Holly. I felt that, I know you did, too.”

She nodded and, unexpectedly, her eyes filled with tears. “I don’t know what to do. I’d never have wanted to introduce you to Dylan in the way it happened—hell, I’d probably have rather waited months rather than days before I’d introduced you.”

“You didn’t exactly introduce us,” he pointed out.

“Yeah, but you know what I mean. And I don’t know what Mike is going to say about it all.”

Kane frowned. “What does it have to do with him?”

“He’s Dylan’s father.”

“And that means he gets to choose who you date?”

“That’s not what I mean.”

“What do you mean, then, Holly?”

“Just that it’s something I need to consider.”

“I understand you taking Dylan into consideration but I really can’t see how who you date has anything to do with your ex.” His tone had hardened again. 

“I guess I’d care who Dylan was around while he’s at his dad’s.”

“So you vet all your ex’s girlfriends?”

She thought back to the multitudes of the pretty blondes he’d paraded around and gave a cold laugh. “Not exactly. But it’s different. He only has women for one thing. They never get involved in his life.”

Kane’s eyebrows lifted. “Well, I think you’re allowed to have someone, too. Don’t you?”

She felt suddenly shy. “Yes, I guess so.”

Did that mean he was still interested, even though he knew about Dylan?

“So let me take you out again,” he said with a smile. “When are you free?”

Her mind whirled. Mike had said he’d have Dylan one evening during the week to make up for bringing him back early on the Sunday. Did that leave her free to be able to see Kane again? Her stomach churned with excitement at the thought.

“I think Mike is having Dylan on Wednesday. Does that work for you?”

For a moment, she worried he’d say he already had plans, which would mean their second date would be dead in the water, as she didn’t know how likely it was that Mike would stick to the weekend either, but Kane grinned. 

“Yeah, I can do Wednesday.”

“Great.”

“I’ll pick you up around seven,” he said, as they both got to their feet. “Assuming you won’t have any more surprise children popping up at that time.”

She laughed. “No, no more surprise children. I promise.”

They stopped before they reached the door, facing each other. Their bodies were only inches away, and she had to crane her neck to look up into his face.

“Good,” he said, smiling, and then his fingers laced into the back of her hair and his mouth lowered to hers, kissing her softly, slowly, his tongue pushing into her mouth so she melted against him.

God, the man knew how to kiss.

He broke it first, touching the end of her nose lightly with his. “I’ll see you Wednesday, then.”

Feeling like her legs no longer belonged to her, and her head was full of candyfloss, Holly left the tattoo studio, already counting down the days until Wednesday.
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TWO DAYS LATER, HOLLY was getting ready for her date with Kane. 

Miraculously, Mike had stuck to his promise to have Dylan and had picked him up straight after school. She’d been stupidly nervous all day, her mind bouncing possibilities around. What if he changed his mind and didn’t show up? What if he expected them to sleep together? She didn’t know how she felt about that. She wanted to, but it had been a long time. Would she remember what to do? Plus, she was nervous about what he’d think of her body. He’d seemed pretty keen before, but he hadn’t seen her fully naked. He was probably used to nubile twenty-year-olds whose bodies hadn’t been through the changes of becoming a mother. Her stomach wasn’t as flat as it once had been, her breasts were heavier, and she had stretch marks across her stomach and thighs. She’d spent far too much time in front of the mirror while she’d been getting ready, sucking things in and holding things up, trying to see herself how Kane would see her.

She also wished she’d asked him where he was going to take her. Would they be going somewhere dressy? Kane didn’t seem like the type of guy who’d want to go to a fancy restaurant, but she didn’t want to judge him either. In the end, she settled for a pair of fitted jeans, an emerald green strappy top, and a pair of heels. She’d brushed her hair until it was smooth and silky, and gone with a little mascara and some lip gloss. She knew it was the fashion these days to wear heavy makeup with a ton of contouring and red lips, but that wasn’t her at all.

The door bell rang, and she hurried down to answer it. She yanked open the door to reveal Kane standing on her doorstep. He wore a pair of smart jeans, boots, and a shirt which was open a couple of buttons, exposing the tattoo on his chest, and rolled up at the sleeves, showing off his forearms. 

His mouth dropped open when he saw her. “Fucking hell, you look stunning.”

She smiled. “Thank you. You’re not so bad yourself.”

His gaze darkened. “You’re aware that I’ve offered to take you out, but now I know where your bedroom is, I’m half tempted just to turn you the hell around and take you back up there.”

She smacked him playfully on the arm. “I’m not that type of woman, Kane,” she said, though she was teasing him. After all, they had ended up in that bed after their previous date, even though they hadn’t gone all the way. 

“That’s okay. Means I get to savour ever moment of being with you.” He gave her a lopsided smile, but the way he looked at her made her think he was still thinking about sex. 

And she found that she didn’t mind a single bit.
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Chapter Twelve
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Holly McCarty was absolutely beautiful. It was enough to take his breath away, and while he’d joked about trying to get her into bed, it had mainly been to try to hide his reaction at seeing her again. Over the past couple of days, he’d tried to kid himself that there was no way she could be as gorgeous as he kept remembering, and yet here she was, looking even more beautiful.

He held out his arm to her, and she stepped out of the house and pulled the door shut behind her, before looping her arm through his. “So, where are we going?” she asked.

“There’s a bistro pub around the corner from here. It’s got great reviews.” He caught her expression. “What? Is it bad?”

She laughed. “No, not at all. I haven’t been for ages actually, but Mike and I used to go all the time when we first moved in here.”

“Shit.” He drew to a halt. Trust him to mess up at the first hurdle. “Shall we go somewhere else?”

She tugged on his arm. “No. It’s about time I started making some new memories for myself. And the food is really good.”

Her assurances relaxed him, and he grinned. “Okay, if you’re sure.”

“Absolutely. And anyway, I like that it’s just around the corner. I can’t go too far in these heels.”

“They’re sexy as hell, though. Keep them on and I’ll just carry you everywhere.”

Holly laughed, her deep, from-the-chest laugh, and happiness swelled inside him. Yeah, she was beautiful, sexy, funny, caring. Everything he could ask for. But it wasn’t only her he was dating. She had a family, too, and he had to remember that. He hadn’t quite processed it yet, not fully. He knew her having a son wasn’t enough to chase him away, though, he just didn’t understand fully what it meant to have children around. 

He’d been an only child himself and had always felt envious of his friends with their brothers and sisters. The big family Christmases when it was only ever him and his mum and dad. They were still together, living in the same North London family home he’d grown up in, and he visited for Sunday lunch a couple of times a month. But yeah, he liked the idea of having a family of his own, even if it was a family that had been pieced together from someone else’s broken marriage. He could barely believe his mind was going in that direction. He needed to rein himself in. Trouble was, when you dated a woman like Holly, those were the things that needed to be thought about. It wouldn’t be fair on anyone if he got into this only to change his mind.

The pub was more modern than cosy, with wooden floors and high ceilings. Kane ordered a beer, and she went for her customary white wine. The menu was written on a huge chalkboard on the wall, and they had to order at the bar, giving their table number rather than have the more formal waitress service.

Both of them decided to go for the steak.

“How do you want that cooked?” the girl behind the bar asked.

“Medium-rare,” he said and then looked to Holly.

“Oh, thank God you said that,” she said, holding her hand to her chest. “Nothing annoys me more than a guy who insists on having his steak well done.”

He laughed. “No chance of that. I like a little blood to dip my chips in.”

“Me, too.”

They grinned at each other, and his face heated. When she looked at him like that, the rest of the world vanished and it was just the two of them.

They took their drinks over to the table, choosing seats beside each other rather than opposite. While they waited for their food to arrive, they discussed every topic possible, from what films and music they liked, to what they’d been like at school, pausing only when the food arrived. He discovered that Holly had been the quiet, studious kind, while Kane had bunked off whenever he could and left at sixteen.

“You said the guy you work with gave you a chance.” She popped a chip into her mouth and chewed.

Kan nodded, careful to choose his words. “Yeah. I fell in with the wrong crowd when I was at school—older guys who used to be into some stupid stuff—stealing cars and dealing weed—that kind of thing. I got myself a bit of a bad reputation and I had no idea what I wanted to do with my life. It was a bit of a downward spiral, but then Art and I met through some mutual friend neither of us sees anymore, and he told me what he did. I’d always loved to draw but never once considered it was something I could actually do as a job.” He paused, taking a swig of his beer, and then continued. “When I mentioned that I drew to Art, he told me to come back and bring some examples of my work. I stayed up all night putting together a whole portfolio and went to the shop the next morning, having had no sleep. I was only twenty-one then, and the rest is history.” He lifted his beer bottle, angling it in her direction. “What about you? How did you get into your job?”

She shrugged. “Mine’s pretty dull compared to your story. Left school, got my A-levels, started an office job and worked up from there. I met Mike when our company was doing some work with his. I was only twenty-three at that point and by the time I was twenty-four, I was already pregnant. We got married, and I had Dylan and dropped down to part-time hours. Mike and I should never have got married. If it hadn’t been for Dylan, we probably would have broken up long ago.” She shrugged. “But then I wouldn’t have had Dylan, and I’d trade years of putting up with Mike if it meant having that boy in my life.”

He watched how her face changed when she talked of her son, a softness to her blue eyes, a faraway smile spreading across her face. It occurred to him that being a mother simply added another facet to a woman. It taught her how to be selfless, and most importantly, how to love another human being more than you loved yourself. 
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Chapter Thirteen
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They didn’t need to have a conversation about what would happen once they’d finished their meals. In an unspoken agreement, they walked the few streets back to her house again. Kane’s hand automatically found Holly’s, and she couldn’t help but look up at him while they walked, a stupid smile on her face. No one had made her feel this way for such a long time. She’d honestly thought that, at the ripe old age of thirty-two, she was beyond this whole loved-up feeling, but she was quickly discovering the spark still existed inside her. She wasn’t dead and buried just yet.

“What about Dylan coming home?” Kane asked, pausing outside of the front door before he stepped over the threshold.

“He won’t be home tonight, not unless Mike decides to be an arsehole again.”

“What about the morning?”

“His dad should take him straight to school. If he doesn’t, you might just have to be quicker at hiding in the bathroom this time.”

Kane laughed. “I can manage that.”

She looked at him seriously. “We will arrange a time for you to both meet properly—I mean, assuming you want to hang around for that long.” She realised she’d sounded presumptuous. They’d only known each other a few days, and this was their second date. He might not be thinking about a third, never mind meeting her son.

But his hand took hers, their fingers entwining, and he tugged her to face him. “I’d love that. When the time is right, okay? Totally your call.”

She smiled, “I’d love that, too.”

He pulled her in and kissed her, slow and deep, so her legs turn into strings of spaghetti and her stomach into mush. She was aware that she was standing on her front doorstep, making out with a guy, and while she shouldn’t care what the neighbours thought, she preferred to do this in private. Not wanting to break the kiss, she stabbed at the lock with her keys, managed to get the front door open, and pulled Kane inside. Nerves fluttered through her stomach. She was a grown woman and she knew exactly what as going to happen now. She wanted it, too. Kane had shown her he wasn’t in this only for the sex. They talked like old friends, and he was still interested in her, even though she hadn’t told him the whole truth about her life when they’d first met. It would be easy enough for someone like him to hook up with a hot twenty-year-old, if he was in this only for one thing. By the fact he was still hanging around, she could only assume he liked her for more than just that. 

His hands were in her hair, his lips on hers, his body pressing her hard up against the wall. Between them, they managed to kick and shove the door shut behind them. 

Gasping, Holly, broke the kiss. “Wait. One minute.” She leaned back into the door and put the security chain on. She gave him a wicked smile. “Should buy us a few minutes, just in case.”

“I like your thinking,” he growled, stepping towards her again, his blond hair hanging over his face. 

He scooped her up, and then they were stumbling up the stairs, towards her bedroom. Kane knew exactly where he was going this time, and before they’d even made it through the bedroom door, his fingers hooked beneath the bottom of her emerald-green top, dragging it over her head. She wanted to feel his skin, too, and she reached for the buttons of his shirt, pulling them apart to reveal his chest. Kane worked the rest of the shirt off, shrugging it from his shoulders to fall to the floor. She took in the sight of him in only his jeans. Holy hell, he was gorgeous. A lean body but with just the right amount of muscle. The style of tattoos he loved so much covered almost every inch of skin, from his neckline down to his wrists.

He didn’t appear to be thinking too much about what he looked like, however, as his gaze raked up and down her half-naked body. He caught her chin in his fingers, lifting her face to his, fixing her in his gaze.

“You know what the sexiest thing is about you, Holly?” The conversation half embarrassed her, but she still loved to hear the words coming from his mouth. “It’s that you have absolutely no idea how ridiculously hot you are. Other women are so damned obvious, but you’re so sweet and sinful, all rolled up in one sexy little body.”

“You make me feel sexy,” she told him honestly. “It’s been a long time since I felt that way about myself, and it feels like I’m getting a bit of myself back.”

He kissed her again, his hands running down the sides of her body, tracing the hourglass shape of her waist and stopping at her bottom to drag her against him. “I have no idea why you wouldn’t think this is sexy, but it is,” he spoke between kisses. “Crazily sexy. Your tits are fucking works of art, and your arse makes me lose my mind. I literally want to run my tongue over every single inch of you.” 

She was heady with desire at the words he said and the way he was looking at her. 

“I want you, too. All of you.”

They both kicked off their shoes, and then they were kissing hungrily again, fingers on the buttons of each other’s jeans, desperate to feel flesh against flesh. Now, in only their underwear, they tumbled to the bed. Kane made quick work of removing her bra, exposing her breasts to the air. Her nipples puckered instantly, and, as she lay flat on her back, with Kane above her, he lowered his mouth to her tits, sucking on one nipple before moving on to the next. His teeth grazed the sensitive flesh, and heat coursed down between her thighs.

From the way his erection tented his boxer shorts, it was clear he wanted her as much as she wanted him. She reached for him, wanting to feel his hardness in her palm, but he batted her hand away. 

“Not yet,” he growled. “I wanted to taste you first.”

Holly snatched a breath. 

Kane moved farther down her body, his fingers hooking in the elastic of her panties. He paused to appreciate the artwork on her hip, then glanced up at her from under his hair.

“I can’t tell you how good it feels knowing you have something of mine on your hip.”

“I love it, too,” she managed, though she had barely finished before he’d pulled her underwear down her legs, and then was pushing her thighs apart.

“Spread them for me, baby,” he murmured, “I want to see you.” 

And she did, opening herself up to him. The scent of her arousal filled the air, as he dipped a finger into her pussy, sending sparks through her body. 

“Beautiful,” he groaned. “Already so wet.”

Fuck, had she ever heard anything as sexy as the way he talked?

Then he ducked his head between her thighs and his mouth was on her, licking her from the base of her pussy, right up to her clit. He circled the little nub of nerves and then headed back down again. His tongue hardened, spearing her, and her back arced. It had been a long time since anyone had done that to her.

“Oh, God,” she cried, reaching to tangle her fingers in his hair. 

He continued to lick her, harder and faster. His fingers replaced his tongue inside her, and while he flicked the nub of her clit with his tongue, his fingers curled, stroking her inner walls.

The muscles in her thighs and stomach tensed, the familiar coiling of arousal building at her centre. Holly squeezed her eyes shut, lifting herself up to him, wanting more. She knew she was going to reach that point of no return at any moment. It had been years since she’d experienced an orgasm at another person’s hands.

“Oh, God, Kane. I’m going to come.”

He suckled on her clit, his teeth grazing, sending her back bowing. Her toes curled as she came, crying out, her fingers tightening in his hair.

Kane gave her a couple of final licks as she was coming down, sending little sparks of her still subsiding orgasm through her, and she shuddered. Her chest and cheeks threw out heat, and she knew she must be a flushed, sweaty mess. But Kane was looking her at as though she was fine meal.

He reached to the side of the bed to where he’d left his jeans and pulled a condom out of the back pocket. He quickly rid himself of his shorts, and his erection stood out proudly from a thatch of blond curls. He was perfect—neither small, nor huge. The head was dome-shaped and swollen purple with blood flow, and a bead of pre-cum glistened at the slit. Kane moved to tear open the condom, but she got to her hands and knees and crawled to him. Her head was still foggy from her orgasm, but she wanted to give him the same pleasure he’d given her. He was sitting back on his haunches with his cock curving out and up. The position made it easy for her to lower her mouth to him and swipe up that drop of pre-cum with the flat of her tongue.

Kane took a sharp intake of breath as the salty fluid coated her tongue. He stilled in his movements with the condom, waiting for her next move. Holly circled her lips over the top of his dick and then sank her mouth low, taking him to the back of her throat. She bobbed up and down, loving the way he slid over her tongue, the head hitting the palate at the back of her mouth.

Holly paused at his hand on her shoulder. 

“I want to be inside you.”

She moved her mouth from him and then straightened so they could share a kiss, tasting herself on his mouth, and knowing he’d be able to do the same. As they kissed, Kane worked the condom, sliding it down his length, then he pulled Holly up onto his lap so she straddled him. Her breasts pressed against his naked chest, and she wrapped her arms around his neck, her feet hooking his back. His hands took hold of her bottom, and he used his hold on her to lift her, getting her into position. His erection pressed at her entrance before she sank deep.

Her mind tipped with pleasure at the sensation of his cock stretching her open. She clung to his shoulders as she rode his length, the position allowing her to angle her hips just right so her clit caught the sensation as well. Kane’s fingers dug hard into the cheeks of her bottom as their movement grew more frantic. Frantic kisses, tongues battling, lip biting, all through snatched breaths and hungry moans. 

“Ah, fuck,” he groaned, his hips suddenly pistoning harder, slamming her up and down. “I’m gonna come.”

“Me too, me too,” she gasped and she did, her second orgasm of the night powering through her, sending her into another dimension of pleasure for a moment before she gradually fell back to earth.

They held each other as their breathing returned to normal and Holly no longer felt like her heart might explode out of her chest.

“You, Holly McCarty,” he said against her mouth, as they both grinned, flushed and happy, “are one fucking incredible woman.”

“You’re not so bad yourself,” she replied, and she thought her heart might burst again, but for a whole other reason. 
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Chapter Fourteen
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Over the next few weeks, they took every opportunity to see each other, snatching little pockets of time that would have to sustain them until the next chance. The tattoo studio was only a fifteen-minute Tube ride from the office where she worked part time in HR, and they’d meet during their lunch breaks, unable to keep their hands off each other.

Kane found thoughts of Holly filled his mind constantly. All he could think about was how he felt when they were together, the softness of her skin under his fingertips, how she tasted when he pushed his tongue inside her. He loved all the noises she made when she came, all the little habits she had, and how she was always cold. Sure, maybe in time he’d find those things annoying, but right now he adored everything about her and he couldn’t see that changing any time soon. He hoped she felt the same way about him. It certainly seemed that way when they were together, how they always had an excuse to be touching, how they could sit and just be with each other for hours without needing to say a word. 

He’d never had that with a woman—this easy comfort. Women had always been such hard work before, playing games and sulking if he didn’t call or see them often enough. But Holly had a life of her own. She had a son and a job and she knew exactly what she wanted. When she wanted to be with him, she said so, and when she was busy, that was fine, too. She was a woman who had her shit together, and it helped that the sex was incredible, too. 

“I think it’s time,” she announced during her lunch break one day, while they sat side by side, holding hands as they drank coffee—or at least he drank coffee, while she had a cup of tea.

He frowned. “Time for what?”

“For you and Dylan to meet properly. You’re both this major part of my life, and it’s starting to feel wrong that I’m keeping you apart.” She smiled. “Besides, I want you around on the weekends where Dylan is home. I miss you when you’re not with me.”

He grinned. “I miss you, too. And yeah, I’d love to meet Dylan. You know I’m not going anywhere. It’s gonna happen eventually.”

She leaned in and kissed him. “I was hoping you’d say that. Okay, maybe we can go to the park next Saturday, kick a football around. Dylan would love that.”

“So would I.”

She squeezed her arms in to her body, as though giving herself a nervously excited hug. “Great, it’s a date.”

***
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THAT SATURDAY ROLLED around.

Kane felt more nervous about meeting an eight-year-old boy than he ever had preparing to go on a date. Dylan was the most important person in Holly’s life, and if he messed this up, things might change between him and Holly. That was the last thing he wanted. He understood Holly always needed to put Dylan first and he respected her for that. He also knew if things were difficult between him and Dylan, it would put a definite dampener on their relationship. 

He walked to the park around the corner from Holly’s house, a brand-new football tucked under his arm. He’d agonised for ages about what to bring, not wanting to turn up empty handed, while also not wanting it to seem as though he was buying Dylan’s affection.

Kane arrived at the park and looked around anxiously for Holly and her son. It was one of those strange gray London days, neither sunny nor miserable, just midway between. He stood awkwardly, scanning the other parents and kids for any sign of them, but there was none. A couple of the parents sent him suspicious glances, and he realised it didn’t look great, him as a single man, especially with his appearance, standing alone in a kids’ playground. They probably thought he was going to try to lure their children away with the offer of a new football.

To his relief, he spotted Holly and Dylan pushing through the gates of the park. She noticed him right away and lifted her hand in a wave. He exhaled a breath and made his way over to them. Dylan had inherited his mother’s blonde curls and big, blue eyes. He was a cute kid, though at eight, he probably hated the idea of being thought of as cute. 

“Hey, guys,” Kane said when he reached them. He’d normally have leaned in and kissed Holly on the mouth about now, but he was painfully aware of Dylan’s watchful eyes. 

Holly took the indecision out of his hands by standing on tiptoes and kissing his cheek.

“Hi,” she said and then looked to her son. “Dylan, you remember my friend, Kane?”

Dylan shrugged. “I guess.”

“Your mum says you like football,” Kane said, trying to get the kid animated. 

Another shrug. “S’okay.”

Holly nudged her son in the side and then widened her eyes at Kane, as though to say ‘sorry!’

Dylan’s eyes narrowed as his gaze flicked over Kane’s exposed forearms. “My dad says only bad people have tattoos.”

“Dylan!” Holly snapped.

Kane tried not to flinch. This wasn’t going great so far. “Well, everyone is allowed to have their own opinion on things.” He was careful with the words he chose, not wanting to put Dylan’s dad down in front of the boy, even though he wanted to. “But in my mind, having tattoos is just like any other art. You wouldn’t look at art on a wall and think it was bad, would you?”

Dylan shook his head. “Guess not.”

“Tattoos are just my art. I designed most of them myself.”

A spark of interest lit in his blue eyes. “You did?”

“Yeah. I love to draw. I normally do oriental work. You know what that is?”

His lips twisted. “Like Chinese and Japanese stuff.”

Kane grinned. “That’s right. You must be smart like your mum.”

Holly beamed, and he knew he’d said the right thing.

“Show me what other ones you’ve drawn?” Dylan asked.

“You like dragons?”

Another shrug. “Guess so.”

He pulled the arm of his shirt up to reveal the fire-breathing dragon curling around his bicep.

Dylan’s eyes widened. “Cool.”

“Thanks.” He straightened and threw the football up in the air. As the ball came down, he headed it, sending the ball back into the air. “You wanna play that game now?”

Dylan chased after the ball without even answering, and Kane threw a quick glance to Holly. She did the thumbs-up sign to him, and he took off, after Dylan. Within minutes, they were happily kicking the ball between them. Kane used a couple of rocks to mark out a goal, and he stood in position, with Dylan trying to get the ball past him, and letting him more often than not. Holly had taken a seat on one of the benches and watched the two of them with a smile on her face. Kane glanced over and caught her eye occasionally, and each time her smile widened. Seeing Holly this happy made him happy, too, and Dylan seemed to be enjoying himself.

Out of breath, and with flushed cheeks, they made their way back to Holly. 

“You boys ready to go get something to drink?” she asked.

“Yeah, I’m dying of thirst,” Dylan said, gasping like a drowning fish and clutching at his throat. “Then can we come back and play?”

“Maybe another day, kiddo,” she said.

Dylan gave a groan. “Ugh. I hate going home. I’d live in the park, if I could.”

She hooked an arm around his neck. “Then you’d end up very cold and sleeping on a bench.”

They all laughed, and something inside Kane warmed. He’d not had a bad childhood, but his parents were nothing like Holly. They’d been—and still were—pretty uptight, a strange formality existing between them at all times. He didn’t think he’d ever seen them show any kind of affection towards each other, and joking and messing around as a family had never existed. Maybe that’s why he’d gone off the rails so rapidly once he’d discovered his freedom as a teenager?

But being with this little family made him see how different things could be. They were easygoing and happy, and Kane was starting to think he could definitely get used to this way of life.
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For the first time in many years, Holly was happy.

They fell into an easy routine. Mike still had Dylan every other weekend and so far had stuck to their arrangement, giving her and Kane some time together, which generally consisted of them eating, drinking, and have crazy sex all over the house. Then, on the alternating weekends, the three of them spent what felt like family time together. They went to the park or the cinema, ate out together or cooked meals at home. Dylan had got used to seeing Kane kissing her, or for them to be sitting on the couch, with her feet in his lap.

She loved those weekends as much as she loved the ones where it was just the two of them.

Kane hadn’t spent that weekend with her, however, which was usual for him. He often stayed right until Monday morning, where he left for work at the same time she was leaving to take Dylan to school, and then headed into work herself. This weekend, he’d gone to a tattooist convention in Manchester. She wasn’t going to pretend she hadn’t missed him, but they both still needed to have their lives outside of each other, even if it was only for one weekend. A part of her had been tempted to ask if she could swap her weekend to have Dylan with Mike, but he’d been good with sticking to the schedule lately, and she didn’t want to do anything to mess things up.

Anyway, she’d enjoyed her weekend alone in the end. She’d spent hours reading in the bath and had called her sister for the first time in too long. Saturday evening had been a couple of glasses of wine in front of a romance film she knew Kane would never have watched, but she did miss his strong, hot body when she climbed into bed. Sunday morning hadn’t been much fun either—lying in bed until late and cooking a hot breakfast wasn’t as satisfying when you were on your own.

So she was happy when the front door cracked open at exactly six pm, and her son barged into the house, Mike following close behind.

“Hi, sweetheart,” she called to Dylan, but didn’t get any answer. 

The boy pushed past her and stomped his way up the stairs. She flinched as his bedroom door slammed shut.

Mike stood in the entrance hall, his face like thunder.

“Uh-oh,” she said, assuming they’d fallen out about something. “What’s happened?”

Mike glared at her, and her stomach sank. “Why the fuck is my son telling me he wants to get a tattoo when he’s older?”

Her stomach sank. “What?”

“Yeah. He’s being going on all weekend about all the cool tattoos your new delinquent boyfriend has and how he wants to be just like him. You can’t date someone like that, Holly. He’s a bad influence. What next? Is Dylan going to come home saying he wants to take drugs or that he’s going to rob a bank when he grows up?”

Holly rolled her eyes. “Oh, for goodness sake, Mike. Don’t be so ridiculous. Kane is a good guy.”

“I’m not being ridiculous. I don’t want you seeing him again.”

She barked laughter. “You can’t tell me who I can and can’t see.”

He folded his arms and glared at her. “I can if I believe you’re putting my son at risk. You’re aware this guy you’re seeing has a criminal record?”

Her blood froze in her veins. “So? It’s from years ago when he was younger. He got caught up with a bad crowd, that’s all.”

Mike’s eyes widened. “You knew he had criminal record, and you’re still exposing our son to him? You’re starting to make me wonder if Child Protective Services should be involved.”

Rage tore through her. “Don’t you dare threaten me with that,” she spat, jabbing her finger at him. “After everything you did, sleeping with girls practically young enough to be your daughter! You don’t get to say the people I choose to be with aren’t suitable.”

His eyes narrowed. “We’ll see about that.”

“Stop fighting!” Dylan’s shout broke through their argument. Holly glanced up to see he’d emerged from his room and was now standing at the top of the stairs. “I hate it when you fight!”

“We weren’t fighting, sweetie.”

“I’m not stupid, Mum! I’m not deaf either. I know when you’re fighting.”

“I’m just leaving, son,” Mike called up to him. “See you next week, okay?”

The look on Dylan’s face just about broke Holly’s heart. Tears shimmered in the boy’s eyes, and his lower lip poked out. He had his arms wrapped tightly around his body, as though trying to protect himself against the violence of his parents’ words. 

Mike went to the door, but before he did, he hissed out of the corner of his mouth. “This isn’t over.”

She clamped her teeth together, her fists bunched, doing everything in her power to stop herself lashing out at him. How had she ever thought she had loved this man? There was nothing in him that she saw even slightly appealing now.

The door slammed shut, and she was left to plaster a smile on her face and try to act like normal for her son. She took a couple of deep breaths, trying to calm the way she was shaking with anger. Hot tears burned the backs of her eyes, but the tears were from impotent fury more than sadness. She hated the way Mike would always have some input into her life, especially after all the times he’d cheated on her. It was as though he could do whatever he wanted, but he would always have some hold over her because of Dylan.

She wanted to call Kane and get him to come over—he’d be back from his convention by now—but that wasn’t fair. This was between her and Mike, and she couldn’t drag Kane into the middle of things every time she and her ex had a fight. Mike might not be able to be civil to Kane, but she couldn’t unburden all of this onto Kane and expect him to stay out of it as well.

Instead, she did her best to act normal. She coaxed her son back downstairs, made him some hot chocolate, and got him to talk about what he’d done that weekend. Every mention of Mike was like needles to her skin, but she forced herself to keep smiling. None of this was Dylan’s fault, and she couldn’t imagine what it must be like to be stuck in the middle. 

She went through the normal Sunday night routine, sticking Dylan in the bath and washing his hair, and getting his uniform and bag ready for school the next day. She struggled to keep her mind off Mike’s threat, however. Would he really do that, and could Child Protective Services cause problems for her and Kane? Could they even take Dylan away and give Mike full custody? The thought terrified her. She loved that boy more than anything else in the world. Would she really be forced to choose between him and Kane?

Distracted, she managed to get Dylan to bed and then went back downstairs. She couldn’t settle, unable to concentrate enough to read a book or watch television. Her hand hovered over her phone. She wanted to call Kane, but knew she’d probably end up crying if she did.

Eventually, she gave up trying to occupy herself and climbed the stairs to check on Dylan. Pushing the bedroom door open, she instantly knew something wasn’t quite right. She looked for the usual lump beneath the covers, only it wasn’t there, only a smooth duvet across the bed. Was he in the bathroom? She hadn’t heard any signs of him, no water running or toilet flushing.

“Dylan,” she called out, the first flutters of worry stirring inside her. There was no answer. “Dylan!” she called again, louder now. “Dylan, where are you?” 

Still no reply came.

Her worry quickly escalated to fear. She rushed from room to room, throwing open doors looking for her son. “Dylan, if you’re hiding, this isn’t funny. Come out right now. You’re frightening Mummy.”

But the house was in silence. The atmosphere had changed. No longer did she sense the presence of another person, but instead felt distinctly alone. She clamped her hand to her mouth. Oh, God. Where was he? In her head, she calculated the last time she had seen him. How long had it been? Twenty minutes? Half an hour? She’d thought he was tucked up comfortably in bed, but clearly he wasn’t. How had he got passed her? Had he walked out the front door and she hadn’t even noticed? Or had he slipped out the back?

Filled with panic, she raced to the back door. She stared wildly out into the night. It was dark already—that dark pressing on her now like a living, threatening thing.

“Dylan!” she yelled again, almost screaming his name. “Dylan, where the hell are you?”  She didn’t mean to curse, but her fear had taken hold. Where was he? Was he walking the streets alone or had the worst happened—a mother’s worst possible fear—and someone had taken him?

Oh, no. No, no, no. 

She pulled the back door shut and ran for the front of the house. She threw open the door to the street and called her son’s name again. Still in her slippers, she ran out into the road, frantically turning left to right, trying to figure out which way he might have gone. 

Her mind started tripping over what she needed to do next.

Shit. She’d left her phone in the house. She had to phone Mike. He would need to know. There was a chance Dylan was trying to get back to his dad, or Mike might have even picked him up without telling her. Would he really do that? She didn’t think even he was capable of snatching her son out from under her nose, but after his threat about Kane, she had to wonder. Even so, her stomach sank at the thought of contacting her ex-husband. She hated speaking to him at the best of times, but now knowing she was going to have to tell him their son was missing filled her with dread. Would he use this against her as well? Making out like she was a bad mother? She didn’t want to call Mike, but she had to. If this was the other way around and Dylan had gone missing during his time at his dad’s, she would want to know right away.

With terror clutching her soul, she ran back into the house. She snatched up her phone, swiped the screen, and pressed the phone to her ear. 

“Holly?” Her ex-husband’s voice came through immediately, and she picked up on his concerned tone. They never called each other unless it had to do with Dylan.

She could barely speak, sobbing through her words. “It’s Dylan. He’s missing!”

“Missing? What do you mean missing?”

“Exactly what I just said. He was in bed last time I checked on him, and now he’s not there.”

“How long ago since you last saw him?”

“I don’t know. Twenty minutes, maybe even half an hour now.”

“And you’re sure he’s not in the house?”

“He’s not, Mike. I’ve looked everywhere!” 

“Right,” Mike said, taking charge. “Put down the phone and call the police. I’m coming straight over. I’ll be there as quick as I can.”

With shaking hands, she did as he instructed, swiping the End Call button and dialling nine-nine-nine. A calm lady on the other end of the phone took her details and told her they were sending someone round right away.

Holly didn’t know what to do with herself. There was only one person she wanted by her side. 

Not wanting to be on the phone too long in case someone was trying to get through with news of Dylan, she quickly swiped his number. 

Kane answered after one ring. “Hey, beautiful. I was just going to call you.”

She didn’t have time for small talk. “I need you here. Dylan’s missing.”

“Oh, shit. I’m on my way.”

She put down the phone and paced the house, her fingers at her mouth as she anxiously chewed her nails. Where the hell had Dylan gone? She prayed he was safe. She couldn’t even bring herself to consider the worst possible scenario. She’d lose her mind if anything ever happened to him. 

The police were the first to arrive, two uniformed officers standing on her doorstep, asking to come in. They sat her down in her living room and her head spun with all their questions. When had she seen him last? What had he been wearing? Was everything okay at home? Did he have any reason to run away?

“Me and his dad have separated,” she admitted. “We haven’t been getting on so well lately. Dylan’s dad doesn’t like my new boyfriend.” She knew how that sounded. She didn’t miss the look exchanged between the two police officers. She didn’t want to be that woman—she wasn’t that woman—the one who had multiple men hanging around. But she also knew how this must appear to the police.

The doorbell rang, and she jumped to her feet. She hoped to see Dylan standing on the doorstep, looking contrite, but it was Kane, which was the next best thing. She fell into his arms, crying against his chest.

“My boy,” she sobbed. “My baby boy is missing.”

Kane held her tight and stroked her hair. “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay. We’re going to find him.”

She sniffed and nodded against him. She hated being in the house, doing nothing. She felt so useless, but the police told her she was best staying home in case Dylan came back again. They said he would want to see his mother when he did.

Mike was the last to arrive. He pushed his way into the house, not bothering to knock. “Where is he?” Mike demanded as soon as he saw Kane. “Where’s my son?” He jabbed a finger in Kane’s direction. “If I find out you’ve got anything to do with my son going missing, I will fucking kill you.”

One of the police officers stepped in. “Now, there’s no need for language like that.”

Holly’s ex-husband turned on the officer. “This man is a goddamned criminal. He shouldn’t be allowed around children.”

She couldn’t believe he’d actually spouted his prejudices to a police officer. “Stop being such an idiot, Mike. This has nothing to do with Kane. If Dylan took off, it was because he was upset about you and me fighting, and that was all on your head. No one else started it.” 

But Mike wasn’t even listening. “I mean it, Holly. You should never have allowed this type of person around our son. What kind of mother are you, putting your own selfish needs before your child?”

“Hey, that’s enough,” Kane said, stepping in. “Holly is a fantastic mother.”

Holly put out her hand. “It’s okay, Kane. I can handle this.” She took a breath and focused her anger on her ex. Instead of shouting, she spoke in a low voice, spitting out every word. “You fucking hypocrite. After you spent five years of our marriage sleeping around, you’ve got the nerve to say I wasn’t thinking about our son! I bet you weren’t thinking about him when you had your dick in all those other women.”

The police officer put a hand out to stop them. “We need to focus on finding Dylan. It seems quite clear the boy has become distressed by this kind of anger in the house and has taken himself off somewhere. Is there anywhere you can think he might have gone? Maybe to a friend’s house or to any other family living nearby?”

Holly shook her head, guilt worming its way through her. God, they were awful people. Poor Dylan being stuck with her and Mike as parents. “No, I don’t think so. There’s nowhere else I think he’d rather be.” 
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Chapter Sixteen
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Kane had been watching the exchange between Holly and her ex-husband with a combination of anger and dismay. He’d never meant to cause problems between any of them, and certainly not to the point where Dylan would have wanted to run away from home. But something about Holly saying there wasn’t anywhere else Dylan would rather be sparked a memory, and he experienced a definite light-bulb moment.

“I think I know where he might be.”

Everyone looked at him. 

Holly’s blue eyes widened in hope. “What?”

“Yeah, and it’s not far from here.”

Not waiting any longer—they’d already done enough arguing between them—Kane turned and ran for the front door. He’d remembered how Dylan had told him he’d live in the park if he could, and the park was only a couple of streets from here, easy enough for a boy to walk to.

He set off at a run, feet pounding the pavement. He was physically fit, more so than any of the people chasing after him, and he reached the park well ahead of anyone else. The place was dark now, but security lights illuminated the children’s play area which contained a couple of swings, a roundabout, and a slide. He didn’t think Dylan would be sitting in the dark somewhere, so it was to this area he headed.

The slide was positioned on an A-shaped frame. Kane’s ears strained, and he picked up on the quiet sound of muffled crying. Approaching the slide slowly, not wanting to spook the boy, he ducked down so he could peer under the slide. 

Dylan sat with his arms wrapped around his knees, a small backpack at his feet. His eyes were red from crying, and he glanced up at Kane. Something in Kane’s chest tightened at the sight.

“Hey, mate,” he said softly. “Whatcha doing under there?”

“Getting away from Mum and Dad fighting.”

“They’re both really worried about you. The police are at your house and everything.” Kane was aware of running footsteps approaching as the others caught up.

Dylan’s lower lip trembled. “Am I in trouble?”

“No, not trouble. You just gave everyone a fright, that’s all. They’ll all be really pleased to see you.”

“Dylan?” Holly cried out from somewhere near the start of the park.

Kane called back over his shoulder. “It’s okay, Holly. I’ve got him.”

“Oh, thank God.”

Kane put out his hand to Dylan, and the boy took it, his small fingers gripping his tightly. Kane pulled him to his feet. “Let’s go home now, yeah, mate?”

Dylan nodded. “I was getting kind of cold anyway.”

“You didn’t fancy sleeping on the bench, then?”

Dylan gave a small laugh. “Nah, I think I’ll stick to my bed.”

Holly collided with them, pulling Dylan into her arms, crying with relief. “Oh, God. Thank God you’re okay.” She kissed her son’s head, then smoothed her hands all over him, checking for injuries. “You’re okay, aren’t you? No injuries? No one tried to hurt you?”

“I’m fine, Mum,” he said, glancing away, embarrassed.

Mike arrived and repeated the process. The man might be a total dick, but he obviously did love his son.

“Let’s get you back home,” Holly said.

The strange little group, accompanied by the police officers, who had also followed, made their way back home.

“I should probably go,” Kane told Holly when they reached the house. He felt like a spare wheel in all of this and didn’t want to make things any more difficult than they already were. “I’m glad everything turned out okay.”

But she caught his hand, tugging him in towards her. “No, don’t go. I want you here. I need you here. Thank you for finding Dylan.”

Beside them, Mike cleared his throat. “Yeah, thank you for finding him. I should have thought of the park.”

Kane shrugged. “No problem. I’m just glad he’s turned up safe and sound.”

The police officers stood by, waiting for the right moment to announce they were leaving. “Right, we’ll be off then,” said the female officer. She looked between them all. “Might be a good idea if you all sit down and have a good chat, try to figure out a way to communicate without all the shouting.”

Like admonished children, both Mike and Holly nodded.

“I’ll leave you to it,” Kane said, but the officer shook her head. 

“I meant you, as well. You’re clearly a part of this family, and it seems Dylan looks up to you. I think you’re going to need to come up with a truce between all three of you, for Dylan’s sake.”

Kane glanced over to Dylan’s parents. They were both nodding.

“Okay,” he said. “Okay.”

The two officers left, and Holly and Mike put an exhausted Dylan to bed, while Kane sat downstairs, awkwardly waiting for them to come back down again. When they did, they each took a seat on the couches, Kane and Holly sitting beside each other, and Mike sitting opposite.

Mike leaned forward, his forearms resting on his knees. “I just want to say thank you again for finding him,” he said, addressing Kane. “We’d be out of our minds right now if you hadn’t.”

Kane nodded. “No problem. I was happy to help.”

Holly reached out and put her hand on Kane’s knee, giving him a squeeze. “You’re going to have to accept Kane,” she told her ex-husband. “We’re together now, and that’s not going to change any time soon.”

“Or ever,” he said, catching her eye.

She nodded in agreement. “Or ever. So if you want to keep making our son miserable, then keep trying to get in between us, but I’m sorry, Dylan likes Kane. And that’s not a bad thing. The more people that little boy has to watch out for him the better.”

“I’m not going to pretend I like it,” Mike said, not looking at either of them, “but I don’t want Dylan to suffer either. And I definitely don’t want a repeat of this evening.”

Holly nodded. “So truce?”

Mike put out his hand to her. “Yeah, truce.”
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Chapter Seventeen
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Holly didn’t let Kane go home that night. 

She needed his presence in her bed, that security of knowing there was another adult in the house to help when the shit hit the fan. But that wasn’t the only reason she didn’t want him to leave. Seeing him pull Dylan out from under the slide at the park had made her realise something else.

She was deeply, madly, and utterly in love with this man.

However unsuitable he might have first appeared, he was there for her, and for Dylan, when it had mattered the most, and she didn’t want him to leave. Not ever.

With Dylan safely asleep, they both undressed and slipped beneath the covers. It wasn’t the wild, lust-filled desperation of wanting to see each other naked like when they’d first met, but it was comfortable, and comforting, and just what she needed in that moment.

Kane pulled her into his arms, and they kissed, but she had a lot of unspoken words inside her head, and thought he’d be the same. They had to talk before anything else.

“I’m sorry you got dragged into everything tonight,” she said, edging away from him a little so she was able to look into his face. She wanted to be able to see his reaction. Kane’s eyes had been one of the first things she’d ever noticed about him, and she was sure she’d be able to tell if he was only saying what he thought she wanted to hear rather than the truth.

He shook his head. “It’s not your fault. You don’t need to be sorry. I want to be here when things like that happen. I want to be the first person you think to call.”

She heaved out a sigh. “I just feel like I’m always messing up. I can never do anything right, and a part of me feels like if I’d fallen for someone else then Mike wouldn’t have this huge problem with me seeing someone else, and we wouldn’t be fighting like that in front of Dylan.”

“You think I’m the problem?” he said, hurt crossing his features, and she instantly regretted her choice of words.

“No, that came out wrong. You’re fantastic. Mike is the one with the problem. I’m just constantly questioning myself all the time, wondering if I’m doing things right.” She took a breath. “When I had Dylan, I gave up the right to get things wrong. I can’t mess up, because it’s not just me I’m messing up for. It’s him.”

He took her hand, staring into her face. “What makes you think that this is messing up? That we are messing up? Maybe we’re just what you need.”

“But it’s not just me, Kane. Don’t you see that? I come as a package. Me and Dylan, and hell, I hate to say it, but if you’re signing up for me, then you’re going to have to have Mike in your life, too. He’s Dylan’s father, and as much as he’s an arsehole to me, I still want him to play his part.”

Kane lifted her fingers to his mouth and kissed the backs of her knuckles. “I get it, Holly. I swear I do. I’m never going to pretend I like the guy, but I can see he loves Dylan.”

She nodded. “And I’ll do everything I can to make sure he stays in Dylan’s life. I don’t want Dylan to turn around to me one day and accuse me of not doing enough. And I don’t want him to ever feel like his father didn’t love him enough to want to be around him. Just the thought of that breaks my heart.”

“Hey, it’s okay.” He reached out and rubbed her back. “I get it, and I’m sorry. But you know I’m here, too, and I know I haven’t been in your life for long—in either of your lives—but that doesn’t mean I’m going anywhere. And I want all of this. Not just you, but both of you. I’ve loved spending time with Dylan. He’s a great kid.”

She sniffed. “It’s not all about playing football in the park, Kane. It’s about staying up all night with him when he’s sick and having to take time off work when it’s inconvenient to go and see school plays. It’s trying to sort out fights with his friends, which puts you in a difficult position with the other parents. It’s trying to get him to eat his dinner, or go to bed, and stay in bed.” She sniffed again. “As you learnt from tonight, it’s not all fun.”

He took her hand. “No, but it’s real. And it’s important. And it’s what I want.”

Her heart swelled with emotion. “You do?”

“Of course. I love you, Holly McCarty. I’m not going anywhere.”

She leaned in and kissed him, and suddenly realised tears wet her cheeks. She gave a small laugh and nodded. “I love you, too.”

“And we’re going to be a family, okay. You, me, Dylan, even goddamned Mike.”

She laughed again. “A family.”

He kissed her. “Yes. Our family.”

––––––––
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THE END
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“What the fuck’s up with Kane this morning?” Rocco threw his bag down behind the reception desk of Carved in Ink, the London tattoo studio where he worked. “You sure he’s not just skiving off to spend more time in bed with the new woman?”

His boss, Art, was standing behind the desk, leaning over so he could use the computer and check that morning’s bookings. He didn’t bother glancing up at Rocco as he spoke. “Nah, he’s really sick. I could hear him in the bathroom when he called in.”

Rocco pulled a face. “Man, I bet that’s a sound you could have done without first thing in the morning.”

“Yeah, I might need to bleach my ears later. Anyway, sorry I had to call you in on your day off, but Kane had a full schedule. I’ve called around the clients to let them know Kane won’t be the one working on them today. A couple have rescheduled ’cause Kane was in the middle of a bigger piece and they didn’t want a different artist, but some of the smaller pieces were happy for you to do it instead.”

Rocco rubbed his hand over his goatee. “Lucky me.”

Art laughed. “Yeah, sorry, mate. I guess it would have been better for you if they all cancelled, but I can’t afford for the shop to lose that kind of money.”

Rocco shrugged. “No worries. I get it. You’ll owe me a beer though.”

“I can do that.”

Movement came from the back of the shop, and Art’s girlfriend, Tess, appeared carrying a mug of coffee. She and Art were managing Carved in Ink together now, since the two of them had got together and she was the one who owned the building. At first Rocco hadn’t been too keen on the idea of having a woman around the place the whole time, but she’d soon become one of the gang. Things were a bit different with the woman Kane had met, however, as she had a son, but she’d met everyone a few times now, and most importantly Kane seemed to be happy.

Rocco wasn’t going to pretend he didn’t feel like the odd one out. They used to have late nights with all the guys, drinking beer and talking crap, but now everyone was paired off and he was left on his own. He had other friends, but it wasn’t the same as with Art and Kane. They just got each other.

“Hey, Rocco,” Tess said in her American accent. “You want a coffee? I was just making some.”

“Yeah, sure, Tess. Thanks.”

“Your first appointment should be here soon,” Art told him.

“Do they know what art work they’re having?”

“Yeah, it’s a small, simple piece. Kane emailed all the files over this morning. Shouldn’t take you more than an hour.”

“Great.” Each of the guys had their own studio with their own computers and printers for the artwork. He’d be able to access each of the images the clients wanted. Anything that was too specific to the stuff that Kane had drawn were people who would have rebooked for another day. Rocco could handle most stuff, however. He went to Art College and even though he knew he looked tough with his shaved head and beard, he had a degree in Fine Art. His lecturers had thought he was insane to want to work in a tattoo studio in London, thinking he’d be working in art galleries all around the world instead, but this was where he felt the most comfortable. He loved art, and what could be more important than giving people artwork that they carried around with them for the rest of their lives? Many of the pieces he did were commemorative—things that would remind the person of someone they’d lost—and though he looked tough on the outside, it was those pieces of work that really got to him. Seeing the combined joy and bitter sweet sorrow in the face of someone he’d just tattooed when they’d lost someone they loved.

A knock came at the door, and Tess’s dark, silky head popped around. “Brought you that coffee,” she said, stepping fully into the room. “And your first appointment has just arrived.”

“Already? They’re keen.” He hadn’t even had a chance to look at the artwork yet.

“Yeah, I told her that you’re getting set up. She knows she’s early.”

“Cool, thanks Tess.”

“Sure.”

She set his coffee down on the side, and turned and left.

Rocco turned his attention to the computer and fired it up. Kane had already drawn the artwork, and it was a symbol, something Rocco could do with his eyes shut. All he needed to do was check the sizing and position with the client.

He realised he hadn’t even checked what the client’s name was yet and so scrolled down through the computer until he came to the booking schedule.

His heart stopped.

Sophia Alexander.

No, that couldn’t be. Sophia Alexander had vanished from his life when he’d been seventeen years old, and he hadn’t seen or heard from her since. That was ten years ago now. She was the little girl he’d grown up with, the one he’d shared skinned knees, and games of tag, and melted ice-creams on a hot summer’s day. She was also the girl he’d watched grow from a skinny girl who was all sharp elbows and skinny limbs, to a beautiful teenager who’d stolen his heart.

Stolen was the right word. She’d taken it with her when her family had suddenly moved away, leaving him bereft. Those had been the times before every teenager had a mobile phone or was on facebook, and he hadn’t known how to get in touch with her. She’d just announced one day that her parents were leaving, and the next day they were gone.

No, it couldn’t be the same girl, could it? There must be more than one Sophia Alexander around. Besides, it was ten years ago. His Sophia could be married by now and wouldn’t even have the surname Alexander. It wasn’t as though they were both from London either. They’d grown up together in a small coastal town in Cornwall, miles away from anywhere. Sophia wouldn’t be in London now.

Rocco realised he’d just been sitting there, staring at her name, lost in memories. His coffee grew cold beside him. He didn’t have any choice. He was going to have to get up and go and see if the woman sitting out in the studio was the same girl from his childhood. He didn’t think he’d ever been more terrified. What was he going to say to her if it was her? And, even worse, how was he going to function for the rest of the day if it wasn’t? 
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