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Chapter 1
 
   Takotsubo Cardiomyopathy
 
   2003
 
   If you yearned for, and daydreamed about someone enough, could you drive your subconscious mind insane?  Could you lose your grip on reality and start hallucinating? 
 
   ‘Frankie? Hello, can you hear me?’ Lou trilled as she waved her hand in front of my face. I was staring over her shoulder at the rapidly approaching figure, and trying to determine whether he was, in fact, a figment of my fevered imagination. ‘Frankie?’ she called me again, her voice now tinged with concern. ‘Jesus, you look like you’re going to pass out.’ 
 
   She turned to follow the direction of my gaze, and we were now both looking up into the gorgeous (if somewhat bloodshot), sky-blue eyes of Thomas G. Longley. ‘Holy crap,’ she muttered under her breath, taking a small step back. 
 
   ‘Hi, I’m Tom,’ my possible hallucination said. He was focused on me, just as he had been throughout his determined walk towards us across the bar. My expression was likely akin to that of a crazed Bieleber when confronted with a pair of Justin’s used underpants, and I was frozen in place.
 
   Lou gave me a sharp kick in the shin with the pointed toe of her boot, snapping me out of my stupor. I realized that my mouth was hanging open and snapped it shut. The pain in my leg suggested that this was reality, and he was the genuine article. Although happy that I wasn’t as crazy as a box of frogs, I had unfortunately lost the power of speech.
 
   I was pathologically shy, especially around attractive men, and this was not just any man; this was Thomas G. Longley. My best friend Lou and I had been obsessing over Thomas G. Longley for the last two years. He was the star of most of my fantasies, and bizarrely my imagination didn’t just restrict itself to just steamy ones. I had even caught myself daydreaming about washing his sweaty rugby kit and sorting his socks into pairs before, such was the extent of my extreme infatuation. 
 
   Tom was four years above us at medical school. So whilst we were nearing the end of our second year, he was about to qualify that summer. Being well over six feet tall, solidly built, with light brown, messy hair, and amazing blue eyes framed with incredible thick eyelashes, he was our idea of perfection. 
 
   He always looked in need of a shave, and most of the time his clothes were downright scruffy, with his wardrobe seeming to consist of only well-worn jeans (no bad thing with his arse), and equally well-worn rugby or tour tops. However his obvious lack of care for his appearance made him even sexier, highlighting his natural confidence and the fact he couldn’t care less how people saw him.  
 
   Lou and I thought he was the cat’s pyjamas, along with the rest of the female population of our medical school (although I doubt that they were quite sad enough to obsess over him to the extent that we did). 
 
   For some weird reason we always used his full name when referring to him, and not just Tom by which he was widely known. We would have loved to know what the G in his name stood for. The only reason we even knew the first letter of his middle name was because we checked the viva results for his year like the crazy stalkers we were. Not wanting to be outed as creepy nutcases, we never worked up the courage to find out, as this would have involved asking his friends and risking exposure. 
 
    London medical schools are pretty insular when they’re not part of larger universities, and there were only about one hundred and fifty students in each year at ours. This enabled our rampant observation of Thomas G. Longley, seeing as he was trapped with us in a relatively small environment.   Even though he was the subject of our obsession, neither of us had ever had an actual conversation with him. 
 
   There was however the ‘Library Incident’, which took place towards the end of my fresher year. In a revision frenzy, I tripped on the way through the bookshelves to get to my friends. I ended up sprawled, face down, right in front of a table of Rugby players, one of whom was Thomas G. Longley. 
 
   My books had flown everywhere, and unfortunately so did other mortifying items from my bag: my tampax extra super tampons, my trusty multicolour glitter pen, and worst of all Lady Fancypants (the small, dog-eared, ancient my-little-pony that I used to bring me luck in exams, and religiously carried around whilst revising for said exams). 
 
   Thomas G. Longley leapt up, rounded his now sniggering mates at the table, and crouched down to help me gather my stuff. I could feel the heat in my cheeks as I frantically made a grab for the most embarrassing items, but I was too late for Lady Fancypants who had rolled out of my reach. 
 
   ‘You okay?’ he asked, holding out Lady Fancypants in his tanned hand. I looked briefly up into his gorgeous face, which was lit with a wide smile, and felt my heart stop before I quickly looked away. 
 
   ‘Fine, thanks,’ I muttered in barely more than a whisper, before snatching away Lady Fancypants and scrambling to my feet. I kept my eyes averted as I scurried away, with his mates continuing to jeer in the background. 
 
   After dissecting the ‘Library Incident’ at length with Lou, we both concluded that I most likely came across as a rude, clumsy, mental deficient; not the first impression I would have gone for, but there was little point dwelling on it (which unfortunately I did, an unhealthy amount).  
 
   Lou herself had undergone the ‘Bar incident’. The prices of going out and drinking in central London restricted all but the fabulously wealthy to the dingy student bar, so it was invariably heaving. 
 
   One night Lou had found herself pressed up against Thomas G. Longley whilst waiting the requisite five hundred years to order. As soon as Thomas G. Longley had drawn up he was served instantly (such was his appeal to the female bar staff), but as further proof of his perfection he directed the barmaid to Lou, explaining that she had been waiting longer. 
 
   Lou had faired a bit better than me in her interaction with him. For a start she wasn’t sprawled on the floor, and she did manage to thank him warmly, using more than the two words I had limited myself to. 
 
   So as you can see, past experience had not prepared me to be approached by the unwitting subject of my unhealthy obsession. Hence my second ever conversation with Thomas G. Longley was unfortunately veering towards me, yet again, demonstrating subnormal behaviour. 
 
   Despite this, instead of actually answering him, my mind was making a frantic inventory of my appearance. It was caveman night at the bar and Lou and I had embraced this theme with gusto, both of us donning the micro-mini, furry, leopard print skirts we had found in the Topshop sale. Lou had backcombed my hair to go along with the whole cavewoman thing, and I was now regretting having allowed this. My hair was the one part of my appearance that I was normally happy with, being very dark, long thick and shiny when in its normal state. 
 
   Although I doubted shoes or cosmetics were available in the Jurassic period, Lou had forced me into wearing four-inch stilettos and full-on makeup. All our mates were dressed up too, including the guys (most of whom were wearing extremely ill-advised loin clothes), and we had thought our outfits were awesome and hilarious. But now that I was looking into the gorgeous eyes of a very obviously not-dressed-up Thomas G. Longley, I thought with horror that we probably looked like a pair of demented cave-sluts. 
 
   Lou gave me another sharp kick in the shin, and I realized that I needed to pull it together and speak. 
 
   ‘I-I’m Frankie,’ I managed to get out. Tom smiled and swayed slightly on the spot. He leaned in and I could smell the alcohol on his breath. We stood staring at each other for another few seconds before he lurched forward, closing the gap between our mouths. He tasted of gin and cigarettes but I didn’t care, this was Thomas G. Longley and he was finally, finally kissing me. The perfection of the moment started slipping away however when the cat-calls of his mates penetrated my hormone-fueled mind. 
 
   I could hear the standard ‘Way-hey!’, ‘Go on mate!’, ‘Give it some beans!’ and ‘Show her who’s boss son!’. No doubt spurred on by his vile friends I felt one of Tom’s hands pushing its way up into my skirt, unfortunately taking said skirt with it, and nearly exposing my knickers. His other hand was clamped round the back of my neck and his tongue was down my throat. 
 
   Panicked by imminent knicker exposure, and being the subject of practically the whole bar’s attention, I started frantically pushing at his shoulders. He lifted his head from mine and I could see him trying to focus on my face with his bloodshot eyes. A frown creased his forehead and a look of confusion passed across his handsome face, which I noticed was now looking decidedly pale. He gagged and I took a hasty step back just as we were approached by my friend Dylan. 
 
   Dylan was a member of the rugby team but also in my year and one of my best friends. He gave me an apologetic look and grabbed a now green-tinged Tom. 
 
   ‘Come on Longley,’ he said, leading him away in the direction of the loos. ‘Can’t have you blowing chunks over the ladies can we.’ 
 
   I ducked my now, undoubtedly, beet-red face, and hastily straightened my rucked up skirt. The jeers from the rugby table continued, although now they were shouting ‘Denied Longley!’ and ‘Unlucky mate!’ Lou cast them all killing looks, straightened to her full five foot ten height (given her four inch heels), grabbed my hand and dragged me away. 
 
   We retreated over to a table of our friends, which was luckily about as far as you could get from the rugby boys. I was relieved that we hadn’t shared our stupid crush with the others over the last two years. It was mortifying enough that I had allowed a bloke so obviously plastered to stick his tongue down my throat and hand up my skirt; exposing me to the whole bar, moments before he had to be dragged away to throw up. If everyone knew the perfect being I had built him up into before this happened, I would never live it down. 
 
   ‘Buck up Frankie,’ my friend Georgia, who I’d sat down next to, said in my ear. ‘We all know that lot can be complete bellends, just ignore it.’ I gave her a weak smile, and looked down into my pint of snakebite to avoid the concerned looks from the others. Just as I was starting to feel a bit better, Dylan came up to our table. 
 
   ‘You okay Frank?’ he asked, crouching down next to me. 
 
   ‘Fine Dyl, no worries,’ I chirped in a voice that sounded falsely bright, even to me. 
 
   ‘Drinking games got a bit out of hand see,’ Dylan explained in his Welsh lilt. ‘Longley got too many wets in and they’ve all decided that tonight is “fuck a fresher night”.’
 
   I looked at Dylan in horror, ‘But I’m not a fresher.’ Dylan shifted uncomfortably, and ran his hand through his hair before he answered.
 
   ‘I guess he hadn’t noticed you before ladies.’ (Ladies was Dylan’s bizarre name for me, I had no idea why, and presumed it was a welsh thing).
 
   ‘Oh right, of course,’ I replied in a small voice, feeling like an idiot. Of course Tom hadn’t noticed me before, despite the small size of our medical school, our frequent proximity, and even the ‘Library Incident’. I was an expert in blending into the background, being only five foot four, with dark hair and eyes (inherited from my Italian parents), and a conspicuous lack of curves. No wonder he hadn’t recognized me. 
 
   With a hot crushing pain in my chest and my nose stinging as tears threatened, I looked away from Dylan and continued my contemplation of my snakebite. I think Dylan had caught sight of the unshed tears before I looked down, and he bumped my stool with his hip.
 
   ‘Come on ladies, make some room for your favourite valleys’ boy.’ 
 
   I smiled and stood, letting him slip onto my stool and pull me down into his lap. He was tall, with a bulky frame and hair almost as dark as mine. I knew lots of girls panted after him, but I thought of him more like a brother. Although he was always flirting, I never really took any of it seriously. He’d even tried to snog me a couple of times, which was probably more of a drunken mistake on his part, and we were firmly in the friend zone now. 
 
   He swept my hair back over my shoulder so he could talk softly into my ear. ‘Want my opinion he’s more than a bit twp not to have noticed you before ladies. Forget him.’ I had been around Dylan enough to know that ‘twp’ meant daft. I didn’t think Tom was daft though, just drunk and thoughtless.
 
   ‘Yeah Frankie,’ Lou said from my other side. ‘In fact I’m going to officially rechristen him as “Thomas Gankface Longley”, Weasel Gankface for short.’ I sniggered into my drink and took a decent swig. Gank was Lou’s very favourite word of the moment (what can I say? We were students) and she used it at every available opportunity.
 
   ‘Perfect. Weasel Gankface it is.’ 
 
   We thankfully didn’t see Weasel Gankface for the rest of the evening, and I put a brave face on my humiliation. Unfortunately it proved impossible to completely avoid the rugby boys, a couple of whom stumbled up to us on the dance floor. After disengaging a second time from their wandering hands, I got another demonstration of why Thomas G. Longley’s new nickname was well earned.
 
   ‘Bloody hell,’ the drunken prop forward slurred, after I had slapped his hands away from my bum. ‘Longley’s right, you are frigid.’
 
   ‘Yeah,’ his friend put in. ‘Frigid Frankie!’ They both burst into gales of laughter at their own joke, but were cut short when a furious Lou whipped her blonde head around on hearing the last of their comments, stormed up to them, grabbed them both by an ear and banged their heads together. They stood frozen in place and stared at her, obviously shocked. 
 
   ‘Jog on you pathetic Gankensteins,’ she bit out, her beautiful face flushed with anger. ‘Mark, I know for a fact that you have a pin-dick, and Harry, I know that you came in your pants from just snogging Milly Jones. How on earth you think you can try it on with Frankie, who is so out of your league it’s not even funny, I don’t know.’ With that she grabbed my hand and stalked off the dance floor with me in tow, having to jog to keep up with her long strides. Once we had made it out of the bar and into the car park she slowed to a stop, snatching me into a fierce hug. 
 
   ‘Hey, Lou-Lou,’ I wheezed, whilst being crushed to her ample chest. ‘I’m okay, it’s fine.’ She pulled back so that she could look down into my eyes, and framed my face with her hands.
 
   ‘You’re not bloody well okay,’ she informed me, her tone still fierce. ‘Don’t you dare let those tossers push you into your shell. We’ve only just managed to extract you from it and I won’t have them setting you back.’ 
 
   I had been painfully shy and homesick when I arrived at medical school, and fresher’s week had been a terrifying experience. Luckily Lou had been on the same floor as me in halls. She had noticed my rabbit in the headlights expression on the first day after Mamma left, and took me under her wing. 
 
   Loud and outrageous, with a particular talent for creative swearing, she was the yin to my yang. Fortunately for me, Lou and I became part of an extremely close-knit group of friends in our first year. The bonds of friendships forged at medical school are strong, owing to the intense environment and pressure pushing you together. Generally the ethos was work hard, play harder, and my friends had made sure that I didn’t let my shyness and fear of big social situations hold me back from having fun. 
 
   I gave Lou a reassuring squeeze and managed to fake a small smile, ‘Really Louey, no probs okay? I’m tougher now than I used to be, remember?’ I lied. Lou narrowed her eyes but I could see that she was going to let it pass. She heaved a sigh and released me so that we could link arms to walk through the car park together. 
 
   ‘God,’ she said in a dejected tone. ‘Thomas G. Longley, what a sodding disappointment.’ I could tell that the death of that particular dream had cut her deep too.
 
   ‘Weasel Gankface from now on Lou, don’t forget.’ Thankfully the heavy atmosphere was broken by our giggles as we made our way to the night bus. 
 
   Once we were on the bus however, and meandering through the busy London streets, my mind replayed the events of the night. I had to turn away from Lou and look out of the window so she couldn’t read my expression, but unintentionally I let out a small sigh.
 
   ‘Hey,’ she said, grabbing my hand and squeezing, ‘don’t let him give you a raging case of “Takotsubo Cardiomyopathy”.’
 
   I rolled my eyes and grinned despite the churning in my stomach. ‘Wow, Lou. That might just be the saddest joke I’ve ever heard. You do realize you’re a huge nerd for cracking that one.’
 
   ‘Well, you’re just as much of a dweeb for getting it,’ she retorted, looking relieved that I was smiling again. Takotsubo Cardiomyopathy is otherwise known as ‘Broken Heart Syndrome’, and is the name for sudden heart failure after emotional trauma, when the stress hormones actually cause a weakening of the heart muscle. The trauma can be anything from grief, to a relationship break-up. So its existence proves that you can, in fact, die from a broken heart.
 
   Well, I survived, and the one good thing to come out of that night was that it absolutely and thoroughly cured me of my crush. The few times that I saw Tom again (he had been demoted from the reverent Thomas G. Longley) he studiously ignored me, and I began to wonder if he even remembered what happened. He qualified as a doctor a few months later, and that was that.
 
   Unfortunately the name Frigid Frankie was banded around campus and seemed to have stuck. Nobody actually said it to my face, but I could hear it muttered behind my back all the time. This meant that either guys were put off by what the name implied, or worse they considered me a challenge. Therefore, after a few regrettable incidents, my love life was pretty much put on hold for the rest of Uni. This was not fun seeing as I still had four years left. 
 
   So it was safe to say that Thomas G. Longley, aka Weasel Gankface, was not one of my favourite people. I sincerely hoped I never saw his stupid, gorgeous face ever again. 
 
    
 
   


  
 



Chapter 2
 
   Cats in a bag
 
   2013
 
   ‘Louey please, please, please get your lazy tush out of bed,’ I begged for the hundredth time.
 
   ‘Bugger off,’ she muttered into her pillow.
 
   ‘But you promised, remember? Please Lou-Lou it’s my first day. Come on.’ I made a grab for the duvet, and she was too late to stop me whipping it off. The impact of the furious glare she leveled at me was slightly diminished by her puffy eyes and bed-head.
 
   ‘Ugh, fine,’ she sighed, crawling to the edge of the bed to look at her alarm clock. ‘Bloody hell Frankie, it’s only just gone seven.’ She flopped back down and squinted up at me, taking in the fact that I was fully dressed and ready to go, with my bag firmly on my shoulder. 
 
   ‘You’re a maniac,’ she groaned, heaving herself up again. ‘How long have you been ready for?’
 
   ‘Um… a while,’ I admitted. 
 
   Truth was that I hadn’t really slept at all last night, and finally gave up around five when I began choosing my outfit in a fit of OCD panic. I settled on very standard junior doctor uniform: black trousers, pink fitted shirt and black ballet pumps with my hair in its usual ponytail. I was hoping to blend into the background (as was my wont). 
 
   I hated the first day somewhere new. It was bad enough moving to a different department in a hospital you were familiar with, but to be going to a completely new hospital and new specialty was especially hard. 
 
   This was the last six months of my core training, and I couldn’t wait for it to be over. It would be nice to be concentrating on the only specialty in medicine I was actually good at, and staying in one place for a change. But first, I had to endure the next six months working in cardiology, at a massive teaching hospital I had never set foot in before.  
 
   I’d just transferred to Cardiff from Bristol. Although I was relieved that the deanery had approved the transfer, and that I could move in with Lou who was working at the same hospital, that didn’t make the prospect of my first day any less daunting.
 
    ‘Lou, the echo meeting starts at eight, and it was hammered into us at induction yesterday that you were late on pain of death. You promised you’d show me the way there.’ My voice was now rising in panic, and Lou grabbed both my hands in hers.
 
   ‘Deep breath,’ she said. ‘Pull it together Rossetti. Repeat after me: I am an awesome medical genius and I won’t be intimidated.’
 
   ‘I am an awesome medical genius and I won’t be intimidated,’ I mumbled. 
 
   ‘That’s the spirit my humble friend. Right, we better get a wriggle on. Why didn’t you wake me sooner?’ I rolled my eyes in frustration at her convenient amnesia of the last half hour duvet tussle. ‘Be a doll and dig me out something for me to wear from the chaos? I’ll just nip into the shower.’ I began rooting through her wardrobe, the vast majority of her clothes lying in a heap on the floor of it. 
 
   ‘Find me one of my slutty drug-rep-in-heat dresses and heels would you,’ she shouted from the bathroom. ‘I want my sexy new consultant to get a load of my legs today.’ How she walked around all day in four-inch Louboutins like they were slippers I would never know. 
 
   *****
 
   As we walked down yet another corridor I glanced nervously around. I was trying to keep track of the route we’d taken, but it was nearly impossible. This place was absolutely huge. I didn’t know how on earth I was going to negotiate leading a ward round through this rabbit warren when the time came. Lou was taking her long strides with me jogging in her wake. She cast a glance in my direction and cleared her throat in a nervous gesture, which was at odds with her usual confidence.
 
   ‘Um, Frankie there’s something I might have forgotten to mention about cardiology,’ she said.
 
   ‘Spill it, Lou,’ I replied. ‘I’m in no mood for mysteries this morning.’
 
   ‘Well, I –’ we came to a stop outside a set of double doors labeled ‘Cardiology Conference Room’. I looked down at my watch and groaned, 8.05am. Crap. 
 
   ‘Look, I don’t have time for this now Lou.’ She could tell me her gossip later; I was late enough as it was. ‘Thanks for driving me and showing me the way.’ She was shifting nervously in front of me, blocking my way to the door.
 
   ‘Oh, ballbags to it,’ she muttered, continuing to look nervous. ‘I’ll come in with you. I don’t have to start my ward round till nine anyway.’ With that she pushed through the double doors. 
 
   The conference room had a large table in the centre. At one end was a big screen with a projector trained on it. Around the table sat what could only have been the consultants, as they were all smartly dressed in suits. The vast majority of them were men, with only one woman among them. I guessed that the few men in shirts but no suit jackets also seated at the table must be the senior registrars. 
 
   All the juniors and the rest of the registrars were squashed in the back; some had seats, but most were standing, or perched along the thin tables against the wall. 
 
   Lou breezed in like she owned the place and reached in between a couple of consultants, nonchalantly taking two cups and a couple of pastries. She then sauntered over to the coffee cart to fill both the cups. Meanwhile I scurried to hide in the back, perching precariously on the end of one of the tables. The consultant standing up at the front of the room next the projector cleared his throat.
 
   ‘Nice of you to join us Dr Sands but as far as I’m aware you are working in Elderly Care currently,’ he said. He was a stocky, grey haired man in a crisp suit with an unmistakable air of authority. His tone was formal, but I could tell that he was, in fact, fighting a smile. 
 
   ‘Oh you know me Dr Williams,’ she smiled at him. ‘Can’t get enough of those echo pictures, thought I’d get a quick fix before my ward round.’
 
   He raised his eyebrows, and then leveled his gaze at me. ‘For the benefit of those who were not here at the start of the meeting, I will repeat that all new trainees need to report to the office after we’re finished here so they can be allocated their consultants.’ 
 
   My face was burning, and I could feel the room’s eyes turn in my direction whilst I ducked my head. Lou had squashed up next to me on the table. She handed me a coffee and a pastry, then squeezed my hand. 
 
   ‘Medical genius, no intimidation remember?’ she whispered in my ear and I gave her a weak smile. 
 
   Once Dr Williams started to continue his lecture everyone stopped paying attention to me, and I felt free to scan the room. I was just looking around the table of consultants, wondering whom I would be allocated, when I felt the hairs at back of my neck stand up. I looked at the far end of the table opposite me, and my breath caught in my throat. 
 
   A pair of familiar, gorgeous, blue eyes were staring back at me. I froze and my mouth dropped open in horror. I heard Lou emit a small squeak and realized that I had her hand in a death grip. 
 
   ‘I’m sorry Frank,’ she whispered into my ear. ‘I just couldn’t tell you; you wouldn’t have slept for a week. He was appointed a few months ago.’
 
   ‘Jeepers,’ I muttered, tearing my gaze away from his and looking down at my shoes. 
 
   ‘For Christ’s sake Frankie, if ever there was a time to drop an f-bomb or two it’s now.’ My continued lack of profanity was a constant source of annoyance to Lou, but I thought that she probably more than made up for it. ‘Look, you probably won’t have to see that much of him anyway; it’s a big department.’
 
   On the way to the secretaries from the meeting I kept replaying Lou’s words in my head, praying that I could in fact avoid him. The other new trainees seemed to know their way around better than me, and most were already friends, making me feel even more like the new girl. 
 
   The cardiology secretaries all sat together in a huge office. Seeing as Dr Williams was the head of the department, his secretary was in charge as of allocating us to consultants and our on-call rotas. She looked pretty frazzled and harassed as she gave us each of us a huge binder with all the relevant information for our new role (no doubt the changeover was taking it’s toll on her). I wasted no time in rifling through to see who my consultant was. My eyes closed in horrified resignation and a wave of nausea hit me. 
 
   Of course.
 
   Dr Longley. 
 
   ‘You alright?’ I opened my eyes and saw a petite girl with long red hair in front of me, looking at me with a concerned expression. ‘You look like you might hurl or something.’
 
   I forced a smile, ‘I’m fine. I just hate first days.’
 
   ‘I know,’ she agreed, ‘and that meeting scared the bejeezuz out of me. If he picked on me to answer I’d have peed myself. I couldn’t even make out the bloody ventricles on those echos.’
 
   My smile was genuine now; here was a girl after my own heart. ‘They all just look like different variations of cats squirming around in a black bag to me.’ I replied, and she let out a high-pitched giggle before I saw her eyes widen and fix on something over my shoulder. 
 
   The hairs on the back of my neck stood up again, and when I turned I was confronted by an expanse of broad chest, clad in a light blue, wrinkled shirt. I looked up slowly, noting the hint of chest hair visible at his open shirt collar, tanned throat, lightly stubbled jaw, and finally those amazing clear blue eyes staring down at mine. I stepped back quickly and he frowned at me. 
 
   ‘Dr Rossetti?’ he asked, obviously having been directed my way by the secretaries. 
 
   Great. I wasn’t surprised but it still hurt that he didn’t remember me at all from Uni. Then again, the night he humiliated me and called me frigid he didn’t know who I was either. He’d thought I was a fresher for goodness sake. 
 
   ‘Frankie,’ I replied quietly, sticking out my hand for him to shake. I felt a blush creep up my cheeks as he enclosed my small hand in his big warm one, and quickly snatched mine away as soon as I could without being blatantly rude. He frowned again, and I realized that I might not have pulled off that maneuver without more than a hint of rudeness. 
 
   ‘Okay Frankie, looks like you’re with me,’ he said, offering me a tight smile. ‘I’m Dr Longley and my registrar is Dr Hadid, he’s waiting for you on CCU. I’m in the cath lab this morning so I’ll catch up with you both later.’ 
 
   He sounded stiff and awkward and he looked like he couldn’t wait to get away from me, which seemed weird. I mean, I could still be shy, but I rarely made that bad of an impression. I also noticed that he didn’t suggest I call him Tom and I decided that was just fine, the more formal the better.
 
   ‘Great, have a good morning of, um…’ Gah! I was such a freak. I couldn’t for the life of me remember what they did in the cath lab. ‘stenting!’ I finally said with relief, ‘and stuff,’ I finished lamely.
 
   ‘Right,’ he replied, and I noticed his face was a little softer and his rigid tone slipped a little as he continued, ‘and I hope Frankie that by the end of the six months echos might look a bit less like cats in a bag.’ With that he nodded to the now salivating secretaries, and strode out of the office. 
 
   Bloody brilliant. Five minutes into working for him and I had already demonstrated my idiocy twice. 
 
   Oh well, moving on. 
 
   My new redheaded friend was staring after Tom looking slightly dazed. I knew the feeling. 
 
   ‘Jesus,’ she muttered as he left the office. ‘I would walk through hellfire to drink his bathwater, and to top it all off he actually mends broken hearts for a living.’ I rolled my eyes, but fortunately she was still too focused on the door to notice. ‘Hey, this is cool,’ she continued, once she had snapped out of her mini Tom-induced-lust-coma and turned her attention back to me. ‘I’m Dr Williams’ CT1 so we’ll both be working for interventionists. Think we’ll get to go to the cath lab?’ 
 
   ‘I sincerely hope not,’ I replied in horror. She gave me a questioning look. ‘Too much like theatre for me I’m afraid, and theatre and me do not mix.’ I had passed out in a variety of theatre situations in the past. It was a reaction to the heat of being in a gown and the claustrophobia I felt when I was scrubbed. 
 
   Thankfully during my surgical house job I had finally hit upon a way to prevent my pathetic swooning. Unfortunately, it involved taking off my socks before donning the theatre crocs, then taking my feet out to stand barefoot on the cool theatre floor once the surgery was in full swing. 
 
   Although this prevented fainting, it also involved running the risk of my feet getting covered in blood and other gore, which happened more than once by the end of the tortuous six months. It was safe to say I would avoid the cardiac catheterization lab at all costs. 
 
    ‘I’m Rosie by the way,’ redheaded girl put in as we turned to leave. I noticed that she, like Lou, had eschewed the standard core trainee uniform and was immaculately turned out in a pencil skirt and pinstriped blouse. 
 
   ‘Frankie,’ I replied, smiling at her. ‘Do you know how I get to CCU Rosie?’
 
   Luckily Rosie seemed to know the hospital like the back of her hand, having done most of her training there. She was only in the first year of her core medical training but she already seemed to be pretty set on cardiology, and was scarily excited about starting this job. Having no interest in cardiology as a career myself I couldn’t quite share her enthusiasm.
 
   I found CCU more than a bit intimidating. It was relatively large, with beds running down each side, and a central area with notes trolleys, computers and monitors arranged around a large island. I approached one of the nurses when I arrived; she was skinny and blonde, with a sour looking face, and looked to be about my age.
 
   ‘Hi I’m Frankie, new CT3,’ I told her, feeling nervous but still managing a small smile. 
 
   ‘You Dr Longley’s junior?’ she snapped.
 
   ‘Um…yes. I’m looking for Dr Hadid?’ I noticed that she didn’t offer her name and I felt instantly homesick for the hospice. Maybe it was a bit weird to be homesick for a hospice, but I’d just spent six months working in one, and palliative care was my chosen specialty. In my opinion their atmospheres are a hundred times more warm and friendly than hospitals.
 
     ‘He’s not here yet,’ she replied. ‘But you could make yourself useful.’ I recognized the gleam in her eyes and my heart sank. ‘There are four cannulas that need doing. Treatment room is over there.’ 
 
   A cannula is a small flexible tube which you insert into a patient’s vein using a needle, and leave there so they can have medication and fluids directly into the bloodstream. 
 
   I knew that nurses on CCU could do cannulas. Doctors were only called if they were too difficult to insert, and the first patient she had pointed out to me was a young man with veins like drainpipes. But, Papa always told me that you could catch more flies with honey than vinegar. I could either argue with this nurse and lose (I was not the most skilled at confrontation) or just shrug and do the blinking cannulas, which would probably be quicker. I wanted to cruise these six months, keep my head down then get out, finally. 
 
   I gave her a bright smile. 
 
   ‘Terrific,’ I said, like the prospect of stabbing people’s arms was the height of entertainment. ‘See you in a bit.’ Weirdly I caught a flash of surprise and hint of panic crossing her face as I turned to go. 
 
   I was busy putting the third cannula into a feisty eighty-two-year-old whom, despite his crashing heart failure, seemed perfectly capable of a spot of flirting. 
 
   ‘Once they unhook me darling I’ll show around seeing as you’re new to town,’ he informed me slightly brokenly as his breathing was laboured. 
 
   I smiled up at him in the bed whilst I secured a dressing over the cannula and attached the drip. ‘I’ll look forward to that Bill.’ 
 
   ‘Surprised a pretty nurse like you hasn’t been snapped up yet by one of these docs.’ 
 
   I laughed and didn’t bother to correct his assumption. Lots of people made this mistake, and I was partly to blame as I always introduced myself as Frankie and not Dr Rossetti. 
 
   ‘Nobody’s rushing to snap me up Bill, believe me,’ I told him. ‘But don’t worry, I have a plan. I’m going to get myself some ferrets, start with one or two and then breed them, bit more original than cats. People will know me as the mad ferret lady in my old age.’ Bill was trying to laugh and wheeze at the same time, and the sound was slightly alarming. 
 
   ‘What is going on here?’ a deep voice with a slight Arabic accent said from behind me. I spun round and was confronted with a beautiful, tall, lean, olive-skinned man standing at the foot of the bed. His dark eyes looked angry. 
 
   ‘Dr Hadid?’ I asked and he nodded, extending his hand. 
 
   ‘My name’s Ashraf, Ash for short. You must be Frankie. Welcome to the team.’ I smiled at him and his face softened. ‘Frankie, can I ask why you are cannulating half the ward?’ Shrugging, I noticed skinny-blonde nurse was scurrying away into the treatment room. Ash gave a short nod.
 
   ‘Wait here,’ he said and stormed in the direction of the ward sister. I could see skinny-blonde poking her head out looking slightly sick. She had obviously expected me to argue and refuse to do the cannulas, not happily whizz round and do them all in fifteen minutes. So now she was going to get in trouble with the sister, who looked pretty intimidating. I took a deep breath, shook off my shyness, trotted after Ash and put my hand lightly on his arm to stop him.
 
   ‘Hey, stand down big guy,’ I said softly. ‘I volunteered okay, no drama.’ Out of the corner of my eye I saw blondey give me a relieved smile and mouth ‘Thank you’. The sister was also looking at me approvingly, having heard our exchange. It looked like I had made a couple of useful allies. 
 
   Ash (who had taken all this in) turned to me and smiled. Crikey. Ash smiling was drool worthy. 
 
   ‘”Wisdom is the anticipation of consequences.”’ He proclaimed.
 
   ‘Oh…kay,’ I said slowly, a bit confused.
 
   ‘Come wise one, let us start the ward round.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 3
 
   Chopsy
 
   One and a half hours later and we were still traipsing round the wards. I was starving and bored out of my brain. Ash, while nice to look at, was all about efficiency. Minimum time spent with each patient, protocols followed to the letter, no banter with the ward staff. He was a machine. He was also the most blunt, literal person I had ever met.
 
   ‘You have partial occlusions of the right coronary artery and the left main stem here and here.’ He had his trusty diagram of the heart and its vessels out, and was frantically scribbling all over it to demonstrate to the middle-aged male patient we were with the extent of his cardiac disease. 
 
   The diagram was looking increasingly like a dog’s dinner and the patient’s face had lost all colour. 
 
   ‘We must stent here and here, yes?’ Without waiting for an answer he got up to go, then seemed to remember something and sat back down. ‘Your BMI is too high and you have a twenty pack year history, you must resolve these issues,’ he declared, obviously happy with his explanations and keen to move on. The patient looked at me in helpless confusion, then back at Ash.
 
   ‘What’s BMI and what’s pack history?’ he asked.
 
   ‘You are fat and you smoke. This is why you have coronary artery disease.’ 
 
   The patient’s face flushed red with anger. ‘I-I… you can’t speak to me like that,’ he spluttered. 
 
   ‘I speak the truth.’
 
   ‘Listen mate, most of that I couldn’t bloody understand except the fact my heart is completely buggered, and what I could understand was insulting.’ 
 
   I quickly grabbed the diagram Ash still had clutched in his hand and stowed it away. 
 
   ‘Mr Tobin,’ I said. ‘Can we start from the beginning? There are some narrowings in the blood vessels that supply your heart; we’re going to open them up with little tubes called stents. In order for them to stay open you may need to alter your lifestyle somewhat.’ I explained how he could do this and that Ash hadn’t meant he was fat, just that he needed a healthier diet. 
 
   ‘But he is fat,’ Ash grumbled as we walked to the next ward. ‘He’s huge.’
 
   I took a deep breath. I had to push past my timidity and be honest with him. ‘You can’t just go round telling patients they’re fat Ash,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry but you’ve got to be a bit more diplomatic. And enough of these diagrams, you’re scaring the pants off them.’
 
   ‘I like the diagrams.’ He was starting to sound like a petulant child. ‘They show the patients exactly where I will put the stents. This is good. They like this approach.’ 
 
   I rolled my eyes. ‘No Ash, they don’t. You nearly made that lady on Brecon ward wet herself.’
 
   ‘She was awed by my surgical skills,’ he said. 
 
   ‘She was terrified that you’d left her heart looking like a badly drawn game of noughts and crosses. I know it must have been a difficult procedure and no doubt you are skilled to have done it, but you can’t get overexcited with the patients and leave them feeling that they are riddled with stents.’ We had come to a stop outside the next ward, and Ash was looking at his feet scuffing the floor. 
 
   ‘Fine, no more excellent diagrams,’ he allowed, still grumpy. 
 
   Men, I have found, are a lot happier once fed, and I was starving.
 
   ‘Elevensies?’ I asked.
 
   ‘What?’ he lifted his eyes from his, as always, intense perusal of our patient list. 
 
   ‘Tea, coffee, cake?’ 
 
   He frowned at me. ‘Why?’
 
   ‘To relieve the boredom? So I don’t eat my own arm?’ 
 
   He laughed. ‘Okay wise one, let us eat cake and leave your arms intact.’
 
   Cake with Ash was fun once he’d loosened up a bit. I found out that he was from Iraq and that his sisters had moved over here but his mum refused, even though his dad had died a few years ago. Despite all the unrest she had all her friends and her routine, and she sounded as stubborn as Papa. He missed her. He said he couldn’t visit, as it wasn’t safe. He would be considered to fetch the same ransom as a foreigner, and his mum didn’t like making the journey. 
 
   ‘You certainly have a way of extracting information,’ he said through a wide smile, and I blushed.
 
   ‘I’m sorry Ash, am I being too nosy?’
 
   ‘”He who asks a question is a fool for a minute; he who does not remains a fool forever.”’ 
 
   I grinned at him. ‘Yikes, you’re really good a the whole wise proverb thing, works brilliantly with your accent.’
 
   ‘I’m not sure that was my father’s intention when he battered me with them endlessly as a child,’ he replied.
 
   ‘How did he die?’ I asked without thinking, and saw the flash of pain across his face, ‘God, sorry Ash. You don’t have to answer if it’s upsetting.’ I put my hand over his on the table where he was distractedly twisting his muffin paper. 
 
   ‘No it’s fine Frankie. Nobody asks me about Iraq. It feels good to talk about it for once.’ He took a deep breath. ‘My father was killed in 2008 by a car bomb as he was leaving the hospital he worked at. He was a cardiologist too.  This is why my sisters and I moved to the UK. Professionals in Iraq were being targeted. The healthcare system is riddled with corruption and there is little security. I feel guilty for leaving my country when they so desperately need doctors, but if I stayed so would my sisters, and I just couldn’t take the risk.’ 
 
   ‘Oh Ash,’ I breathed, my throat feeling tight. I saw someone approaching our table out of the corner of my eye and looked up. Tom was walking towards us, his gaze fixed on our hands on the table, and he looked furious. Ash snatched his hands from under mine, and pushed his chair back from the table in surprise. 
 
   ‘Tom,’ he said. His voice sounded hoarse with emotion and he cleared his throat. ‘Finished in the lab already?’ 
 
   Tom looked tense and I noticed a muscle ticking in his jaw.
 
   ‘Shall we go through the list?’ he asked in a tight voice. ‘I presume that seeing as you’re having such a cozy chit-chat you must have finished going round.’
 
   Ash shifted in his chair, ‘I….well…we –’
 
   ‘Sorry Dr Longley,’ I said. ‘We’ve still got a couple to go but I was starving, and I thought we’d be more productive after some caffeine.’ My smiled died and my voice got smaller as he looked at me in disgust. 
 
   ‘Fine,’ he clipped. ‘Where’s the list? We’ll go through the ones you’ve seen so far.’ I looked down at my list and bit my lip. Raising my eyes to his I saw that he was now focused on my mouth, a strangely blank expression replacing the disgusted one from a moment ago. 
 
   ‘Don’t you have your own printout?’ I asked. I still had a multicolour glitter pen, and had used it with gusto on my patient list. After years of being a junior doctor I had developed a complex system of different glitter pen colours to denote urgency and type of job scribbled next to each patient on the list. 
 
   Okay, so even though this was a tad weird, I thought I probably could have justified it. There was however no way I could explain the detailed sketch I had done in the margin. I’d managed to do it during one of Ash’s laborious and terrifying explanations to a pre-op patient using his one of his ridiculous diagrams. 
 
   No way I could explain that, not without looking like an idiot. 
 
   Again. 
 
   I suddenly felt like I was going to throw up. 
 
   Tom pulled up a chair next to mine and looked at me expectantly, holding out his hand for the list and raising an eyebrow. He could pull off a great eyebrow raise. Irritatingly, this wound me up and turned me on at the same time. I had the peculiar urge to either punch him in the nose or lick his neck. Thankfully I did neither, and instead begrudgingly handed him the folded paper. He unfolded it, looked down and blinked. 
 
   ‘You’ve bedazzled my patient list,’ he said, his lips twitching.
 
   ‘It’s an efficient colour coding system,’ I returned. 
 
   ‘And the family of pigs next to Mrs Jones’ name?’
 
   ‘Um, well… I might have sketched a design for a cake,’ I explained in a small voice. My bespoke cake business was just getting off the ground and this was an order for a christening that weekend.
 
   ‘A cake of pigs?’
 
   ‘It’s Peppa Pig with George and Mummy and Daddy Pig.’ Oh God, why was I naming all the bloody pigs? I had lost my mind.
 
   ‘Right,’ he said, having controlled the urge to smile, and clearly done with this increasingly bizarre conversation. ‘Anyway maybe we could get on with some work now, yeah?’
 
   We went through the patients Ash and I had seen, Tom adding jobs to my already full to bursting printout, and ignoring my offer to grab him a coffee. The rest of the ward round passed without incident and I was breathing a sigh of relief by the end, keen to get away and get on with the now crazy amount of work we had generated. 
 
   It was obvious that working with Tom was not going to be very fun. Even without the memory of what happened at Uni making me uncomfortable, there was also the fact that I was still so attracted to him that it actually made me feel slightly sick. 
 
   Other than that bizarre urge to lick his neck, I was also itching to put my hands into his thick gorgeous hair. The few times our arms brushed, or hands touched whilst sorting the notes and scans on the round had left me feeling hot and shaky. Tom remained formal and aloof, which I thought was a strange attitude to have as a new consultant. It was also obvious that he didn’t like me. 
 
   At all. 
 
   I wasn’t used to anyone taking such an instant dislike to me. To be honest I was usually so good at blending into the background that I doubted people even thought about me enough to dislike me. Similar perhaps to a Peace Lily; an inoffensive but average pot plant that people largely ignore. 
 
   In fact, I couldn’t really remember anyone being openly hostile to me since school. I was, in general, pretty harmless. However, Tom quite noticeably avoided looking at me or touching me, and there was a hard edge to his voice when he spoke to me. All in all it was exhausting.
 
   Just as we were about to part ways  (it was already way past lunchtime), we stopped outside Tom’s office and he turned to Ash. 
 
   ‘Try not to forget the cardiac artery diagrams I designed tomorrow Ash, would have been useful with that last patient.’
 
   ‘Um, I-’ Ash started to say and I could tell he wasn’t going to rat me out, but I couldn’t let him take the blame. 
 
   ‘I chucked them in the bin,’ I blurted and felt heat hit my cheeks.
 
   ‘Oh..kay,’ he said. ‘Odd thing to do, but whatever floats your boat I guess. Wait here.’ He ducked into his office and came out with a piece of paper.
 
   ‘Although Peppa and her family have their place, I think a sketch of the heart might be rather more useful on a cardiology ward round. If you can resist the urge to chuck it, I’d appreciate twenty copies on my desk by the end of the day,’ he said, shoving the paper into my hands and stalking back into his office. 
 
   I closed my eyes, lowered my head, and both my hands (one with the patient list and the other with the stupid diagram) fell to my sides. I felt Ash’s hand on my arm and looked up. 
 
   ‘Don’t worry, he’ll loosen up in a few days,’ he said.
 
   ‘Is he always like this?’ I asked.
 
   ‘Well…to be honest, no. You seem to bring out the worst in him.’ Bizarrely this idea made Ash grin widely at me. 
 
   ‘He hates me,’ I whispered looking down at the list. ‘I don’t understand.’
 
   ‘What is there to hate habibi?’ he asked. I didn’t know what habibi meant, but I did know that I was a big fan of Ash calling me it in that soft voice. ‘Do not worry over this. All will be well, and remember: “Love sees sharply, hate even more sharp but jealously sees the sharpest of all because it is love and hate at the same time.’’’
 
   ‘Ash, you do realize that makes no sense.’
 
   ‘I think it makes perfect sense,’ he said, his wide smile back with a vengeance. ‘You’ll see. I’ll be in clinic if you need me.’ With that he strolled away.
 
   Proverb obsessed crazy man.
 
    I decided to skip lunch altogether and get on with the insane number of jobs Mr Grumpy had lumbered me with. 
 
   *****
 
   ‘What the hell are you doing?’ Jumping about five feet in the air, I whirled round to be confronted by a pair of angry blue eyes. 
 
   It was just after seven and I had finally, finally finished everything. My feet were killing me, I was starving, and if I never took another set of bloods, or put another cannula in again, it would be too soon. 
 
   I sighed and dumped the photocopies down on his desk on the very small area that wasn’t covered in papers, journals, mugs or hula-hoop packets. I had a curiously strong urge to start tidying his office, and decided that being a Cardiology trainee had caused me to lose my mind, and it was only my first bloody day. 
 
   ‘Look Tom,’ I said, too tired to remember that I hadn’t been invited to use his first name, and noticing his head jerk when I said it. ‘I’m not up to dealing with any chopsiness at the moment. I just want to go home.’ I tucked the hair that had fallen out of my ponytail behind my ears and made for the door. Unfortunately he moved to block my exit.
 
   ‘You called me Tom.’ He was studying me closely and it didn’t sound like an accusation, more like he was confused and trying to solve a problem. 
 
   ‘Oh right, sorry,’ I muttered. ‘My bad, won’t happen again.’ I tried to dart around him and out to the safety of the corridor, but he caught my arm.
 
   ‘Frankie I-’ he started. I was staring at his large hand (which had completely enclosed my upper arm) and hyperventilating. He noticed the path of my gaze and quickly withdrew his hand, running it through his thick already messy hair in a gesture of frustration. ‘I didn’t mean for you to stay so late,’ he finished stiffly, and I had the strange impression that that wasn’t what he had intended to say.
 
   ‘Um-’ I wasn’t sure what to say. If he hadn’t wanted me to stay late why pile on the workload. I glanced down at my list and he sighed.
 
   ‘You didn’t have to do all the jobs today,’ he explained. 
 
   ‘Yeah okay,’ I replied, barely controlling an eye roll. Of course they had to be done to day, but I wasn’t going to argue. I finally made it to the door.
 
   ‘Chopsiness?’ he asked, with that damn raised eyebrow again.
 
   ‘Um, yeah. You know: chopsy, radgy, bolshy.’ He was fighting a smile again, but unfortunately he won that particular battle. 
 
   ‘I know what it means, I’m just surprised a Saesneg girl like you uses it,’ he replied, letting a small smile slip through. 
 
   After hanging around Dylan for years I was bound to pick up more than a few Welshisms, hence my use of chopsy and my knowledge that Saesneg means English. Whilst Tom had a subtle Welsh lilt, Dylan (who was from the deepest darkest valleys) was Welsh with a capital W. 
 
   ‘I’m not English,’ I retorted.
 
   ‘Oh right… Rossetti…’
 
   ‘Look,’ I said cutting him off, not wanting to be drawn into any conversation with this prickly man, especially not one about my background. ‘I need to get going, so-’
 
   ‘Fine,’ Tom said, his smile dying, and the loss of it causing a peculiar tightening in my chest. ‘See you tomorrow.’
 
   As I was leaving I realized that, other than just now, I hadn’t seen Tom smile or laugh all day. The Tom I had spent two years obsessing over, and therefore watching closely, was always smiling and laughing. I had loved above all things to watch him laugh, if only from a distance. Why was he so different?
 
   


  
 



Chapter 4
 
   Groin pressing
 
   ‘Ladies!’ Dylan was striding onto the Cardiology ward like he owned the place, with Lou in his wake, clicking over the linoleum in her sky-high heels. I was sitting checking blood results at the computer as they came to a halt in front of me. 
 
   Lou was red in the face, and I could see from her expression that she was dangerously close to the edge. She slapped the small designer handbag that she carried around the wards with her onto my desk in front of me (I had never known her to be without her lip gloss), shoved her hands into her hair and shrieked.  
 
   ‘Jesus, Lou,’ I said, looking around to see if the ward staff had noticed her outburst. ‘What the heck is going on?’
 
   ‘Do something with this fuckwit before I brain him with the nearest bed pan,’ she bit out, literally shaking with fury. Dylan was smirking next to her looking completely unrepentant. Lou was an Elderly Care registrar. It was her specialty of choice and she loved it. Dylan was an Orthopaedic registrar and part of his rotation was to spend six months working in Elderly Care. He hated it and didn’t see the point. 
 
   It was a massive generalization to say that orthopaedic surgeons are testosterone-fueled meatheads who like playing with their hammers and power tools. However, on the whole it was pretty accurate, and Dylan was no exception. 
 
   By some cruel twist of fate the powers that be had allocated Dylan to be Lou’s junior for the next six months. They had already been driving each other up the wall for the last eleven years and now the situation was nuclear, with me as the unfortunate referee. 
 
   Lou flopped down into the chair next to me, putting her knee high boots up on the desk, and displaying her long legs for all on the ward to see. Apart from anything I didn’t think that this was entirely healthy for the bay of men opposite us, all of whom had suffered recent heart attacks, and all of whom had abandoned their pay-per-view tellies to focus on the far more entertaining display around my desk. 
 
   ‘Babes,’ Dylan said, leaning against the edge of the desk opposite us. ‘Calm yourself.’ He turned to me, his smirk still in place. ‘Ladies, what’s occurring? You fixing hearts instead of breaking them?’ I rolled my eyes and pushed back from the computer, crossing my arms over my chest.
 
   ‘Much as I enjoy the Dylan and Lou show, I’m up to my neck here guys,’ I said, rubbing my eyes, which were tired from focusing on the screen. ‘Can I sort your latest drama out later, at home maybe, or at the pub?’ 
 
   Dylan had his own flat but spent an inordinate amount of time at ours; this might have been something to do with his lack of cooking skills and love of my cakes. 
 
   ‘Our latest drama is that he walked out of a multi disciplinary meeting halfway through,’ Lou declared in a horrified tone. ‘But worse, barely ten minutes in, he did this in front of everyone.’ She put two fingers to her forehead miming shooting herself, and used her other hand to mime her brains splattering out of the other side of her head.
 
   ‘In my defence,’ Dylan returned, ‘there were extenuating circumstances. We had been discussing the rugs and carpets in an old lady’s house for twenty minutes by the time I did that. I mean, how is that even possible?’
 
   ‘For Christ’s sake Dildo,’ Lou said, exasperated. ‘What on earth do you expect the occupational therapist to discuss, when the reason the patient is in hospital is because she keeps tripping over her fu – ‘ I made a choked noise of protest at Lou’s second use of the f-word in front of the whole ward, not to mention dildo, ‘her rugs.’ she continued, flashing me a look of irritation. ‘Your problem is that you’re such a Neanderthal you can’t see the holistic picture. You’re just like: I man, have hammer, fix bone. It’s pathetic. At least try to learn something in this six months.’ 
 
   The whole point of making the orthopaedic surgeons do six months of Elderly Care was because they were notorious at forgetting all their medical training in favour of bashing bones into shape. This would be fine, but many of their patients had multiple medical problems, and these problems needed attention just as much, if not more, than their broken bones. A perfectly aligned nail repairing a femoral fracture didn’t mean much if the patient died of heart failure anyway.
 
   ‘Didn’t anyone say anything when you left the meeting?’ I asked.
 
   ‘Oh God,’ Lou said. ‘You know what he’s like. He just winked at them, their ovaries all skipped a collective beat and they smiled at him like he’d done them a colossal favour attending in the first place.’
 
   ‘Well, see I’ve done that physio a few favours in the past mind, and she was very grateful, believe me,’ Dylan said smugly. 
 
   ‘You are a disgusting pig,’ Lou said, her lip curling.
 
   ‘Bit harsh babes. Just giving the girls what they want. Right ladies?’ 
 
   ‘You’ve got to admit Dyl,’ I said carefully. ‘Sleeping with half the ward staff is a bit gross. If you’re not careful they’ll put you on one of those posters advertising the Sexual Health Clinic.’ 
 
   Dylan snorted, totally unashamed. ‘Anyway ladies,’ he said, changing the subject from his slutty ways, ‘we’re not here for a referee, we’re here to help.’ 
 
   My brows drew together in confusion. ‘What do you mean?’
 
   ‘We mean,’ Lou said, ‘that since man-whore left the meeting and did all our jobs for the day, we’re free to help you finish yours. I’m not having you coming home at some godforsaken hour again tonight when you’re not even on call. Where is Weasel Gankface anyway?’ (Lou had, by in large, left gank in her student days, but made an exception for Tom).
 
   ‘Lou, come on,’ Dylan said, looking uncomfortable. ‘Don’t be a bitch about him, okay. He’s a decent guy.’
 
   ‘Look welshboy, we were all there when he was a twat to Frankie at Uni and he works her to the bone now,’ Lou retorted angrily. ‘You’re not on the rugby team now you know, you don’t have to keep sucking up to the older boys so they don’t bum you in the showers.’ 
 
   Dylan always looked uncomfortable when we trashed Tom, and he always defended him. He’d never cared what anyone, including rugby boys, thought of him at Uni though. So I didn’t agree with Lou’s theory. Dylan ignored her and turned to me.
 
   ‘I just think you should give him a chance is all,’ Dylan said. ‘Maybe he’s a bit uptight with you, but in general he’s pretty laidback.’ What Dylan didn’t understand was that the fact that Tom seemed to be perfectly friendly to everyone but me hadn’t escaped my notice. In fact it made his dismissive attitude all the more hurtful.
 
   Dylan started waving a hand in front of my face. ‘Hello, ladies? You with us? Want to tell us what we can do so that we can get out of this hellhole before I go insane.’
 
   ‘I’ve got to consent a fair few, there’s probably going to be a groin to press on in a sec, and I’ve got loads of bloods to take.’ To reach the coronary arteries you had to go through the femoral artery in the groin. After the procedure the artery sometimes bled and needed pressure for about fifteen minutes, which was provided by ward monkeys (i.e. me). 
 
   ‘I’ll take the bloods,’ Dylan said quickly. ‘Lou’s more experienced with male groins. Ow!’ He jumped away from Lou who had stood up and kicked him in the shin with the pointed toe of her boot. 
 
   We had everything done and wrapped up by five, and for once I could go home on time. Dylan and I had been waiting for Lou for the last ten minutes so I bleeped her from the ward desk and heard the beeping coming towards me down the corridor. I smiled and looked up, happy to know that the beep meant Lou had finished and we could finally go home, but my smile died when I saw that she wasn’t alone.  
 
   Tom was striding ahead of her and she was clicking along after him making her ‘oh shit’ face at me (big eyes with bared teeth). He came to a stop in front of us and my eyes briefly met his before going to the far safer territory of his chin. I’d developed this strategy over the last two weeks of working for him. I found that looking into his eyes was like looking into the sun, I would sink into in a lust induced stupor and I had no doubt that it would eventually burn out my retinas. I needed my retinas, so avoided his eyes. 
 
   ‘I found this one pressing on Mr Roberts’ groin,’ Tom said tersely. ‘I was checking him because I had just performed a complicated stenting procedure. What he needs is rest and carefully monitoring. What he does not need is a busty blonde, leaning over him, bearing cleavage, and making small talk liberally peppered with swear words.’
 
   ‘Jesus Tom,’ Lou spat at him, not in the least scared of direct eye contact. ‘I said that without some pressure his wound site could bleed like a bugger, it’s not like I used the c-word or anything. And I was not showing my tits!’
 
   ‘Yes Lou, you were,’ he returned. ‘You were leaning forward with your arms pushing your breasts practically out of your dress.’ He turned to me. ‘What I want to know is why Lou was pressing on one of my patients’ groins when firstly, she doesn’t work for me, and secondly, there’s a bloody machine with an inflatable cuff to put pressure on the groins post angio.’
 
   ‘Um…I didn’t know that,’ I said quietly to his shoulder. Tom ran both hands through his hair in a gesture of frustration. 
 
   ‘Of course you didn’t know cause you never bloody ask me anything. You’d avoid actually speaking to me at all if you could.’ At this I was confused, he’d made it abundantly clear that he did not, in fact, like me. Surely me avoiding speaking to him was a positive thing? ‘And please, please look at me.’
 
   ‘I am looking at you,’ I told his ear.
 
   ‘No,’ he said his tone softening. ‘Frankie please.’ Shockingly his hand came out and lightly gripped my chin and he dipped his head to look into my eyes. ‘See, that’s not so hard is it?’ 
 
   I had of course fallen into my Tom Stupor and was beyond forming a coherent reply. We stood staring at each other for what seemed like an eternity before I came to my senses and stepped back out of his grip. Lou and Dylan were both looking at us and I felt my face heat. 
 
   ‘Come on Longley,’ Dylan said slightly nervously. ‘Get that stick out your arse and come to pub mate.’ Tom sighed and transferred his gaze to Dylan.
 
   ‘Later boyo, got paperwork still left to do. See you tomorrow Frankie.’
 
   ‘’Kay,’ I told his chest, and I swear I heard him growl before he stalked away. As soon as he was out of earshot Lou dramatically collapsed against the wall. 
 
   ‘Bloody hell,’ she breathed. ‘I think I just came.’
 
   ‘Shut up Lou,’ I muttered, grabbing her hand and attempting to drag her down the corridor. She relented and the three of us moved along.
 
   ‘That was intense,’ she continued. ‘You two were so hot you nearly melted my eyeballs. You could cut the sexual tension with a knife.’
 
   ‘What are you talking about,’ I stopped and turned to her in disbelief. ‘He can’t stand me.’
 
   ‘He is totally into you. The whole “soft-voice-look-into-my-eyes thing”, wowzers, that was hot. I couldn’t breath for the pheromones in that corridor.’
 
   ‘You’re crazy,’ I said shaking my head. ‘I’m just a daily irritation to him like…like um… like eczema.’ 
 
   She was looked at me with a mixture of confusion and exasperation. 
 
   ‘Frankie, you’re gorgeous,’ she said firmly. ‘He does not think of you like a chronic skin condition trust me. Back me up knobhead.’ Dylan was shifting uncomfortably, and I decided that I really did not want an honest appraisal of my gorgeousness from him. My ego had taken enough of a battering in recent weeks. 
 
   I knew what I was. I was average, plain, bland, non-descript; what I was not was gorgeous. Lou being my friend of course would think that I was attractive and try to convince me of this insane fact, because she loved me. Even Dylan had thought himself attracted to me once, that’s how much friendship can change the way you view someone.  
 
   ‘Look guys,’ I said, cutting off any response Dylan could have made, ‘can we just leave already?’
 
   ‘Amen Ladies,’ Dylan muttered, propelling us both forward with a hand to our backs. ‘Let’s forget this place and get the wets in.’
 
   We left and walked to the pub nearest the hospital, which was the local medic hang out. I knew that Lou wasn’t going to let this go. This was confirmed when, after we had scored a table, and Dylan was engaged in a surgical pissing contest with his fellow orthopaedic buddies, she pulled out her best serious face. Lou’s serious face usually meant she was going deep into lecture mode. I was too tired for lecture mode, so I attempted distraction.
 
   ‘So,’ I said quickly, grappling in my head for a guaranteed subject changer. I glanced over at a now somber Dylan who was listening longingly to the latest exploits of his surgical colleagues, ‘Dylan must be driving you up the wall.’
 
   ‘Nope,’ she said, her eyes narrowing dangerously, ‘we’re going to talk about why you think you’re like eczema and Weasel Gankface couldn’t be into you.’ 
 
   I rolled my eyes. ‘Lou come on, please,’ I pleaded.
 
   ‘No. You come on. I don’t understand why you can’t see yourself clearly.’
 
   ‘I’m a realist.’ I muttered, looking down at my hands twisting in my lap. 
 
   ‘No Frankie.’ She leaned forward and covered both my hands with hers, pausing until she had eye contact with me to continue. ‘In the real world you’re gorgeous and sweet and funny and kind, and exactly the sort of girl a fit bloke like Tom would go for.’
 
   ‘Right Lou, okay,’ I said, my eyes sliding to the side to avoid her gaze. I had learnt that when she got on her high horse about this particular subject it was best to just agree and let her rant.
 
   ‘You do realize that Chris is a dick.’
 
   My brows drew together, ‘Why are we talking about Chris? It’s already well established that he’s a…well…not a very nice person.’ 
 
   Chris was one of three reasons that I left my medical rotation in Bristol. I had been with him since we were house officers together five years ago. We had lived together for three years and for most of that time I had been miserable. 
 
   When we met he was charming and persistent and had made me feel special. Once I was secured as his girlfriend he didn’t bother so much with the charm but was still a relatively nice guy. When we moved in together I found out that he was not in fact a nice guy, he was instead a mean, hurtful guy. 
 
   He made me feel small and stupid on a regular basis. All the confidence I had built up at Uni was torn down by his persistent, unrelenting criticism. After I’d finally managed to leave him (with a considerable amount of help from Lou and Dylan) he had begged, pleaded and eventually semi-stalked me in a misguided attempt to resurrect our long dead relationship. 
 
   My second reason for leaving was the job I was starting in five and a half months. I couldn’t wait. Cardiology for six months was just to fill the time until I could start. The third reason… was complicated. 
 
   ‘No Frankie. I mean that Chris is a dick and how he treated you is on him not you because I repeat, he is a dick.’ I pressed my lips together because although I agreed that he was indeed a dick, I didn’t think that he would have treated Lou the way he treated me. This was because Lou is gorgeous and in no way average, bland or nondescript. I didn’t share this with Lou however for fear that her head would explode. ‘Your Dad is a dick as well,’ she declared.
 
   ‘How did we get onto Papa?’ I asked, confused. ‘And don’t call him that.’
 
   Lou sighed, ‘Frankie-’
 
   ‘No Lou,’ I cut her off hotly. ‘I don’t want to talk about Papa.’ Papa left my mamma and I when I was twelve. Their relationship was so passionate and burned so bright that in the end the flame was extinguished. Both of them having an inherent Italian flair for drama had not helped and there were other…problems. Problems, which eventually led to Mamma’s death and the state that Papa was in now.
 
   There were only a couple of times when Mamma broke down and let his betrayal get to her. One of those times was when she had been facing an empty fridge again, slammed it shut, then dug out some findus crispy pancakes from the freezer declaring ‘I wish he had just died. At least then people would bring food. Nobody brings food when you husband leaves you. Mrs Tobin in number forty-two would have brought her sausage casserole if he’d died. You know, the one she made of the church harvest supper. And we would have probably got our mitts on Mrs Lucas’ lemon cake. That cake is the food of the gods. But does your father die? Noooo, he does not. He simply drinks himself slowly to death and we’re left alone with no casserole and no bloody cake.’ 
 
   Despite this, apart from a couple of food related rants, Mamma had never complained, even though Papa hardly ever visited us, and when he did he was barely coherent. 
 
   ‘You know why we’re talking about him. Those little bastards at school, your father, and your ratfink ex are the main reasons you don’t see yourself clearly Frankie. Even with those goddamn ponytails and boring clothes you’re still the most beautiful girl in any room. Tom would have to be blind not to be into you.’ 
 
   Just as she was making this latest crazy statement I rolled my eyes again and they came to rest on the bar. I froze and stared at a smiling Tom who was talking quietly to a fabulously beautiful blonde, his hand resting lightly on her hip. They both laughed at something he said, his eyes were warm and still smiling, and she went up on tiptoes and pressed a brief kiss to his lips. 
 
   Why it hurt so much I couldn’t fathom. It was partly the fact that I knew I would never have what he was giving the blonde. He would never look at me warmly; never laugh with me. I’d barely even made him smile for the last two weeks that I’d been working for him. I closed my eyes and let the pain burn through my chest. When I opened them I saw that Lou had followed the direction of my gaze.
 
   ‘Oh bugger,’ she muttered as her theory of Tom being into me went up in smoke.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 5
 
   Inappropriate
 
   I sat next to Rosie at the back of the meeting, bored out of my mind. Rosie was nervously nibbling on a chocolate brownie, and I was balancing my clipboard on my knee and sketching on the other side of my list. Most everyone at the meeting was eating brownies, probably in a futile effort to numb the pain of the endless echo videos we were being subjected too. 
 
   Over the last month I had brought in a lot of cakes. Baking to me was a compulsion (as well as a business) and there is only so much I could force down Lou, Dylan and Papa’s (when I saw him) throats, so I brought loads into work. This made me very popular with the whole cardiology department, from consultants to health care assistants. 
 
   Even Tom begrudgingly ate my cakes. In fact, he had snarfed three pieces of my millionaires’ shortbread yesterday, and I had caught him sneaking into CCU later and scurrying off back to his office with no less than four pieces. I had wondered if he had been taking some for his blonde girlfriend (who I had since discovered was an anaesthetist called Cassie). 
 
   Thinking of him and the perfect, tall, curvaceous Cassie having clandestine meetings in his office, whilst eating my millionaires’ shortbread, made my throat feel tight. 
 
   I had seen them together a couple of times since the pub incident. The first time they were sitting in the canteen at lunch laughing and chatting. The second they were walking to the hospital car park. Again they were laughing, and she had ruffled his hair in a casually intimate way that can only really be pulled off if you’re shagging the recipient of the hair ruffle regularly. 
 
   My hands literally itched to just touch his hair when I was near him. The thought of the blonde getting to sleep with him, ruffle his hair and eat my millionaires’ shortbread (which even I admitted was off the charts amazing) gave me the strangely violent impulse to hunt her down, shove shortbread down her throat, and watch her slowly suffocate. 
 
   Why I was feeling possessive of Tom was a mystery. He wasn’t mine and gave no indication that he would ever want to be. I had worked out the whole ‘look into my eyes’ cob that he had gotten into the other day. I was friends with Dylan whom he liked. I was also now close to Ash whom he respected, and the cardiology department seemed to have taken to me (due largely to cake bribery). He obviously did not want to be shown up as the only one who didn’t get along with me. 
 
   I had realized that, as Ash had pointed out, I really did bring out his grumpy taciturn side. With everyone else he was the happy, smiling Tom of my memories from Uni. I even saw him giggling like a schoolboy in the corridor, remote control in hand, and a huge toy tank firing water at the secretaries round the corner, causing havoc as they screamed their heads off the other day.
 
   Despite the apparently deadly dull subject matter, Rosie was leaning forward with a rapt expression on her face, as if trying to burn the image of each echo picture into her brain. 
 
   When I say Rosie was keen, I mean she was keen. She poured over all the latest cardiology journals, was the first to arrive and the last to leave every day, and, even though she was relatively tiny, I didn’t doubt that she would happily wrestle a bear to get into the cath lab so that she could assist with an angiogram. 
 
   The weird thing was that despite all her enthusiasm, and despite the fact that she had a scary amount of cardiology knowledge, she wasn’t asked questions in the meetings, and she wasn’t invited to go to the cath lab. Most of the time she was stuck doing the grunt work on the wards and had no opportunity to do anything more interesting. It was bizarre. 
 
   What was even more bizarre was that I was asked questions in the meetings, and I was pushed to go to the stupid cath lab. Luckily, so far I had managed to sneak my feet out of my clogs onto the cold floor without anyone noticing. This saved me from passing out, but did not save me from the endless questions Tom asked whilst doing the procedure. 
 
   Seeing as I could just about name the coronary arteries at a push, coupled with my difficulty to speak around Tom, I didn’t fare too well during these grillings.  
 
   ‘Frankie!’ I snapped my head up in confusion from my sketch, having totally zoned out from the meeting. 
 
   Tom was standing at the front of the conference room where he had been presenting the echo pictures, and his furious gaze was fixed on me, along with the rest of the cardiology department. I shrunk down slightly, wishing I could disappear. ‘Sorry to interrupt but are you planning on answering the question anytime soon?’ 
 
   Oh crap.
 
   ‘Um-’
 
   ‘Maybe the notes you’ve been taking could help us,’ he continued in a dangerous tone. He was weaving through the chairs towards me and I was too frozen in shock to react as he snatched my sketch, whisked it up to the front of the room and slapped it down on the projector. 
 
   A large image of three kittens all entangled together appeared on the screen. I was right; echo pictures did look like cats in a bag, the resemblance to the last projected picture was uncanny. Everyone was looking up at the screen, and there was a stunned silence before most of them lost their battles with laughter. Rosie (knowing how shy I was) felt my pain and was squeezing my hand. 
 
   I felt the heat hit my cheeks. I had never liked being the centre of attention, and certainly not did not relish being embarrassed in front of everyone. I felt my eyes sting and quickly looked away from Tom, but not before I saw a slightly panicked expression cross his face. 
 
   Mumbling something unintelligible to Rosie I ducked my head and slid off the narrow table. 
 
   ‘Maybe we could move on Tom,’ I heard Dr Williams saying as I squeezed through the other juniors and finally made it to the door. I walked blindly down the corridor thinking how much I sincerely hated cardiology, and how much I hated my stupid, stupid, mean, weasel gankface boss. I may not have been much of a swearer out loud but I certainly could let rip in my head. In my head I even used the c-word, such was my anger. 
 
   Realizing that I didn’t know where I was headed and that in no way was I ready to start the ward round, I assessed my options. I considered heading to the mess or hiding away in the sister’s office but knew I could be found easily in either of those locations. I turned on my heel and headed to one place that I thought I could probably be safe. 
 
   Mrs Jones was a bed blocker. Patients who are taking up a hospital bed for non-medical reasons are called bed blockers. It’s a huge problem. Huge. It stops beds being available for acute patients and those waiting for surgery. Mrs Jones had been waiting for two months for her nursing home bed to become available. Her dementia complicated the issue, and meant that the wait had been even longer as she needed specialist care. She had come in to cardiology with a heart attack. 
 
   Ladies who have made it to the age of ninety are generally tough as old boots. It takes a lot to kill them. Mrs Jones had emerged relatively unscathed from her heart attack, and the next day was back to her cantankerous self, demanding ginger biscuits and tea. But it had become clear that she couldn’t go home: she had been leaving the gas on, there were three sets of keys in her freezer, and she thought the year was 1987. 
 
   There was also a slight issue with aggression; when Tom tried to refer her to elderly care to get her off his list she told the elderly care consultant he had a stupid face, and punched him in the nose. She thought I was her niece Tabitha, and I have to say that I was not surprised that her niece didn’t visit. 
 
   ‘Hi there Gladys,’ I said as I slipped into her side room (no matter how much hibiscrub they used she had remained stubbornly MRSA positive, almost as if by sheer force of will so that she come retain her own room).
 
   ‘Oh Tabitha you’re here, thank God.’ She was sitting up in bed, cup of tea in her hand, looking cross. ‘Those darkies aren’t doing anything for me dear. I could wither away in this room and nobody would ever know. They probably wouldn’t find me for days.’ I eyed the mountain of toast slathered in butter and jam in front of her, and raised my eyebrows. She waved her hand in front of the plate in a dismissive gesture. ‘I mean a proper meal dear.’
 
   ‘You were polishing off a cottage pie when I came in yesterday,’ I reminded her and she scowled at me. ‘And I’ve told you not to call anyone a darkie. All your nurses are white anyway. The only even vaguely dark skinned person you see is Dr Patel, and he’s from Bognor Regis.’ 
 
   ‘Just stick on the tape you impertinent girl,’ she said grumpily. Her niece had brought in her TV with old VCR player attached and Mrs Jones watched vintage eighties ‘Neighbours’ episodes continuously. I stuck in her favourite one (Scott and Charlene’s wedding of course) and curled up on the big chair next to her bed. 
 
   She begrudgingly shared her toast with me, and I began to feel a little better. I mean if there was ever a feel good telly moment it had to be Charlene walking down the isle to ‘Suddenly’.  
 
   Mrs Mangel had just caught the bouquet and was eyeing Harold up when Ash stuck his head round the door. I sighed and looked up at the ceiling.
 
   ‘Come on Frankie,’ he said smiling as he came in. ‘”A man who cannot tolerate small misfortunes can never accomplish great things.”’
 
   ‘I swear to God Ash, one more bloody proverb and I will lose it.’
 
   ‘Oh no, another darkie,’ Gladys mumbled unhappily.
 
   ‘Gladys!’ I said sharply. ‘What did we talk about?’
 
   Ash was chuckling now, ‘Frankie, “never try to reason the prejudice out of the man. It was not reasoned into him and cannot be reasoned out.”’ 
 
   I rolled my eyes. ‘I take it the high commander wants to get on with the round now? How did you find me?’ 
 
   He looked affronted. ‘Mrs Jones is one of our patients Frankie.’ 
 
   I gave him a long stare and raised my eyebrows. We both knew that neither him nor Tom would ever enter her room willingly.
 
   He shrugged, ‘Okay the nurses gave you away. Look, don’t be too hard on the boss-man.’
 
   I snorted, ‘Me? Hard on him? Were you in the conference room?’ 
 
   ‘He’s just trying to encourage you, get you involved. Cardiology can be a cutthroat specialty Frankie, you’ve got to be on top of your game to be successful.’ Why was he going on about cardiology? 
 
   ‘I don’t give a flying foo-foo about cardiology,’ I semi-shouted as we approached CCU. 
 
   ‘You don’t mean that Frankie,’ I heard the deep, familiar voice from behind us, and turned to see Tom striding down the corridor, his brows drawn together.
 
   ‘Um, yes, yes, I really do,’ I told his jaw, distractedly noting that he needed a shave, and also noting that his stubble was dense, all man, and, like everything about him, unbelievably sexy. 
 
   He sighed, ‘Look I’m really sorry about the meeting. I’ll lay off the questions okay? We’ll just work on getting you up to standard on the ward, and more time in clinic and the cath lab.’
 
   These guys were insane. I wasn’t a cardiology trainee. My brief before I started this job was that I was going to be working for a consultant who didn’t have time for training. They said they needed an experienced core trainee who could do the ward work, but who wasn’t interested in cardiology as a specialty. I was beyond confused, but I couldn’t be bothered to argue the point with them. 
 
   ‘Okay,’ I agreed, pulling out my list, ‘may as well get this over with.’ We trudged to CCU to start the round and were confronted with two medical students whom the sister told us were attached to our team for the next two weeks. They looked nervous and like they were trying to shrink into the central desk and disappear, a tricky feat as they were both pretty substantial guys. One was tall and skinny with glasses and the other was a big bulky rugby type. 
 
   Although having students is a bit of a pain in the arse, and definitely slows the ward round down, Tom seemed genuinely pleased for them to join us. It became apparent very rapidly during the round that neither of them knew anything about cardiology. It was fun to at last sit back and let someone else get grilled for a change. Despite this, Tom was patient with them, and I could see that he had a flare for teaching. 
 
   I already knew that he was the head of training in the department so this didn’t surprise me. However, I was becoming more and more confused about why he had been given a core trainee who had no interest in his specialty and was only there for service provision. Maybe he thought he could change my mind about cardiology? I didn’t think this would be a likely turn of events as I could probably write a book on the reasons I hated it.  
 
   As there were now three doctors, two medical students and two nurses in tow on our round, it became difficult for him to do his normal routine of keeping me at arm’s length. Day to day it seemed to cause Tom physical pain to be around me, which was fairly insulting.  
 
   You’d think I was covered in anthrax or something the lengths he went to avoid touching me. If I were on one side of the trolley he’d move to the other. When we passed each other in the confines of a patient bay he would literally leap out of my way as if I was on fire. 
 
   However, the patient bays were small, and with our now swollen numbers we were all packed in like sardines. As always I had the notes, so Tom had to be next to me to read them. I was still smarting for him embarrassing me in the meeting, so I decided to try and piss him off, just a little. 
 
   My hair is thick and the kind that often simply won’t stay up because it’s so straight. It falls to my bra strap and is usually in a ponytail. However, in my mad dash to hide in Mrs Jones’ room I had managed to lose my hair band, and it was now loose. 
 
   Standing next to Tom, I flicked my hair back over my shoulder, hoping to whack him with it, and give him a dose of whatever disease he imagined I was carrying. After this executing this maneuver I felt him go completely still behind me. 
 
   Glancing up at him I noticed that he had stopped breathing, and had that pained expression on his face again. Ha! I then leaned back over the notes on the trolley and started summarizing the plan. 
 
   When I looked back at Tom I saw his gaze, instead of being directed at the med students (who were now gamely listening to the patient’s heart with no obvious clue as to what they were doing) was fastened to my lower back. I had on a high-necked pink jumper and black trousers. The jumper (having shrunk a bit in the wash) had a tendency to ride up when I bent over or stretched up, so I knew that the skin of my lower back was now exposed. 
 
   No doubt the site of my bare flesh was offensive to him, but I decided I didn’t care and ignored his scowl, continuing to write that day’s entry in the notes.  
 
   He was in a bad mood for the rest of the morning, and before stalking off the ward I saw him pull the sister aside. The CCU ward sister was called Mary; she was in her fifties, tall, with short dark hair peppered with grey, and attractive. 
 
   I loved her. 
 
   She was formidable, and terrified the majority of the juniors, but was, for some reason, wonderful to me. It helped that I wasn’t work-shy, and that I respected her and her knowledge wrought from years of working in cardiology. From the first time I had shyly asked her a question she had taken me under her wing (the cakes I regularly bestowed on the ward might also have had something to do with it). 
 
   Tom was talking in a low voice, his head bent to her. I saw confusion cross her face and she looked over at me, bizarrely looking me up and down and then looking even more bemused. She said something back to Tom, her face still puzzled. He made a dismissive gesture and looked a little cross as he replied shortly. She shrugged and then nodded her agreement, albeit reluctantly, to what ever he was asking, and he strode out of the ward without even glancing in our direction. 
 
   ‘Hi Frankie,’ Mary said as she approached me with a warm smile. ‘Can I have a word a minute?’ 
 
   ‘Sure, what’s up?’ I turned to her, returning her smile. 
 
   ‘Do you mind coming into my office?’ she asked, glancing at Ash and the med students. Uh-oh, I didn’t like the sound of this, but I nodded and followed her. Once we were seated in her office she looked at me apologetically.
 
   ‘Frankie, I need to talk to you about your clothes.’
 
   ‘My clothes?’ This was definitely not what I was expecting.
 
   ‘Yes, it seems that some…um….some people are finding that what you wear is a little….well….inappropriate.’
 
   ‘What do you mean?’ This was so weird; I had never been pulled up on the way I dressed before. Lou had been asked to tone it down a bit with the skirts that barely covered her lady parts, but there was nothing ‘out there’ about my clothes at all. 
 
   Mary leaned into me and I could tell that she was supremely uncomfortable. ‘To be honest I have no idea what the problem is. I think you look fine.’
 
   ‘By people, do you mean Tom by any chance?’
 
   She shifted her eyes away, ‘Maybe.’
 
   I spent the rest of the day in furious contemplation of what was so offensive about the way I dressed. The only answer I could come up with was that I must be too scruffy. I thought this was a bit rich coming from Tom whose shirts were rarely ironed, shoes were more than a little scuffed, and who was more often than not in dire need of a good shave. But hey, maybe he thought women in medicine should power dress a bit more. 
 
   After telling Lou that evening, she looked like she had won the lottery. She’d been waiting for years to overhaul my wardrobe, and I had just handed her the perfect excuse. Luckily it was a Friday, so she had all weekend to drag me round town so she could thoroughly ‘Gok’ me. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 6
 
   Torture
 
   Tom looked up from the monitor in CCU and froze.
 
   Frankie was walking towards him. 
 
   As usual, at his first sighting of her his chest squeezed and his heart rate sped up as he was hit by a wave of lust so strong he actually felt lightheaded. This was made even worse by her transformation. He caught sight of that bloody geris registrar Lou, who had obviously walked with Frankie on her way to her bed blocker ward. 
 
   She had paused in the doorway to CCU and was smirking at him. When she saw that she had his attention she winked, gave him a one-finger salute, and flounced off down the corridor. Well at least he knew who was responsible for his latest torture. Not that he thought this shit could get any worse. 
 
   Frankie stopped next to the desk and gave him one of her small smiles before she ducked her head to look at her list. This, as always, pissed him off. From the first time he’d seen her again all he had received from her were small smiles, minimal short answers to his questions, and rarely any direct eye contact. 
 
   What annoyed him even more was that when he saw her with other people, people she liked, she didn’t give them small smiles - she fucking beamed at them. Her smile, when she really let it rip, could light up a room, transforming her face from gorgeous to almost otherworldly in its beauty.  
 
   He took a deep breath and stood up from the chair, pressing the heels of his hands into his eyes to try to erase the image of her that was burned into his brain. 
 
   He had royally screwed up. The sight of the bare skin of her back, directly after she had flicked her magnificent hair into his face (making him realize that it was even softer and more silky than it looked (and he thought it had looked pretty bloody soft)) and giving him an intense blast of her fresh, clean yet flowery scent, had sent him a little insane.  
 
   All he could think was that he had to do something to end the pain, get her to cover up more maybe. So he spoke to Mary, giving her the whole inappropriate clothing thing, and she had rightfully looked at him like he had lost his mind. 
 
   He should have known that what he’d said would have been misinterpreted. He was sure that in Lou’s case it was a willful and premeditated misinterpretation, and perhaps he should have anticipated that too. 
 
   In his defence it would have been impossible to predict just how magnificent Frankie looked in the high-necked, belted, cream dress she was wearing. It wasn’t like it was even revealing, falling to her knees with a slight flare of the skirt at the bottom. But the way the material hugged her body, throwing it into stark relief, almost made him lose his already strained control. 
 
   Her curves, whilst not generous were absolutely perfectly proportioned on her small frame.  Her thick, long, shiny, freaking fantastic hair was down her back and framing her face, just the front part secured back with a clip. She wore minimal makeup, but he supposed she didn’t really need it with her olive skin and thick dark lashes framing her chocolate brown eyes.  
 
   He knew from the way she moved that she was uncharacteristically wearing heels, but was unprepared for the sight that greeted him as he looked down. Her shapely legs were bare and her small feet were encased in tan coloured, savagely high heels. 
 
   He cleared his throat, but his voice still sounded hoarse when he spoke. ‘Shall we get going?’
 
   ‘Want to start with the new admissions boss?’ Ash asked from Tom’s other side. 
 
   In his fevered contemplation of Frankie’s new look he had forgotten about Ash. He glanced over at him, and Ash raised an eyebrow, giving Tom a knowing look. Tom was finding that Ash did not miss much, and Ash definitely had not missed the way Tom had been looking at Frankie over the last month. 
 
   Tom hated that Ash called him boss. Apart from anything, Ash was probably a more experienced cardiologist than him, having already had years of training in Iraq before even starting as a UK registrar. He’d only started doing it when it became obvious to Ash that Tom hadn’t invited Frankie to use his first name. 
 
   Tom had been a prick. 
 
   He’d been angry that she didn’t seem to remember him, and was still smarting from a rejection, which was years old. It was childish to be a brat about something he couldn’t have. He had a tendency to be a little spoilt, but he didn’t normally behave like an overgrown teenager. With his behaviour thus far, he had managed to alienate her to such an extent that he didn’t garner any of her dazzling smiles, couldn’t draw her into conversation, and was denied experiencing her laughter first-hand. 
 
   Everyone in the department was firmly under her spell. By all accounts she was kind, generous, quietly funny and affectionate to those she liked, which certainly did not include him. He was surprised by this assessment, having not thought that she could be anything other than arrogant and aloof (given the way she looked he supposed she couldn’t really help this), but apparently she had a warm friendly side, which he unfortunately had yet to experience.  
 
   Although it had been obvious from the beginning that for some reason she disliked him, he had no doubt made this worse by behaving like an uptight arsehole. Being the older and more senior he should have risen above the fact that she was so dismissive of him, and tried to ingratiate himself with her as a friend. Maybe then she would at least bother to maintain eye contact when she was talking to him.  
 
   ‘Fine. May as well do,’ Tom replied to Ash. ‘Frankie, want to lead the way?’
 
   ‘Okay, um…I’ll just get Mary,’ she said to his fucking shoulder, her quiet, soft voice eliciting the familiar carnal reaction in him. As she wandered off to the treatment room Tom heard Ash’s low chuckle from beside him.
 
   ‘”If you fall in love let her be a beauty; if you should steal, let it be a camel.”’ 
 
   Tom couldn’t help but smile. ‘Ash, your proverbs are getting a bit random. Not quite sure how I’m going to get my hands on a camel round here, and I’m definitely not in love, so just drop it already.’
 
   ‘”There’s none so blind as those that cannot see”,’ Ash continued on a smile.
 
   ‘Jesus. You do realize that you have a problem?’
 
   ‘What problem?’  Frankie had reappeared with Mary, and had that adorable confused expression on her face. 
 
   ‘We need to get Ash some help with his addiction,’ Tom said seriously. 
 
   ‘Addiction?’ Frankie’s brows drew together.
 
   ‘We should get some sort of proverb rehab for him.’ Tom went on, ‘Maybe a support group where they all sit around quoting stuff at each other to get it out of their systems.’
 
   ‘Oh I don’t know,’ Frankie replied, her eyes dancing. ‘”Don’t make a mountain out of a molehill.” “If you can’t beat them join them.” “Live and let live.”’ 
 
   ‘I guess you’re right,’ Tom said, chuckling. ‘”You can’t teach an old dog new tricks.”’ Frankie started giggling at this and he felt his gut clench. Finally he had made her laugh. 
 
   ‘Anyway where are the med students?’ he continued. ‘”Many hands make light work.”’
 
   ‘But, “too many cooks spoiled the broth,”’ Frankie put in, her voice still shaking with laughter. 
 
   He realized that she was smiling flat out at him and meeting his eyes. After a moment, her eyes become unfocused as she stared into his. She seemed to lose her train of thought for a second, her lips parting and her breaths coming faster. Then her body jolted, and she shook her head as if to clear it. Pink hit her cheeks, and she resumed her contemplation of his shirt collar. 
 
   Short-lived breakthrough, he thought, but he’d take it over her small smiles. 
 
   Mary was looking between them, a contemplative expression on her face.  
 
   ‘Okay, stop.’ Ash said grumpily. ‘Your English proverbs are way more annoying and you’re both ruining my whole “air of seasoned wisdom” thing that I’ve got going here.’
 
   ‘”Swings and roundabouts Ash,”’ Tom threw at him.
 
   ‘”Sod’s law,”’ Frankie put in, and they both started laughing together. 
 
   Keen to keep the light-hearted banter with Frankie going, and maybe even be rewarded with some more eye contact, Tom was careful not to push her on the ward round. He kept his questions to the medical students, and he didn’t even comment when he could see her sketching on her list whilst he and Ash were pouring over a patient’s angiogram discussing the best options. 
 
   Frankie was always sketching and Tom was beyond baffled. When he had asked she had muttered something about cakes, but the drawing didn’t look like any cakes he had ever seen. 
 
   She didn’t seem interested in cardiology at all. Tom considered himself a great teacher. He was pleased that he had been allocated a core trainee who wanted to specialize in cardiology. When he’d found out it was Frankie he was shocked, and her aloof attitude towards him pissed him off. 
 
   He did, however, think that he could at least train her successfully, but even in this she frustrated him. She seemed not to care at all about impressing him or any of the other cardiology bosses, and it didn’t make any sense. She should be selling her soul to get extra time in the cath lab assisting him, or learning from him in clinics. It was obvious she was an experienced junior doctor, and she was seriously the most efficient he had ever had, but it was very apparent that she did not give a ‘flying foo-foo’ (as she bizarrely and adorably put it) about cardiology as a specialty. 
 
   After a frustrating ward round, during which Frankie’s glazed expression and sketching continued whenever technical cardiology was discussed, he decided not to let her off the hook altogether that day.
 
   ‘Frankie?’
 
   ‘W…what?’ her eyes flicked up to his from her sketch, and then slid to the side. Just then her bleep went off and Frankie frowned down at the display. Tom decided to ignore it and forged on.
 
   ‘Cath lab, twenty minutes.’ He could see the conflict in her face; the urge to say no battling with the fact he called the shots. She also looked confused, as if his request that she go to the lab was bizarre. Finally she shrugged and looked down at her feet, looking despondent. The shrill noise of her bleep cut through the air again. Whoever wanted to get hold of her was pretty insistent. ‘Go and answer it,’ he said. ‘I’ll wait.’
 
   ‘We’re not on call today are we?’ she asked, still looking down at the bleep on her hip.
 
   ‘No, why?’
 
   ‘A&E,’ she replied, moving to the phone. Tom watched her as she dialed the extension she was bleeped from, then turned to Ash to discuss the plan for the afternoon list. When he looked back at her he saw that her face was deathly pale. She reached behind her blindly to pull a chair towards the desk, and sat down heavily. 
 
   ‘I see,’ he heard a slight tremor in her quiet voice. ‘Thanks for letting me know.’ Her eyes flicked over to where Ash and him were standing. ‘Yes, I’ll try and come down now.’ She grimaced and her eyes closed slowly, a look of complete defeat on her face that Tom found vaguely alarming. ‘I’m aware of that,’ she continued, her tone now flat. ‘Okay, see you later.’ 
 
   She put the phone down then turned her head away from them, but he could swear he saw unshed tears glistening in her eyes before she did. After a long moment she turned back. Her face had now cleared and there were no tears in evidence. 
 
   ‘I just have to go and check on something for a patient a sec,’ she said as she stood and approached them. Her voice was bright, but he could still detect the slight tremor, and there was a tension in her face she couldn’t hide. ‘I’ll try to get to the lab as soon as I can.’
 
   ‘Is everything okay?’ Tom asked.
 
   ‘Of course.’
 
   ‘Which patient?’
 
   ‘What?’ A frown creased her forehead.
 
   ‘Which patient are you checking on?’ 
 
   Her eyes slid away and she looked supremely uncomfortable. ‘Um…I….I can’t remember?’
 
   Jesus, she was a crap liar. ‘Are you asking me if you can’t remember or telling me?’
 
   ‘Telling you?’ 
 
   Her lying should have annoyed him but instead he found himself thinking she was cute. It was obvious that he wasn’t getting anywhere with this bizarre conversation. He decided on action instead. 
 
   ‘Right, okay let’s all go,’ he said firmly. ‘If it’s a readmission then I should be there, don’t you think?’ A look of panic crossed her face before she masked it. 
 
   ‘No, it’s probably nothing. You guys go on to the lab.’
 
   ‘They’ll wait I can…’ Tom’s words caught in his throat as Frankie laid her small hand on his arm and looked up at him.
 
   ‘Please,’ she pleaded softly. ‘Please just go on and I’ll see you later.’ He searched her face and noted the tension in it again. What had spooked her so badly? Perversely the more she held back from him, the more he wanted to push her, but he sensed that at the moment she was hanging on by a thread. 
 
   He cleared his throat. ‘Fine. Take as long as you need.’
 
   ‘Thank you,’ she said with real feeling and her bleep sounded again, cutting through the atmosphere. After she had looked at the display, her frown returned and she hustled back over to the phone, quickly redialing the extension. 
 
   ‘Hi, Frankie here.’ she sat again, lifting a shaky hand to her forehead. ‘Right. No, that’s not unusual. I’ll be there now.’ She replaced the receiver, her hand still not quite steady.
 
   ‘Frankie I – ‘ 
 
   ‘There you are!’ Tom was cut off by Lou crying out down the corridor as her heels clicked along the linoleum. She skirted Tom and Ash, went directly to Frankie and grabbed her hand. A look passed between the two girls and Frankie gave a slight shake of her head. 
 
   ‘Need to borrow your slave for a while boys,’ Lou said, starting down the corridor with Frankie in tow behind her. They left Tom feeling frustrated, and with the crazy urge to run after them and demand that Frankie tell him what was upsetting her.
 
   ‘Boss?’ Ash shook him out of his trance as he watched the girls rush away. ‘We’re going to be late.’
 
   ‘Right, yeah,’ he said distractedly. ‘Sorry mate, let’s go. And stop calling me fucking boss.’
 
   


  
 



Chapter 7 
 
   Cardiac arrests and perverts
 
   I’m not exactly a fan of working nights, but I don’t usually find it too hard to sleep in the day so I’m better off than most. However the last couple of days after that phone call from A&E had been stressful to say the least, and sleep had not been too high on my priority list. I’d managed to sort the problem for now, and luckily the staff in A&E were discreet, so it was unlikely to hit the hospital grapevine anytime soon. 
 
   It was two in the morning, and I was on my fourth coffee when my crash bleep went off. 
 
   ‘Thank god,’ I muttered when I looked at the display. I sighed in relief as I abandoned the notes I was writing in, waved bye to the nurses at the ward desk, and sprinted down the corridor. 
 
   Now this is going to sound weird, and maybe even a little callous as it’s someone’s life in the balance, but I love cardiac arrests on nights. Nights, in general, are a bit of a lonely affair when you’re on the wards. As you’re covering tons of patients you spend your time running all over the hospital fighting fires. An arrest is a nice change of pace. You have to stop whatever boring ward work you’re doing, and you get a run to stretch you legs. 
 
   When you arrive there’s generally no grey areas or deliberation; it’s black or white, alive or dead. The whole thing is run strictly to protocol and I like the way everyone moves together as a team; so well drilled that it almost feels like a dance as people move around performing each of their tasks. 
 
   The team is made up of the medical registrar, the anesthetist, a core trainee, an F1 and a couple of nurses from the ward. After trailing round the wards on a lonely missions it’s nice to be part of a team and they are usually a pretty fun bunch.   
 
   The bonus on this night was that Lou had swapped into the shift, so she was the medical registrar on call. I suspected she did this to keep an eye on me after the goings on of the last couple of days. We hadn’t discussed it, but it was the kind of thing Lou would do and I loved her for it. 
 
   The anaesthetist, who was running out of the intensive care unit, joined me on my sprint. Of course, with my stellar luck recently, it would have to be Tom’s girlfriend Cassie. 
 
   I had spoken to her a couple of times during cardioversion lists on CCU and she was nice, damn her. She should by rights be a screaming bitch, but she even made me feel slightly guilty about my murderous millionaires’ shortbread fantasies. She was just so bloody friendly, and outrageously beautiful with her long blonde hair and willowy tall figure. I’m sure I looked like a small troll running along beside her with about two of my strides to every one of hers.
 
   ‘Hi Frankie,’ she chirped, barely out of breath whilst I was panting and on the verge of collapse. ‘Good night? Busy?’
 
   ‘So so,’ I managed to gasp out, then forced myself to smile in her direction. After all, it wasn’t her fault that she was going out with someone whose neck I frequently wanted to lick. If anything I should be apologizing to her. ‘Gower ward have Quality Street,’ I informed her, feeling generous, ‘and I think there are donuts in CCU.’ 
 
   The whereabouts of snacks on nights is often a closely guarded secret, so it was a real gesture of friendship to be sharing them.
 
   ‘Gosh thanks,’ she said gratefully. ‘I’m hank marvin.’
 
   Our destination was the cardiothoracic surgical ward, and by the time I wheezed my way in behind Cassie, Lou had already taken control of the situation.
 
   ‘Stand clear,’ she said loudly, and everyone moved back, taking the oxygen mask and equipment with them. The automated defibrillator delivered the shock and then told us to resume CPR. The nurse that had been doing the chest compressions was red-faced and looked spent, so I moved to take her place. 
 
   During the second round of chest compressions I heard Frankie greet someone, and looked up to be confronted by a large man looking down my scrub top. I was standing on a stool and was therefore leaning over the patient to administer CPR. This meant that my scrub top was gaping at the front and from his position this guy probably had a clear view of my bra. 
 
   To be honest, I wasn’t surprised; I recognized him as a cardiothoracic surgeon called Mr Fletcher. He was in his late thirties, tall and broad with graying dark hair. He always wore a cheeky expression and multiple gold chains round his neck. In a testosterone-fueled world full of big egos, this guy took both to a new level. 
 
   I had met him before at the bimonthly joint cardiology and cardiothoracic meetings. You could literally cut the atmosphere in the conference room at those meetings with a knife. The surgeons and the cardiologists sat at opposite ends of the table and glared daggers at each other. 
 
   This rivalry is common in other hospitals, but had gotten out of hand here after an unfortunate incident ten years ago, when one of the cardiologists had slept with a cardiothoracic surgeon’s wife. Apparently the surgeon had punched him right in the middle of the meeting. 
 
   Since then there had been no more actual physical violence, but there was certainly tension. In one meeting I even heard one of the surgeons call Tom a pussy because he thought they should treat a patient conservatively. Tom didn’t blink an eye. 
 
   ‘Stand back princess,’ Mr Fletcher said smoothly, smiling at me, and I noticed that he was wearing sterile gloves. I looked to Lou and she nodded. As soon as I had stepped back from the table there was a flurry of activity as the chest was covered in iodine and the surgeon undid the clips and wire, cracking it open. Internal paddles were produced and he shocked the heart directly. I stood open-mouthed as he calmly watched the heart in question resume normal rhythm. 
 
   He winked at me as he signaled his team to move, and in a surprisingly short time the patient and all the accompanying equipment had been swept out on it’s way to the intensive care unit. The gorgeous Cassie led the transfer, so at least I would be spared further exposure to evidence that she was a thoroughly nice person.
 
   As they all left the ward Lou grabbed my arm.
 
   ‘Yowzers!’ she exclaimed. ‘My lady parts just spasmed in a good way.’
 
   I rolled my eyes, ‘Lou what are you on about? He’s an arrogant perv. Didn’t you see him staring down my top? Who does that?’
 
   ‘Come on Frankie, he’s lush. I’d flash him my boobs if he asked.’
 
   ‘Don’t you find the whole “princess” thing a bit creepy?’
 
   ‘Nah, he’s a wide boy isn’t he, that’s just how they talk.’ Lou was right, he was definitely a wide boy, but did that excuse sneaking looks at my bra whilst I was administering CPR and calling me princess? Clearly in Lou’s eyes these were relatively minor infractions. 
 
   She shoved me forward and I stumbled slightly. ‘Go on Frank, trot after him and see if they need any help on ITU.’ I recovered my footing and glared at her. 
 
   ‘Lou, I’m not chasing after any perv who deigns to sneak a look at my boobs.’
 
   ‘Come on. Live a little. You always freeze out guys who show interest.’
 
   ‘Lou, he’s not interested in me you loon. If Scary Glenda was doing chest compressions and you could see down her top he would have looked.’ 
 
   Scary Glenda was a frequent flyer in A&E and most doctors in the hospital had encountered her at least once. Her main problems were her daily consumption of at least one bottle of vodka and a fair few cans of Special Brew, and her love of bar brawling. 
 
   She invariably either staggered in of her own volition, or was dragged in by the police to be stitched up. However, not being content to leave her hospital encounters at these, she often threw in some chest pain, abdominal pain, headaches, and even the occasional toothache that she demanded be sorted out for her. The fact that doctors only receive one day of teaching on teeth (likely because there is an entire separate profession dedicated to them) and the fact that she only had a couple left, did not stop her screaming like a banshee in the middle of A&E demanding something be done. 
 
   I had encountered her during one of her ‘chest pain’ episodes. I did not warm to her. Although her smell and general demeanor were fairly unpleasant, what really tipped the scales for me was her liberal use of the c-word, mostly aimed in my direction. The fact that she attempted to scratch my eyes out after spitting in my face may have also influenced my opinion.      
 
   ‘He’s just an indiscriminate lech.’ 
 
   Lou gave me her patented despairing look and I could see her about to launch into another ‘You need to believe in yourself’ speech, but luckily both our bleeps went off and the tedium of the night shift took over. 
 
   Six hours later I was dead on my feet. It was five in the morning and the wards had finally fallen quiet. I thanked God that I hadn’t been covering admissions, as I didn’t think my brain would have been capable of presenting cases on a ward round to a consultant. 
 
   My next decision I firmly attribute to insanity induced by forty-eight hours of next to no sleep. 
 
   All I wanted was to lie down. I had checked out the mess, and all the sofas were taken. Suddenly an image of a small sofa covered in journals sprung into my mind. Once the image had been conjured up I couldn’t shake it; I could literally taste the luxury of an hour’s uninterrupted sleep.  
 
   Bugger it.
 
   Beyond caring, I headed in the direction of the cardiology offices. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 8
 
   Stolen shortbread
 
   I felt warmth on my face and blinked as I swam up to consciousness. Bright sunlight was streaming in through a window into my eyes. Bizarrely the window I was staring at was not my bedroom window. 
 
   Confused, I pushed some hair out of my face and wiped the drool from the side of my mouth. My limbs felt heavy and my head was pounding, all evidence of how deeply I had slept. As I stretched, my hand encountered an obstruction, and there was a thud and a fluttering sound of papers falling. Looking up from the nest I had made amongst the journals on the small sofa, my eyes clashed with his clear blue ones. 
 
   Holy cow.
 
   I sat up with a start and felt my head swim. Grabbing my phone I looked at the display. My alarm had been turned off and it was ten in the morning. I groped around for my bleep and came up empty.    
 
   Looking up again, I saw my bleep held in his long fingers as he reclined back in his office chair. My eyes returned to his and he smiled.
 
   ‘Hi,’ I said stupidly. I mean what do you say to your boss when you wake up on a sofa in his office in a nest made of his journals. Oh God, he was probably one of those people who had order in their chaos, and I was disturbing a delicately structured system on his sofa. ‘Um… I’m sorry if I messed up the order of your papers.’
 
   He looked at the sofa, the floor, and his desk. All were covered in a mass of journals, books, random bits of paper, post-it notes and the occasional packet of hula-hoops. His eyes came back to me and he burst out laughing.  I sat mesmerized by the beauty of him flat out laughing, a sight that I thought was beautiful when I first saw it eleven years ago, and was no less stunning now.
 
   ‘Does it look very ordered to you Frankie?’ he asked, still smiling and yanking me out of my trance. I had to admit, it didn’t. In fact, it looked like a herd of buffalo had torn through it whilst enjoying lots of junk food. 
 
   I bit my lip and my eyes went back to my phone. I needed to explain, but I couldn’t tell him the reason I was so tired that I sought out his office to make a nest on his sofa. He must have thought I was nuts. 
 
   ‘I’m really sorry,’ I muttered into my phone. ‘I just wanted to get a quick hours sleep whilst it was quiet, and all the mess sofas were taken. I don’t understand. I could have sworn I set my alarm.’ 
 
   I started to get up, but was pushed down by a strong warm hand at my shoulder. A cup of steaming tea was shoved into my hand, and I saw he had moved to crouch in front of me. I looked at him, my brows drawn together in confusion. 
 
   ‘Drink it,’ he ordered. ‘Its Earl Grey, one sugar.’ How did he know how I liked my tea? ‘You did set your alarm. I turned it off.’
 
   ‘You turned it off?’ I repeated becoming more confused.
 
   ‘Yeah.’
 
   ‘Why?’
 
   He looked away a moment then back at me. ‘You shocked the shit out of me when I got here at six thirty,’ he told me. ‘I may have even let out a slightly girlie scream.’
 
   ‘Okay,’ I said slowly, unable to imagine Tom screaming.
 
   ‘You didn’t even blink an eye. They heard me in the anaesthetic office down the hall and you didn’t even flinch. You just stayed curled up in a tight little ball and slept like the dead. I took your bleep and phone out of your pocket and you still didn’t wake up. So I turned off your alarm.’
 
   ‘What about handover? What about the wards? They must have bleeped me again before my shift was over.’ 
 
   Tom stood from his crouch, sat back in his big swivel chair and started fidgeting with his shirtsleeve, which I noticed distractedly was slightly frayed. Seriously, he was the scruffiest consultant I had ever seen. 
 
   ‘I… um, answered your bleep for you, and I phoned the handover and told them you were busy with one of my patients.’
 
   ‘You what?’ I squeaked, spilling some tea on a ‘Lancet’. ‘How did you put the ward nurses off?’
 
   ‘Put them off?’ he asked.
 
   ‘Yeah, so they would delay the jobs that needed to be done.’
 
   ‘I didn’t put them off. I did the jobs,’ he said, still fidgeting with his sleeve.
 
   ‘What?’ I squeaked again, nearly going ultrasonic.
 
   ‘It was just a few difficult cannulas, couple of sick patients, some drug charts. No big deal.’ He shrugged. My eyes were huge and horrified as I looked at him. Consultants did not do ward work.
 
   ‘Why?’ I asked.
 
   ‘You were tired,’ he replied as if that explained everything.
 
   ‘Of course I was tired; I was on a night shift. That doesn’t answer my question.’
 
   ‘You weren’t just night-shift-tired Frankie,’ he said, sounding impatient. ‘You’ve looked exhausted for days, since you got that weird call from A&E, and you needed sleep.’
 
   ‘I-’
 
    ‘Now you need to drink tea,’ he said firmly.
 
   ‘Oh no!’ I cried. ‘What must they have thought at handover?’
 
   ‘They probably thought I’m a selfish prick who steals the ward doctor to do his bidding after a long shift. In fact, I know that’s what they think because your friend Lou used those exact words.’ 
 
   Yup, that sounded like Lou. 
 
   This just got worse and worse. 
 
   ‘Oh dear,’ I muttered. ‘Sorry about that, she can be a bit forthright.’
 
   He smiled again, ‘That’s one way of putting it.’
 
   ‘Well…um, thanks I guess,’ I said quietly whilst I put my tea on the desk and attempted to extricate myself from the journals. He stood and extended a hand, which I studiously ignored.
 
   ‘Don’t overwhelm me with gratitude,’ he grumbled, shoving his hands in his pockets. I narrowed my eyes.
 
   ‘I didn’t ask for you to turn off my alarm and steal my bleep,’ I retorted feeling embarrassed, tired, and inexplicably angry. 
 
   ‘I didn’t ask to find you asleep in my office.’ Okay, maybe he had a point there, but I was in no mood to concede anything. 
 
   He sighed. ‘Look, just drink your tea and eat one of your cakes,’ he said impatiently. ‘You look dead on your feet.’ I glanced at the plate he was holding out with my millionaires’ shortbread in the centre.
 
   ‘I knew you were stealing my shortbread.’ Visions of him and Cassie eating my shortbread floated through my mind and I was suddenly furious. Tom looked down at my waist, and I realized my hands were on my hips and I was leaning forward slightly. He looked like he was going to burst out laughing again.
 
   ‘You’re cross because I took some shortbread?’ he asked.
 
   ‘No. You can take my shortbread and eat it. Just don’t think you can stockpile it in your office.’ I clarified. 
 
   ‘I’m not sure that a couple of pieces is stockpiling exactly,’ he looked like he was fighting to contain his laughter, and I had a sneaking suspicion that I sounded more than a little insane. Why I was throwing attitude at him over blinking millionaires’ shortbread, when I never threw attitude at anyone ever, I did not know. I just knew that I needed to get out of there pronto; not only for my peace of mind, but because I had things to do that couldn’t wait.
 
   ‘I’ve got to go,’ I said, dropping my hands from my hips and starting forward to go around him to the door. He moved to block my path.
 
   ‘Not until you tell me why you look so exhausted. What’s happened? What’s bothering you?’ One thing was for sure, there was no way I was telling him anything about the last few days. I still had my pride and I didn’t want to see any contempt, or worse, pity in his beautiful eyes.
 
   ‘I don’t know what you mean,’ I evaded, and stepped to the side to get round him. He moved with me and took a step towards me until we were only inches apart. My mind blanked, and crazy thoughts took over, like how if I leaned forward and went up on my tiptoes I could nearly meet his mouth with mine. I shook my head to clear it.
 
   ‘Everyday you come in with your list and your glitter pen, and you’re so on the ball it’s scary. You may have fallen out of love with cardiology but you’re still the most efficient trainee I’ve ever worked with. You’re like a Meerkat or a sparrow or something, always alert, noticing everything. Last few days it’s like you’ve checked out. Blank expression, dark circles under your eyes, hunted look about you. Now I want to know why.’ 
 
   Well, I wasn’t sure that being described as a Meerkat or a sparrow was entirely complementary, but that was no surprise. What did surprise me was that he thought I was efficient, and why he thought I had ever been in love with cardiology was beyond me. 
 
   ‘Look, I’m sorry I’ve not been on my game the last few days. I’ll pull it together I promise.’ 
 
   His brows drew together. ‘Frankie I’m not trying to haul you across the coals for anything. I’m just concerned. Maybe I can help.’
 
   No no no no no. No way no how was I telling him anything. I didn’t know what had brought on this sudden concern for my welfare, but I was shutting this conversation down now.
 
   ‘Look, I’m fine. I-’
 
   ‘You’re not fine, just tell me.’
 
   ‘I am, I-’
 
   ‘Tell me.’
 
   ‘Leave it okay,’ I clipped, losing patience.
 
   ‘Frankie-’
 
   I leaned into him and put my hand on his chest to make my point. ‘Leave it, please,’ I said softly, pleading with my eyes for him to understand.
 
   His eyes had dropped to my hand on his chest, and when he looked back up at me he had an almost savagely intense expression on his face. I felt my breath hitch and he masked it quickly, making me think that I might have imagined it. 
 
   ‘Okay,’ he said back equally softly and I felt my body relax. I was about to withdraw my hand when I felt his clamp over it, holding it in place. My breath hitched again and then I stopped breathing all together. His eyes were roaming my face and he almost looked like he was in pain. 
 
   ‘You play your cards pretty close to your chest don’t you,’ he said out of the blue.
 
   I bit my lip and his gaze dropped to my mouth. I could have sworn that he leaned into me for a second like he might have been going to kiss me. 
 
   Suddenly he swore, his hand left mine and he stepped back. What on earth? Deciding that his behaviour was so out of character that he was probably in the grips of a fever and had become delirious, I thought my best option was to make a hasty exit. It was rude, but then again he was scaring me. 
 
   I really did have to get going, but on the way out I made a side trip to CCU to find Ash.
 
   ‘Habibi. You okay?’ he asked when I had made it to him, slightly out of breath. Jeepers, I seriously must have looked like crap. 
 
   ‘Ash, could you check on Tom today? He’s acting weird and I’m worried he’s sick or something.’ 
 
   Ash smiled. ‘I bet.’
 
   ‘You bet what?’
 
   ‘I bet he’s acting weird, and I bet you have no clue why.’ 
 
   I huffed in frustration, why did Ash always have to be so cryptic. Too tired to try to deceiver his meaning, and too focused on the day ahead I decided to let it pass.
 
   ‘Whatever. Just keep an eye on him, okay?’ 
 
   As I was walking out to my bike my shoulders hunched with the familiar weight of responsibility for what was waiting for me at home, and I wished for the millionth time that I had just bitten the bullet and forced myself to get a car.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 9
 
   Death wish
 
   ‘But why would anyone care?’ Ash asked me again, genuinely perplexed. We were standing at the central desk in CCU with Lisa, and Mary the ward sister. Lisa was the staff nurse who made me do all the cannulas on my first day. We had now formed a bond mostly forged over shared love of crap telly and Victoria Sponge. 
 
   Lisa rolled her eyes at Ash. ‘It’s the Oscars, Ash; everyone cares what the stars wear to the Oscars.’ Ash and I had been on call last night till eleven. It had been surprisingly quiet and we had managed to get some time off in the mess. The doctors’ mess consisted of a small kitchen attached to a large TV room with old squeaky sofas. I had forced a bewildered Ash to watch ‘Fashion Police’ live from the red carpet of the Oscars. This had been his idea of hell.
 
   ‘I’ll grant you that the women whose breasts were practically hanging out, or whose vaginas were nearly showing were entertaining,’ he said dryly. ‘But how it is even possible to discuss one outfit for twenty minutes straight is mind boggling, and it is not an experience I want to repeat ever. The other programme you forced on me to suffer through was arguably worse, as it involved listening to screaming children.’
 
   ‘”Supernanny” is awesome,’ I informed him.
 
   ‘Why these parents allow a strange English lady into their house, to berate them in front of their children, I will never understand.’
 
   ‘Jo Frost is wise,’ I said reverently. Lisa and Mary were frantically nodding their heads in agreement. ‘She’s like a modern day prophet.’ Ash was looking at us like we had lost our minds.
 
   ‘I’m always trying to get my daughter to watch it,’ Mary said. ‘My grandchildren are crying out for “Supernanny”. They’re like Tasmanian devils.’
 
   ‘You two don’t even have children,’ Ash said to Lisa and I. 
 
   ‘That makes it even better,’ I told him. ‘You can judge the parents and reassure yourself that you would never let things get that out of hand. If you have uncontrollable kids already you can’t be nearly so smug.’ Ash burst out laughing, followed by Lisa and Mary. I was smiling at them when I felt my skin tingle and whipped round to see Tom striding onto the ward. 
 
   I had noticed that whenever he saw me having fun with the ward staff, or Ash, or anyone for that matter, it put him in a bad mood for some reason. His mouth was tight and a muscle was ticking in his jaw as he approached us, and my smile died. 
 
   ‘Hey boss,’ Ash said jumping off the stool he was perched on. 
 
   ‘Hi,’ I said to Tom’s throat, then looked away to grab the list. 
 
   ‘I hope you’ve managed to prepare for the ward round Frankie,’ he said tightly. ‘In amongst all the hilarity.’ I saw Mary’s eyes snap to Tom and noticed her body go solid as if preparing to pounce. I had seen Mary pounce before and it was scary. Luckily Ash got there first.
 
   ‘Boss,’ he said impatiently and I was surprised, Ash was a patient guy, ‘she is always beyond prepared for the ward rounds and you know it. Frankie armed with her glitter pen is a force to be reckoned with.’ Tom shifted uncomfortably under the double glares of Mary and Ash. 
 
   ‘Okay, sorry Frankie,’ he mumbled. ‘Let’s just get on shall we.’
 
   ‘”If patience is bitter then its result is sweet,”’ I heard Ash telling him quietly as we moved away. I knew he would manage to get a proverb in there somewhere, but I had no clue what he might mean with this one. 
 
   Moving on. 
 
   Mary led us to the first patient and by chance it happened to be my favourite. Bill was the eighty-two-year-old whom I had cannulated on my first day. He was still gamely flirting with me, despite his deteriorating heart failure and numerous stints on CCU. He smiled under his oxygen mask as we approached. I gave him a small wave as I was giving Tom the rundown.
 
   ‘Sats eighty percent on room air, renal function deteriorating, systolic of eighty to ninety,’ I reeled off to his shirt collar.
 
   ‘Not much room for maneuver,’ he muttered, eyeing the latest blood results that I had thrust under his nose. Looking up at Bill he smiled.
 
   ‘Mr Gethin, is the food really that good here that you can’t stay away?’
 
   Bill’s breathing made it difficult, but he still managed his usual cheek. ‘No son, it’s the…ladies I’ve got…waiting on me…hand and foot. Not often a man at my age… is surrounded by…beautiful…women.’ 
 
   Tom sat by the bed, still smiling. ‘Can we talk about that pacemaker now? I think it’ll improve things for you.’ 
 
   Bill’s eyes slid away. ‘Let me think on it some more doc,’ he said evasively. 
 
   Tom sighed, ‘Okay Bill. Meanwhile we’ll titrate up the meds.’
 
   ‘Whatever you say doc,’ Bill said, still avoiding Tom’s gaze. Tom was good with the patients, he explained things well, he was kind, but he was aggressive clinically. 
 
   Bill had been his patient for a long time now. It was obvious Tom was fond of him and wanted him around for a good long while to come. It was also obvious that I needed to have my own chat with Bill, one that didn’t involve him flirting with me to try and change the subject. 
 
   Tom ran his hands through his hair, which I knew was a sign he was frustrated. Therefore it was with very bad timing that we moved to the next patient. 
 
   ‘Mr Taylor,’ I began. ‘Thirty-five. Admitted with ST elevation MI. Stented left main stem. Type 1 diabetic, smokes ten a day, family history ischemic heart disease-’ Steve aka Mr Taylor cut me off. 
 
   ‘Hey beautiful,’ he said smiling at me. 
 
   ‘Hey Steve,’ I said. ‘We’re just going to go through what happened, then sort you out, okay?’ 
 
   ‘Whatever you say darling, and you can sort me out anytime.’
 
   I had admitted Steve yesterday, stabilized him and prepared him for the emergency angiogram. I knew that he was absolutely terrified, and any flirting he was engaging in now was out of bravado to cover his fear.
 
   ‘You’ll be okay you know,’ I continued softly, moving to his side and laying my hand over his. ‘Everything went fine yesterday.’ He held my eyes for a beat and I saw the relief wash over his features.
 
   ‘Thanks Frankie,’ he whispered, his eyes sliding to the side, likely out of embarrassment that I had spotted his fear. 
 
   Tom had been studying the notes whilst listening to our exchange, but was now staring at my hand over Steve’s. His body had gone very still. I looked down at his hands holding the notes and noticed that his knuckles were white. Once I withdrew my hand his eyes snapped to Steve’s.  
 
   ‘Jesus Christ mate,’ he said abruptly. ‘Have you got a death wish?’ 
 
   ‘W…w…what?’ Steve stuttered, his pale face rigid with the fear that was back with a vengeance.
 
   ‘Smoking? Seriously? With type one diabetes and a family history of cardiac disease? You are either stupid, insane or you have a death wish. Which is it?’ As Tom continued his tirade Steve eyes’ filled with tears and his lips started trembling. 
 
   At this point, I was done. 
 
   I pulled in a breath, spun round to face Tom, steeled myself, and looked straight into his eyes. 
 
   ‘Dr Longley, can I have a word?’ My tone was firm, which was a first when it came to Tom, and I was shocking even myself. But my anger in that moment was overriding my shyness. 
 
   Tom jerked in surprise, and looked bewildered as I pushed him out of the cubicle with a hand to his chest. Once outside the curtain, I turned on my heel and swept out of the ward into the corridor without another word, Tom hot on my heels. As soon as we cleared the double doors I spun around to face him.
 
   ‘What the hell was that?’ I semi-shouted.
 
   ‘What?’ he asked, looking stunned at my outburst.
 
   ‘You’ve scared him out of his mind. You can’t talk to patients like that.’
 
   ‘He needed a wake up call Frankie.’
 
   ‘I think, Tom,’ he narrowed his eyes at my use of his Christian name, ‘he had already got a bloody wake up call in the form of a heart attack. He is absolutely terrified and there’s no need to be so mean. You nearly made him pee his pants in there. Be mean to me if you have to, but don’t ever be mean to your patients.’
 
   ‘Mean to you?’ He was back to confused. My anger now was slowly receding, and I was beginning to come back to the reality of the situation. Here I was, standing in a hallway, shouting at my boss and glaring straight into his eyes. 
 
   Jeepers. I abruptly broke eye contact and looked at the floor sucking in an unsteady breath. 
 
   ‘No,’ Tom said softly, ‘No way Frankie. You cannot give me your eyes and throw attitude at me and then take it away. I’ll be mean to every sodding patient we have if it means you’ll actually look at me.’
 
   ‘Fine,’ I clipped, back to being cross, and my eyes met his. Bizarrely this made him smile. It was official: he was insane. 
 
   ‘I’m sorry if I’ve been mean to you Frankie,’ he said softly, his face now serious.
 
   ‘It’s okay,’ I said quickly, wishing I could rewind time and retract that stupid comment. ‘I know you don’t do it deliberately. Don’t worry about it; lots of people are dismissive of people like me. It doesn’t matter. I’m used to it, honestly.’
 
   His brows drew together, ‘People like you? What do you mean?’
 
   Oh God. I really, really didn’t want to get into this with Tom. I had already revealed too much. 
 
   ‘Look,’ I said nervously to his shoulder, distractedly noticing that his shirt needed a good iron. ‘They must be wondering where we are now, lets go back.’
 
   ‘I don’t give a…what was it you said again? Ah yes...a flying foo foo,’ he declared. ‘Mary and Ash will sort it out. I want to know what kind of people you think you are.’
 
   ‘No, no, no,’ I said in a panic. ‘I am not talking to you about this with you. No way. It’s not important.’ He stepped more into my space and his hand came up to my cheek, tipping my face to look up at his. 
 
   ‘I think we need to talk about this Frankie. I think it’s crucial we talk about it,’ he declared firmly. Then more softly, ‘I think I might have been mistaken in a big way about you.’ I tried to step away but he moved with me.
 
   ‘Let me go,’ I whispered.
 
   ‘Okay,’ he whispered back, ‘for now,’ he clarified. I stepped back quickly and started walking back into the ward. ‘One more thing Frankie,’ he said, catching my arm to pull me to a halt. ‘I want you to call me Tom, okay?’
 
   ‘But you said…’
 
   ‘I don’t care what I said,’ he told me. ‘I was being a… how does Lou put it? A gankface?’
 
   I blinked then tilted my head to the side. I didn’t say anything because there really wasn’t much I could add. He had been a gankface, but I had no idea when Lou had said that to his face. 
 
   ‘Okay Frankie?’
 
   ‘Oh…kay,’ I said slowly.
 
   ‘Okay what?’ he moved into my space again. I had fallen into a Tom Stupor and had lost the power of speech. I felt that familiar itch in my hand again to touch his hair. 
 
   ‘Frankie?’
 
   ‘Okay…T-Tom,’ I managed to get out and he smiled. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 10
 
   Me Tarzan, you Jane
 
   Great.
 
   Another excursion to the stupid, smelly, boring cath lab. 
 
   ‘Frankie, why the hell are your feet bare?’ Tom snapped, looking down at the floor. Irrationally I was insanely glad that Lou painted my toes the night before. 
 
   ‘I….um…well.’
 
   ‘Jesus, put your clogs back on. God knows what could drop on them,’ he clipped. I didn’t know why it was such a big deal, or why the muscle in his jaw was ticking as he stared at my feet. He seemed to have to tear his gaze away from them, and was in a foul mood for the rest of the procedure. 
 
   Unfortunately it was a particularly long angiogram, with multiple stents inserted, and Tom had kept up a steady stream of questions. We were just finishing when I felt the familiar nausea sweeping through me, and my skin getting clammy.
 
   ‘Which one Frankie?’ Tom asked impatiently.
 
   ‘W...w…what?’ I asked. Dark was closing in on my peripheral vision.
 
   ‘Which technique should you use for the bifurcation lesion: kissing balloon or shotgun?’
 
   ‘I…kissing a sh…shotgun? I-‘ 
 
   ‘Which is the most...oh shit! Somebody catch her!’
 
   Nobody did bloody catch me though, and I know this because when I woke up the back of my head was throbbing. I opened my eyes and saw Tom looming over me, his features a mask of concern. Reaching up to the back of my head I felt wetness there, and when I brought my hand back I was shocked to see it was covered in blood. Tom’s face lost all colour, and his eyes looked a little wild as they flashed to my hand.
 
   ‘Get me some fucking gauze,’ he shouted, and then pressed something to the back of my head. ‘Frankie, why didn’t you say anything?’ he asked accusingly. I should have known that this would all be my fault; I can’t even faint in peace. I glanced up at the operating table and saw that Ash had taken over. Great. Stuck with Mr Cobby Coberson. ‘Frankie I asked you a question.’ He looked furious. 
 
   ‘Please,’ I said in a small voice, ‘I swear I’ll vomit if you ask me any more questions.’ He closed his eyes and when he opened them again his expression had softened. 
 
   ‘I’m sorry,’ his voice was strained and weird, not normal Tom being an arsehole voice at all. Maybe he’d hit his head as well. He was turning my head now and examining the cut. ‘I think it’s going to need a couple of stitches Frankie.’
 
   ‘Bugger,’ I muttered under my breath. I hated needles. 
 
   ‘That’s the closest thing to swearing I’ve ever heard from you,’ Tom said. Looking up again I could tell he was biting back a smile. I managed to glare right at him, looking into his eyes and everything. My head injury must have been worse than I thought.
 
   ‘Ash, you okay to finish?’ he asked.
 
   ‘I’m good boss.’
 
   ‘Okay then.’ He kept up the pressure on the gauze whilst he wrapped a pressure bandage around my head to hold it secure. Once he’d finished he slid an arm under my knees and another around my shoulders. I stiffened as shock swept through me. 
 
   ‘You ready?’ he asked.
 
   ‘Ready for what?’ I managed to reply in a tight, high voice. 
 
   ‘To go to A&E, get you stitched up,’ he said. Then, before waiting for the reply, he started lifting me into his arms and stood with me against his chest. 
 
   I knew a fair bit about head injuries, and I was sure that a huge adrenaline rush, losing the ability to breathe, and your heart stopping directly after one was ill-advised. However, this was my uncontrollable reaction to being held against the hard, warm expanse of his chest. 
 
   ‘What are you doing?’ I asked, horrified. They had finished up with the patient and all eyes, including the patient’s, were now staring at Tom and I in fascination. 
 
   ‘Taking you to A&E,’ Tom declared, pushing through the double doors with me still held tightly in his arms. 
 
   ‘Are you mad?’ I breathed as he strode down the corridor, totally confident and oblivious to the curious stares we were receiving, like he carried women around the hospital every day. 
 
   ‘A&E’s not far and you’re not heavy,’ he said dismissively.
 
   ‘That’s not exactly the point Tom. You can’t carry me there. What will people say?’
 
   ‘I don’t really give a shit.’
 
   ‘I can walk,’ I said struggling slightly in his arms, which tightened around me in response. 
 
   ‘Stop wriggling,’ he said in a hoarse voice and I saw his jaw clench.
 
   ‘Put me down,’ I begged, ceasing my fruitless battle against his solid strength. 
 
   ‘Frankie, you look like a ghost you’re so pale. You can’t walk,’ he told me firmly as he pushed through the double doors to A&E. 
 
   ‘Oh fy duw!’ I heard a voice in front of us, and turned my head to see Lizzy emerge from one of the cubicles, the shock of seeing me in Tom’s arms flipping her back into welsh. ‘Frankie, are you okay?’ Lizzy was an A&E registrar and a friend of Lou’s and mine. She was short, plump and pretty with dark hair in a pixie cut. 
 
   ‘Um-’ I started, but was cut off by Lizzy.
 
   ‘Let’s get you into a cubicle.’ 
 
   I breathed a sigh of relief as she hustled us both behind the curtain. ‘You can put her down by yur Dr Longley.’ She was looking at us both with open curiosity. Tom still kept his arms tightly around me.
 
   ‘Tom,’ I called, giving his neck a squeeze then unwinding my arms from around it. He looked dazed for a moment, and then seemed to snap back to attention.
 
   ‘Right, of course,’ he muttered, lowering me gently onto the trolley like I was made of bone china. ‘She fainted. Hit her head hard. She’s got a three centimeter laceration at the back which needs stitching.’
 
   ‘I can speak for myself,’ I said impatiently, glaring up at him.
 
   ‘Firstly, you were unconscious, so you don’t know how loud that crack was when your head hit the bloody floor,’ he said fiercely. ‘And secondly, you can’t see the back of your own head, so it stands to reason that you can’t describe the injury.’ It was then I noticed that his body was rigid, and his jaw was clenched. He looked visibly shaken and worried; maybe he was scared I would sue him or something?
 
   ‘I’m okay Tom,’ I said softly to try and defuse the tension.
 
   ‘No you’re not, but you bloody well will be,’ he replied grimly, turning to Lizzy who was watching our exchange in fascination. ‘Do you think we could get on with this,’ he clipped. 
 
   Lizzy, totally not intimidated by Tom’s terse manner, smiled a bizarrely huge smile; as if me receiving a head injury was the best news she’d had in weeks.
 
   ‘I’ll just set up the trolley,’ she said brightly. As I watched her unloading a dressing pack and sutures, I sucked in a shaky breath and turned to Tom. 
 
   ‘Can you bleep Lou for me,’ I said in a small voice. I needed to hold someone’s hand. ‘Or Dylan if she doesn’t answer.’ 
 
   ‘Of course,’ he replied and swept out of the cubicle. 
 
   ‘Wowzers,’ Lizzy said after he cleared the curtain. ‘He might not rev my motor but if anyone could straighten me out I reckon it would be that boy.’
 
   ‘Yeah,’ I sighed wistfully and her gaze snapped to my face. She started unwinding the bandage to inspect the back of my head, her features awash with curiosity.
 
   ‘Soooo,’ she drew out the word, ‘want to explain to me why you two are doing the whole “Officer and a Gentleman” thing through the hospital?’
 
   ‘I fell in the cath lab,’ I explained. ‘I think he’s worried I might sue or something.’ She looked at me with a frustrated expression. 
 
   ‘You’re a moron,’ she declared, going back to the job of inspecting my cut.
 
   ‘Thanks very much,’ I replied hotly.
 
   ‘Well you are. He’s not worried you’re going to sue him, you idiot,’ she said impatiently.
 
   ‘A Moron and an idiot. You’re just full of complements today aren’t you,’ I huffed. Lizzy ignored me.
 
   ‘A man who’s worried a woman might sue after a head injury, puts her in a wheelchair and gets the porters to take her to A&E. A man who cares about a woman who’s had a head injury, and is worried about her, picks her up and carries her, officer and a gentleman style, to A&E.’
 
   ‘Lizzy-’ I tried to interrupt, but she wasn’t done.
 
   ‘Then when he arrives he hesitates to set her down because he likes the feel of his arms around her. Then he looks at me like he’s going to rip my head off if I don’t hurry up and fix her. That man cares about said woman, is worried about her, and wants her to be okay, so that ultimately he can get in her knickers.’
 
   ‘He does not,’ I said furiously. She searched my face for a moment and sighed.
 
   ‘God. Frankie. You really believe that, don’t you? I just don’t understand why you are so clueless. I’ve talked to Lou about it and I-’
 
   ‘Lizzy,’ I cut her off, ‘now that we’ve established that I’m a clueless, idiotic moron, can we just get on with this.’ Tom chose that moment to sweep back into the cubicle.
 
   ‘Lou and Dylan are both on a ward round at the rehab hospital Frankie,’ he said, coming to my side. 
 
   Crap. The rehab hospital was miles away. I’d forgotten they had to go there once a week. 
 
   ‘What did you need them for?’ he asked.
 
   ‘Nothing,’ I said in a falsely bright tone. ‘I’ll be fine, you can go.’ 
 
   There was no way that I was going to admit my fear of needles, and that I needed one of them to hold my hand. He was looking at me closely. I could tell that he didn’t buy my façade of bravado. 
 
   ‘Okay Frankie,’ Lizzy said from behind me. ‘I’m just going to clean it a little before I put the local in. I can really give it a thorough wash out once we get you numbed up okay?’
 
   ‘Yeah okay,’ I said, unable to hide the tremble in my voice. I pressed my lips together and squeezed my eyes shut as she started cleaning. Suddenly I felt a warm hand over mine on the bed. My eyes flew open and I stared at Tom, who had a determined expression on his face. 
 
   ‘You don’t have to-’ I started, but stopped as I felt the prick of the needle into my scalp. Instead of withdrawing my hand as I had intended, I squeezed his in a vice-like grip, and to my embarrassment emitted a small squeak. Tom didn’t flinch and squeezed my hand in return. The worst part was the local anaesthetic and after that the stitches didn’t take long. Embarrassed, I tried to let go of Tom’s hand when the anaesthetic kicked in, but he seemed intent on holding onto me. 
 
   Once it was over Lizzy started reeling off the head injury advice: couldn’t be alone overnight, can’t drive, signs and symptoms to watch out for. I protested that I knew all of this, but she insisted that I needed to be ‘Treated like a proper patient.’ Unfortunately this also involved asking me my next of kin for the paperwork. 
 
   ‘Louise Sands,’ I muttered, looking at the floor.
 
   ‘Sorry?’ Lizzy asked.
 
   ‘It’s Lou okay,’ I said defensively, meeting Lizzy eyes, which were full of understanding. 
 
   ‘Right, yes, of course,’ she said, trying to gloss over the awkwardness. Unfortunately Tom, as ever, didn’t miss a trick. 
 
   ‘Is Lou your sister?’ he asked.
 
   ‘No.’
 
   ‘Then why-?’ Thankfully Lizzy decided to jump in and save me at that point. Although in this case it was out of the frying pan and into the fire. 
 
   ‘How are you getting home Frankie?’ she asked. It was now past five o’clock and the angiogram list had finished.
 
   ‘It’s not far, I’ll be fine.’
 
   ‘What do you mean, “you’ll be fine”,’ Tom asked, his brows drawing together. He still hadn’t let go of my hand, and I tried to yank it free again, without success. ‘You can’t drive.’
 
   ‘I know that,’ I said. ‘I’m not driving.’
 
   ‘You’re not getting a taxi either. I’ll drive you,’ he declared.
 
   ‘No, no, no, no,’ I said in horror, deciding to argue anyway. ‘I’m fine, and I need to get my bike home.’
 
   ‘You’re not riding a bloody bike,’ he roared, going red in the face. 
 
   ‘I’ll just leave you guys to it okay?’ Lizzy put in, smirking as she left the cubicle. 
 
   I finally managed to pull my hand free and swung my legs over the side of the trolley. Jumping down, to my annoyance I had a sudden rush of blood to my head and swayed on my feet. Tom’s hands shot out to steady me, but I shrugged him off. He sighed and ran both hands through his hair. 
 
   ‘Frankie, you can barely stand. You are not riding your bike.’ His tone had softened but it was still firm. I closed my eyes and clenched my fists by my sides, wishing that Lou or Dylan were here. ‘Look, please let me take you home. I feel like a total shit forcing you to come to the cath lab, when you clearly hate it. Obviously being an interventionist isn’t for you, I shouldn’t have pushed. There’s loads of other stuff I can set up for you: echos, electrophysiology.’ What was he on about? Of course I wasn’t interested in intervention. I wasn’t interested in any aspect of cardiology full stop. ‘Then I made you put your crocs on. You knew you might faint, didn’t you?’
 
   ‘Well, yeah. It happens,’ I shrugged. ‘Cold on my soles helps.’ 
 
   He was looking at me with a pained expression. ‘Jesus. I really am a bastard,’ he said. ‘Please let me take you home.’ At least now I understood what was going on with all this attention. It wasn’t that he cared for me; he was just feeling guilty. 
 
   ‘Okay,’ I conceded as another wave of nausea and giddiness had me reaching for the bed rail. Tom steadied me again and then tucked me into his side to walk me out of A&E. I couldn’t help but breath in his clean, citrusy yet musky scent from my position under his arm. It was amazing, and did not help my lightheadedness in the slightest. 
 
   As he led me thorough the busy triage area I could see staff openly staring at us with curiosity, and I could almost feel the hospital gossip grapevine stirring into action. 
 
   Brilliant. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 11
 
   Van cleaning fantasies
 
   ‘Spill it Frankster,’ Lou pleaded for the millionth time. ‘Come on, we had about a thousands texts and calls describing your Tarzan and Jane drama. We want to hear it first hand.’ 
 
   Jeez, was hospital gossip really so pathetic that we had created that much of a stir so quickly? 
 
   ‘It’s no big deal guys, honestly.’ My head was beginning to pound. It was late. I was at home with Lou and Dylan, and Lou was in full interrogation mode. ‘He just felt guilty that he made me go to the lab and then made me put my shoes on, that’s all. He felt like my faint was his fault.’ I had not repeated any of Lizzy’s theories on the subject, not wanting to add any fuel to the fire. 
 
   After dragging me out of the hospital, Tom had taken me to his old beat-up van. This was not, in my experience, a typical vehicle for a male cardiologist. Due to the inflated egos and high levels of testosterone, their cars were more often than not penis extension types. Tom’s van was anything but. It looked at least ten years old and the outside was filthy. 
 
   Once I had cautiously sat down on the passenger seat (after Tom had swept away an assortment of sandwich packets and hula hoop bags) I realized that the inside wasn’t much better: change was spilling over the dashboard, there were old receipts and a variety of travel mugs all over the foot well, together with huge amounts of other food packaging detritus. 
 
   Sitting there taking in the chaos, I had the inexplicable desire to clean it for him. I imagined what it would be like if he was actually mine and I had the right to clean out his van, maybe iron a few of his shirts. How bizarre was that? Fantasying about cleaning and ironing. I was officially losing my mind. 
 
   ‘This is an unusual vehicle choice,’ I said, still a bit stunned.
 
   ‘Not for a wind surfer,’ he told me. ‘All my kit just lives in the back. Saves time unloading.’ 
 
   ‘I see,’ I said, although I really didn’t. I mean, I wasn’t a fan of windsurfing, but even if it was the love of my life I doubted I would be convinced to drive a rusty old van to support it. Then again, I didn’t even drive a normal car so that wasn’t surprising.
 
   ‘Do you cycle every day?’ he asked after the sat nav had calculated the distance to my flat. ‘Seems a bit of a trek on a bike.’ 
 
   This was true. I frequently cursed my hatred of driving and lack of funds when faced with Welsh weather. 
 
   ‘Lou gives me a lift some days, but I have to get in earlier than her and she’s not great in the morning,’ I explained.
 
   ‘What about your car?’ he asked, and I shifted on my seat uncomfortably. 
 
   ‘I don’t have a car.’
 
   ‘Why not?’ His brows were drawn together in confusion.
 
   ‘I don’t like driving.’ This was an understatement; I loathed driving. I had failed my test six times before finally passing when I managed to book one in the most rural area possible with not another car in sight. It was just another area of my life where I lacked confidence and was an abject failure. 
 
   But that wasn’t the only reason. I had more outgoings every month than a normal young professional, and even with the extra income from my cake business I couldn’t afford a car.  
 
   Not wanting to reveal the full extent of my pathetic cowardice or financial situation, I made a stab at changing the subject. 
 
   ‘Your van is…um, well it could do with a bit of a clear out,’ I informed him, looking around in horror. I had always been a neat freak. 
 
   ‘No shit,’ he said dryly. ‘You offering?’ I felt my face heating up.
 
   ‘Of course not,’ I snapped, sinking down into my seat. ‘Maybe Cassie could help you.’ He’d started the van and was backing out at this point. At the mention of Cassie he looked momentarily confused, then seemed to register my meaning. 
 
   ‘I think she’s got better things to do than clean my van,’ he said, smiling. Of course she did. Busy eating my millionaires’ shortbread and having wild monkey sex with Tom no doubt. No wonder his van was a state. I spent the rest of the short journey staring dejectedly out of the window contemplating my lonely, ferret-filled (yet likely clean and tidy) future. 
 
   When we arrived at the flat I had tried to block his entry, telling him I’d be fine and that Lou and Dylan would be back any minute. He was having none of it and practically forced his way in. Short of physically ejecting him (which would have been tricky considering he had about a hundred pounds on me), I didn’t have much choice but to be grudgingly hospitable. 
 
   Tea in hand and two of my brownies consumed, he had started surveying his surroundings. I loved our flat even though the furnishing was a battle between Ikea and shabby chic. Lou was Ikea-obsessed but I had forced her to accept some of my stuff, even though I could tell she was dying to smarten it up with a good lick of paint. 
 
   ‘What’s this?’ he asked as he moved over to the counter where my latest creation was sitting on a cake stand. It was a birthday cake for a police sergeant who was also a keen cyclist. I’d sculpted an exact replica of her handbag with an iphone, police truncheon and speedometer spilling out. Her husband had commissioned it and given me a photo to work from. 
 
   ‘Um… it’s a cake.’
 
   ‘Really?’ he reached to touch the iphone, and then withdrew his hand. ‘Did you buy it for someone?’
 
   ‘I made it.’ 
 
   He looked startled and swung round to face me. ‘You made it?’
 
   ‘Well, yes.’
 
   ‘Jesus. It’s so lifelike. I’ve never seen anything like it.’
 
   ‘Thanks,’ I mumbled, ducking my head in embarrassment. ‘Practice I guess.’
 
   ‘You make a lot of these?’ he asked, surprised.
 
   ‘Of course.’ 
 
   He was looking increasingly bemused and I couldn’t understand why. I mean, they all knew my background and my intention to go part time once I became a palliative care registrar and got my bespoke cake business off the ground properly – it was right there in my cv. I couldn’t wait to be in the specialty I really loved, far away from cardiology, and creating beauty for a living on the side. It was a dream come true, and a balance that I was glad I had been able to achieve. 
 
   I was about to ask what he meant, when the door to the flat burst open, and Lou and Dylan surged in. We were then, of course, engulfed in concern and rabid curiosity.  Tom made a speedy exit, leaving Lou free to wheedle all the information she could out of me.
 
   ‘But he carried you in his arms. I might think he’s a bit of a ganker but I reckon that I’d still have a mini-orgasm if he were to carry me anywhere. Maybe I should arrange to faint strategically in front of him and get myself some of that action.’  
 
   Visions of Lou swooning all over the hospital sprung to mind and I rolled my eyes. Dylan, I noticed, was scowling furiously at her. There had been tension between them the whole evening, and I suspected that working together was taking its toll. 
 
   The three of us had been close friends together with Dylan’s best friend Mike since Uni. It helped that none of us had ever even snogged each other, and other than a funny stage Dylan went through at one point, there had been no romantic interest to muddy the waters. 
 
   Despite this, Dylan and Lou’s relationship had always been a little more fiery, no doubt because they were both loud and stubborn. 
 
   ‘Fraaannkiiie,’ Lou whined, ‘at least tell me how he smelled.’
 
   I closed my eyes and was suddenly assaulted with the full olfactory memory of his delicious scent. ‘Amazing,’ I breathed wistfully, before I managed to stop myself. I opened my eyes and both Dylan and Lou were watching me closely. I felt heat hit my cheeks and ducked my head.  
 
   ‘Oh no no no,’ Lou said, determined now. ‘You can’t stop there. I want full description of everything.’ 
 
   My head felt like it was going to split open now and I suddenly experienced a wave of nausea. I felt the blood drain out of my face and raised a shaky hand to my forehead. Literally one second later Dylan had plonked himself next to me on the sofa. Two paracetamol were shoved into one of my hands, and a glass of water into the other.
 
   ‘For Christ’s sake Lou will you give it a rest,’ Dylan snapped. ‘Can’t you see ladies looks like death warmed over?’
 
   ‘Oh right, sorry Frankie,’ Lou mumbled contritely. ‘I’ll leave the third degree for the moment.’
 
   ‘Anyway if anyone’s on the verge of shagging their consultant, it’s you babes,’ Dylan continued grumpily. Lou swung round to laser Dylan with her best poisonous glare. 
 
   ‘What in the fuck are you talking about?’ Lou said slowly, her tone dangerous. 
 
   ‘Oh don’t pretend you don’t know,’ Dylan retorted. ‘You were cwtching up to him the whole ward round today.’
 
   ‘Well at least I haven’t shagged practically every member of the multidisciplinary team.’ Lou was nearly shouting now and red in the face. 
 
   ‘At least none of them were a bit twp like that bugger you’re after.’
 
   ‘Speak bloody English you taffy prick.’
 
   ‘Don’t call me a taffy prick you posh brat.’ Dylan and Lou had both risen to their feet now and were full on shouting. I winced. The escalating noise level was doing nothing for my headache. 
 
   ‘Now look what you’ve done,’ Lou yelled, pointing at me. ‘Can’t you see Frankie’s got a headache. Why don’t you just go home? You don’t actually live here you know.’
 
   ‘Fine.’
 
   ‘Fine.’
 
   ‘I’ll see you later ladies,’ Dylan said to me in a softer tone. ‘Sorry to leave you with this chopsy bitch, she must be on the rag.’ 
 
   Lou sucked in a shocked breath, rendered speechless by this latest insult. I was a bit shocked too. In my opinion any insult referring to menstrual cycles was a pretty low blow. Unrepentant, Dylan stomped out of the door and slammed it behind him.
 
   Surprisingly, after he’d left, Lou sank down onto the sofa next to me and burst into noisy tears. I put my water down on the side table and wrapped both my arms round her shaking shoulders. Lou seldom cried, and I’d seen her take much worse insults than that on the chin.
 
   ‘Louey,’ I said softly, resting my forehead on her hair and giving her a squeeze as she cried into her hands. ‘What’s brought this on? You know he doesn’t mean it. He’s probably just frustrated because he misses his boy toys in theatre.’
 
   ‘I…I…I don’t know w…w…why I’m so upset,’ she stuttered in between her wracking sobs. ‘H…h…he’s just so m…m…mean to me at the moment. And he’s sh…sh…shagging everything in site with a f…f…foo-foo.’
 
   ‘But Louey, that’s what Dylan does. He’s always been one to gather lipstick.’ 
 
   Lou had managed to get herself a bit more together now, but the tears were still streaming down her face.
 
   ‘Gathering STDs more like,’ she mumbled, managing a weak smile. The door to the flat swung back open at that point and Dylan stormed back in with a face like thunder. 
 
   ‘I forgot my wall-’ he began, but stopped when he looked at us. His angry expression changed to that of shock when he took in Lou’s tear streaked face. 
 
   ‘Babes,’ he said striding over to her, pulling her up off the sofa and into his arms. ‘Please don’t cry,’ he pleaded. ‘I’m sorry.’ He shifted over to the armchair and sat down with her in his lap. Lou looked embarrassed, but tucked her face in his neck and tears silently streaming down her face. Dylan looked over her head at me with an alarmed expression and I shrugged. 
 
   ‘Please stop crying Lou-Lou,’ he muttered into her hair, she sniffed but her tears continued to fall. ‘Would you stop if I called myself a taffy prick? How about chocolate? Tea? How about I promise to buy you some shoes? You like shoes. Please Lou, I hate seeing you cry. You never cry.’ He was looking a bit desperate now. After a few moments Lou sat up in his lap, swiped at her face and gave him a watery smile.
 
   ‘Shoes would be nice,’ she said shakily. Dylan searched her face and assisted in the tear-swiping endeavor. When it was clear that she had calmed down, they both seemed to suddenly realize the intimate position they were in. 
 
   ‘Sorry guys,’ Lou mumbled, springing up from his lap, ‘Don’t know what came over me. Hormones probably.’ 
 
   ‘Right, well,’ Dylan said, looking embarrassed and suddenly in a mad rush to leave. ‘I’d best be off. Um… see you later. Hope you feel better ladies.’ He grabbed his wallet and dashed for the door. By the time it had closed behind him Lou was in the kitchen area with her back to me, standing in front of the kettle.
 
   ‘Lou, what-?’
 
   ‘Tea?’ she asked, cutting me off.
 
   I ignored her blatant attempt at evasion and for once in my life did not take up the offer of tea. 
 
   ‘What was that all about?’ I asked her back and saw her shoulders tense. 
 
   ‘He just winds me up. You know how he can be,’ she replied defensively. ‘Anyone would get riled having to put up with his bullshit day in, day out, and he’s not even making an attempt to learn anything. It’s like he’s just doing his time in purgatory before he can go and play carpenters with the big boys. He doesn’t get how important it is.’
 
   ‘Okay,’ I said slowly, not quite believing that this was all to do with work, but I didn’t want to push her in case she broke down again. To be honest seeing Lou crying scared me a little, it seemed against nature or something. ‘You know you can talk to me if something was really wrong Louey don’t you?’
 
   ‘Of course Frankster,’ she said, her shoulders relaxing. She walked over to and gave me a cup of tea, snuggling in next to me on the sofa. I put my arm round her and rested the side of my head against hers.
 
   ‘Love you, even if you are a cry baby.’
 
   ‘Love you too, even if swoon like a pathetic heroine in a romance novel.’
 
   


  
 



Chapter 12
 
   Bed blocker
 
   Luckily I seem to have a fairly hard head, and I was back to work after the weekend. The week was getting off to a boring start with the joint cardiology and cardiothoracic meeting. This generally involved extensive technical discussion on which approach would be best for difficult patients: either open heart surgery with the cardiothoracic surgeons or angiogram and stenting with the cardiologists. 
 
   More often than not it degenerated into a pissing contest when the two sides couldn’t agree which. This at least could be entertaining if it became heated.
 
   ‘Hey princess,’ said Mr Fletcher (the cardiothoracic surgeon who had looked down my scrub top at the arrest) as he sauntered past me, brushing my hair over my shoulder. 
 
   ‘Uh hi,’ I muttered into my list on which I was sketching, flinching away from him.  I glanced around nervously after he’d moved away, and caught sight of Tom glaring at him. He must have still been smarting from Mr Fletcher calling him a pussy in the meeting a few weeks ago. 
 
   ‘Yikes,’ Rosie whispered into my ear, nodding towards Tom. ‘He’s lush when he’s angry don’t you think?’ 
 
   I shrugged noncommittally and looked back down at my sketch.  It was coming along quite well, sculpting all the individual flowers would be time consuming but, as with all wedding cakes, this was inevitable. 
 
   The meeting passed without incident other than a short stand off over an elderly gentleman with triple vessel disease, resulting in an extremely boring discussion, after which everyone decided to do nothing anyway. On the plus side I had finished the first rough draught and thought it looked great. Leaving the conference room most people drifted into their teams to start morning ward rounds. 
 
   Dr Williams swept past Rosie and I. ‘Rosie we’ll be in the cath lab most of the day. Just finish up all the ward work would you?’ he threw over his shoulder, not stopping to listen for a reply. Rosie slumped against the wall and looked down at her shoes dejectedly. 
 
   ‘I don’t get it,’ she mumbled in a trembling voice. ‘Why doesn’t he want to teach me? He doesn’t even ask me any questions. I read and read stupid journals all the time and he doesn’t even care.’ 
 
   She sniffed and I realized that she was close to tears. I put my hand on her arm, not wanting to draw attention to us with a full on hug. 
 
   ‘Look, Rosie I think you should talk to him. This is out of order. Apart from anything the deanery would be furious that he’s not teaching you.’ She sniffed again, but after a few moments lifted her head and squared her shoulders.
 
   ‘You’re right,’ she said firmly. ‘I refuse to be just his ward bitch anymore. I’m going to sort this out once and for all.’
 
   ‘Rosie I-’ I tried to call after her but she was already halfway down the corridor on her mission. I was glad she was going to take a stand, but wasn’t sure that storming into the cath lab once the list was in full swing was the way to do it. Sighing, I turned and walked smack into Mr Fletcher.
 
   ‘Hey princess,’ he laughed, steadying me as I nearly fell backwards. ‘No need to throw yourself at me.’ I smiled what I hoped was a polite smile and tried to shrug out of his grip. ‘How about coming to theatre with me today? I’ll even let you assist. Lots of trainees would jump at the chance.’ 
 
   Urgh! Theatre; I couldn’t think of anything worse. This guy was a serious egomaniac. Even if I were a cardiology trainee why would I want to go to theatre? He must just be so used to his own trainees clamoring for theatre time that he assumed everyone would want to dig around in someone’s chest cavity for five hours. 
 
   ‘Adrian,’ I looked up to see Tom closing in on us, his eyes focused on Mr Fletcher’s hands, which were still gripping my upper arms. ‘Do you want to let my trainee go? Some of us need to get on. You know, do ward rounds and actually see patients.’ 
 
   Mr Fletcher smirked but thankfully dropped his hands from my arms. ‘Yeah mate, well some of us have got to crack some chests open, re-plumb some hearts and actually cure patients, rather than faffing about with some teeny, tiny little stents.’ 
 
   ‘Wanker,’ I heard Tom mutter under his breath as we watched Mr Fletcher walk away. Great. Now he’d be in a bad mood for the whole ward round. 
 
   Ash joined us on CCU and we managed to see the most of the sick patients quickly. I decided that I needed to make my own stand today as we had a bit more time on our hands. 
 
   ‘Guys,’ I called, stopping outside Mrs Jones’ side room as they tried to resolutely keep briskly walking on. ‘I’m afraid we’ve got to see some bed blockers today. They haven’t been seen in two weeks.’ Both Ash and Tom shifted uncomfortably.
 
   ‘That’s not true,’ Ash said. ‘You see them every day habibi.’
 
   ‘Yeah,’ said Tom, subtly taking small shuffling side steps down the corridor. ‘Don’t worry Frankie, we trust your medical judgment.’ 
 
   I rolled my eyes. ‘She deserves consultant led medical care,’ I explained.
 
   ‘But she doesn’t even need to be here,’ grumbled Tom, shoving his hands in his pockets.
 
   ‘Well the fact is she is here and that puts her at risk of a hospital acquired infection, ergo she needs proper hospital care,’ I said firmly.
 
   ‘Fine.’
 
   ‘Fine.’ Jeepers, they were like five year olds sometimes. 
 
   Once I’d managed to get them into Mrs Jones’ side room I was dismayed to see that the bed was empty. Crap, if she wasn’t here now I’d never get them back again. ‘Neighbours’ was playing on her telly however, so she couldn’t have gone far. 
 
   ‘Mrs Jones?’ I called and heard a shuffling behind the bathroom door. ‘Mrs Jones, are you in there?’ 
 
   More shuffling then ‘Go away.’ From behind the door
 
   ‘Are you okay?’
 
   ‘Go. Away.’ 
 
   She didn’t sound okay at all. Her voice was high and tight and like she was on the verge of tears.
 
   ‘I’m sorry Mrs Jones but I’m coming in,’ I said as I pushed open the small bathroom door. I gasped at the scene that greeted me. Mrs Jones was wedged between the toilet and the wall, her knickers and tights around her ankles and her skirt round her waist. 
 
   ‘I reached for something and couldn’t quite manage it,’ she said in a trembling voice. I scooted down next to her and started righting her clothes as best I could.
 
   ‘Why didn’t you pull the alarm cord?’ I asked softly, pulling her skirt down.
 
   ‘I didn’t want them to see what a pickle I’d got myself in,’ she said miserably. ‘They’d use it to stop me going home to my Trevor.’ 
 
   I sighed. Her husband Trevor was long dead and the reasons she couldn’t go home were more along the lines of nearly setting her house on fire by leaving the gas on, and wandering the streets in the middle of the night. Dementia was a cruel disease. 
 
   ‘Can I call the nurses to help you up?’ I asked, realizing that she was too heavy for just me, and straightening from the small space.
 
   ‘No, no! Please.’ she begged, in a real panic now. I saw tears forming in her eyes. Suddenly I felt heat at my back and turned slightly to see Tom standing behind me in the cramped space. 
 
   ‘Mrs Jones?’
 
   ‘Who are you?’ she shrieked, in a panic. Tom shifted me to the side and moved to crouch down next to her. He grabbed one of her shaking papery hands in his large tanned one. 
 
   ‘Just a friend of Tabitha’s okay,’ he said softly, and I was shocked he remembered her belief that I was her errant niece. ‘If you won’t let us call the nurses, will you let me lift you? I promise not to carry you off and take advantage of you.’ He winked at her and she gave him a watery smile.
 
   ‘I suppose you may assist me,’ she said imperiously, as if bestowing a great honour on him. He smiled at her and reached down, easily lifting her up into his arms as if she were as light as a feather. I could personally attest after wrestling with her clothes that she was not. Health and safety would have had a field day.
 
   ‘Where to my lady?’ he asked once they were out of the bathroom.
 
   ‘I think I will lie down now young man,’ she informed him and he carried her to her bed and settled her gently under the covers.
 
   ‘Tea?’ he asked.
 
   ‘Yes dear,’ she replied. ‘Two sugars and I’ll have one of Tabitha’s cakes if you don’t mind.’ I had noticed that when it came to some things (cake in particular) Mrs Jones’ memory could be surprisingly good. 
 
   ‘Frankie?’ Tom called, and I realized that I was staring at him tucking Mrs Jones in. I also realized that in that moment, after watching him reassure and carry a grumpy old lady to her bed (likely knackering his back) that I had done something very stupid. Just like eleven years ago when I first saw him, I had fallen in love with Thomas G. Longley again. 
 
   Bloody hell. 
 
   Our last patient was also in side room and I decided that I needed to talk to Tom before we went in there. As we approached I laid a hand on his arm and he stopped abruptly, turning towards me. He lifted his eyebrows expectantly.
 
   ‘I, um…I need to talk to you about Bill,’ I told his shirt collar. I paused, unsure quite how to approach it. I didn’t want to criticize his management and I wasn’t sure how he would take my advice, but I knew that I had more experience in this than him. 
 
   ‘Yes?’ he prompted impatiently.
 
   ‘Well I just wondered whether you’d considered maybe a different approach. I’ve been talking to Bill and I-’
 
   ‘Frankie, Bill’s been a patient of mine for a very long time. I treated him before I even became a consultant. I’m sorry but I think I know which approach is best,’ he said firmly, before moving into the room, leaving me staring openmouthed after him. 
 
   ‘Bill,’ Tom was smiling as we filed in, ‘how are you holding up?’
 
   Bill gave us a weak smile, ‘Bit…short of…puff…but otherwise…alright.’
 
   ‘I’ve brought the consent form for the pacemaker insertion. If I could just go over a few points with you-’
 
   ‘Tired…so tired,’ Bill forced out, interrupting Tom’s spiel. 
 
   ‘Yes, well I’m hoping that this procedure might help a bit with that,’ Tom said confidently. ‘I’ve spoken at length to your daughter and she’s very keen to go ahead.’ 
 
   Bill gave me a pleading look before closing his eyes slowly and turning away. Tom started to shift uncomfortably on the plastic hospital seat, looking uncertain for once. 
 
   I gathered up the charts and Bill’s notes and gestured to Tom and Ash to leave the room with me. 
 
   ‘We’ll be back in a minute Bill, okay?’ I said then led them out into the corridor.  
 
   ‘What’s going on?’ Tom asked me once he’d shut the door behind him. 
 
   Forcing myself to hold his eyes, I told him softly, ‘He’s dying Tom. He’s tired. He needs us to make him comfortable. He needs us to talk to his family for him and explain, because he doesn’t have the strength to stand up to them. He’s at end stage heart failure now. It isn’t fair to keep pushing him if it’s not what he wants.’
 
   ‘He’s never given me any indication that he’s giving up Frankie. I don’t-’
 
   ‘I’ve talked to him,’ I interrupted. ‘Many times. He doesn’t want the pacemaker. He doesn’t want any more aggressive medication that makes him feel rubbish. It’s not giving up Tom, it’s just his time. Deep down you know this. 
 
   ‘Look, I’ve written a plan up in his notes. I would suggest we stop the ACE inhibitor as his postural hypotension is limiting his activity at the moment. We need to also consider reducing the beta-blocker. Now, whilst cardiac resynchronization with a biventricular pacemaker might improve his symptoms, he doesn’t want to go through the procedure. We need to start some sort of opiate for the dyspnoea, my recommendation would be a buprenorphine patch at this stage but-’
 
   ‘Where on earth is all this coming from?’ Tom was looking at me like I’d grown another head. ‘What do you know about palliative care?’ His brows drew together. ‘Wait, are these Rosie’s suggestions? Why not just tell us that rather than trying to pass them off as your own?’
 
   ‘What?’  I said in confusion.
 
   ‘Oh come on Frankie,’ he continued. ‘I know you don’t have any experience in palliative care. Why you’ve chosen this moment to try and impress me with someone else’s work is beyond me, when you haven’t given a “flying foo-foo” what I thought for the last two months.’ I took a step back and looked between Ash and Tom. Ash looked about as confused as me. 
 
   ‘Frankie I’m not stupid and we do know what experience our trainees have before they start with us,’ Tom continued. ‘I’ve read your CV. You don’t know anything about palliative care.’ 
 
   With extremely bad timing Lou and her team (which consisted of Dylan, a house officer and their consultant) had just turned down into the corridor we were standing in. It was obvious from Lou’s face that she’d heard Tom, and she was looking explosive as she bore down on us. 
 
   Spinning around, she came to stand between Tom and I, both hands on her hips (in Lou’s case usually an extremely bad sign). However, to my surprise Dylan gently but firmly drew her away and then went to stand in front of Tom himself. I could feel the waves of fury rolling off him, and the atmosphere in the corridor was suddenly electric.
 
   ‘What the hell are you on about Longley?’ he bit out.
 
   Tom looked shocked by the appearance of a hostile Dylan. I was pretty shocked too; Dylan was generally a mellow guy. 
 
   ‘Dylan this is none of your-’ Tom started, but was cut off.
 
   ‘The fuck you say?’ Dylan said dangerously.  ‘Didn’t I just here you tell Frankie she had no palliative care experience?’
 
   ‘Yes well-’
 
   ‘In fact,’ Dylan continued his voice getting louder, ‘didn’t you practically yell that at her?’
 
   ‘Look-’
 
   ‘What I want to know,’ Dylan was leaning into him now, his welsh accent growing thicker in his anger, ‘is what you call eighteen months working in a hospice, not to mention a whole year nursing her mum.’
 
   Tom’s eyes shot to me, ‘Your mum?’ he asked in a horrified whisper. Dylan didn’t seem to register Tom’s change in expression or that his face had lost all if its colour. I closed my eyes and gave a small shake of my head, the familiar ache in my chest that I experienced when I was reminded of Mamma intensified. 
 
   ‘There’s only so many excuses I can make for you treating Frankie like crap,’ Dylan spat out. ‘From now on you leave her the fuck alone or you deal with me.’ 
 
   Lou and her team were all standing on the other side of the corridor watching the unfolding drama with wide eyes. I distractedly thought that Lou’s consultant was fairly easy on the eyes, if a little old for her. I could see why she might be tempted to flirt a little with him. I snapped out of my trance when I noticed yet another team approaching, this time it was Dr Williams with Rosie and his registrar. 
 
   ‘Tom,’ Dr Williams said amiably, totally oblivious to the tense atmosphere. ‘Glad I caught you. Seems there’s been a bit of an admin error with the trainee allocation.’ He laughed as all eyes swung to him. ‘It’s funny really. You’ve been trying furiously to train poor Frankie and I’ve been leaving Rosie to all the boring ward work.’ Rosie was looking stonily at him; I didn’t think that she saw the funny side at all. ‘I think we may as well swap back straight away old man. You know I don’t have time to run the department and devote enough attention to a trainee. That’s why I wanted an experienced trust grade to handle the ward efficiently for me. It seems that the secretaries made a mistake and mixed up Frankie and Rosie’s CVs.’
 
   Tom was looking like he was going to throw up. Dylan didn’t seem to know whether to still be angry or not. 
 
   ‘You okay?’ Dylan asked me quietly, giving Tom a filthy look and turning away from him. I nodded dumbly. ‘Come find us if you need us,’ he ordered and I smiled. With that he swept away dragging Lou in his wake and leaving the team to follow. Lou seemed as if she wanted to stay and see how everything unfolded, but it looked like Dylan’s grip was pretty firm. 
 
   ‘So,’ Dr Williams said brightly. ‘Frankie, why don’t you come with me and I’ll go through the list with you. Tom, Rosie can join you in clinic.’
 
   ‘That’s fine Dr Williams; just let me finish with this last patient if you wouldn’t mind. I’ll catch you up on CCU,’ I told him.
 
   ‘Great,’ he said distractedly, his mind already having moved to other more important things as he walked away. Rosie stayed with us and we formed an awkward quartet in the middle of the corridor. 
 
   ‘Tom,’ I called softly. ‘I’m sorry about Dylan-’
 
   ‘Don’t you dare apologize,’ Tom interrupted, his voice sounding pained. ‘I can’t believe this. I don’t know what to say Frankie. I honestly-’
 
   ‘Let’s not go over it now,’ I interrupted. ‘Bill’s waiting.’
 
   ‘Right, of course,’ Tom muttered, still looking a bit pale. 
 
   ‘Listen, I am sorry about Dylan. He shouldn’t have said that. It’s just a mix up, please don’t feel bad okay?’
 
   ‘Okay,’ Tom responded, not able to meet my eyes for a change. I sighed and opened the door into Bill’s room. I went directly to his side and placed my hand over his. He smiled up at me and I nodded.
 
   ‘I’ve talked to Dr Longley about what you want now Bill,’ I told him. Relief washed through his features.
 
   ‘Thanks Doc,’ he said and turned to Tom. ‘Sorry son…I know you were…all fired up for that…pacemaker thingy but…I just…don’t think…I want…to be…messed around with…anymore.’
 
   Tom looked supremely uncomfortable. ‘I’m the one that’s sorry Bill,’ he shook his head. ‘I should have listened. I can be a bit of a bull in a china shop sometimes.’ Bill gave him a weak smile but was looking really tired now.
 
   ‘Could you…talk to Laura?’ he asked.
 
   ‘Of course Bill. Anything you want. I know Frankie discussed all the options with you. Are you happy with the plan you made with her?’ Bill nodded. ‘It’ll involve stopping some medication and giving you something to make your breathing feel easier.’
 
   ‘Please,’ Bill said. Tom cleared his throat and looked away for a moment, clearly struggling to hold it together. 
 
   ‘Shall I bring a form for you to sign to say that you don’t want to be resuscitated?’ 
 
   Bill nodded and smiled again patting Tom’s hand. ‘Good lad.’ 
 
   We went over a few more details with Bill and I promised to talk to his daughter with Tom. As we left the room I could see Tom gearing himself up to say something, but I was spent for the day. I hated confrontation and thinking about Mamma always drained me. I decided that emergency avoidance tactics were necessary and I employed a time-honored method, guaranteed to silence any man.  
 
   ‘Sorry guys. Gotta dash, female problems,’ I said before he could get a word in, and was satisfied with the look of fear I saw in Tom and Ash’s eyes. ‘I’m sure you can manage handing over to Rosie.’ I shoved the list (complete with wedding cake sketch) into Rosie’s hand, who had narrowed her eyes suspiciously at me; no doubt having guessed at my use of the ultimate woman’s get out clause. She was probably cross that I had let down the sisterhood by employing underhand menstrual reference tactics. 
 
   Despite the awkward conversations and revelations of the last hour I realized that I was free. No more stupid cath lab. No more incessant questions. No more unbearable tension with Tom. 
 
   And I smiled.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 13
 
   Ferrets and Sperm
 
   ‘No, no, no way,’ I shook my head emphatically at Lou, who was holding up the scrap of material that she was trying to convince me to put on. Apparently it was a top, but how it could logistically cover the essential areas was beyond me. 
 
   ‘Come on Frankie,’ she wheedled. ‘You promised, pleeeaaaasee.’
 
   I was standing in my bedroom, hair wet and small towel wrapped around me. Lou, Rosie and Lizzy were all sprawled on my bed in amongst what looked like the tangled mess of my entire wardrobe which they had managed to pull out whilst I was in the shower. Having rooted through my stuff they had rejected everything anyway and instead got an outfit from Lou’s room for me. 
 
   ‘You let me help you with work clothes after Weasel Gankface requested that you “dress more appropriately”,’ she reminded me. ‘And now you’ve got the whole demure, sex bomb office look going.’ 
 
   I looked at her sharply. ‘That was not exactly your brief Lou. I just asked you to help me smarten up.’ 
 
   As if I could look like a sex bomb anyway, but I didn’t say that because I had learnt long ago that people who love you are weirdly blind to your imperfections. Lou was always trying to convince me that I was something I was not. I knew exactly where I rated in the attractiveness stakes and it was firmly at low average. 
 
   I’d always known that, even when I was little I knew, especially after dad left. Then it was confirmed to me when I went to secondary school as a shy, awkward, skinny eleven year old. The bullying intensified as I got older, and was truly vicious by the time I was fifteen. 
 
   The more I was bullied the more fearful I became, and the weaker I appeared, which seemed to spur them on. The stress stopped me eating and I became even thinner, making my eyes look huge in my face. They christened me ‘Frog Eyes Frankie’ and ‘Skindiana Bones’ to name a few. To this day I still experience a shiver of apprehension before I go into a public toilet, this being the favourite place for my tormentors to corner me at school. 
 
   Lou looked up at me innocently. ‘Well you didn’t get any more complaints did you?’
 
   ‘I guess not,’ I mumbled, although I wasn’t altogether sure that Tom had approved of my transformation. The first time he saw me after Lou had dressed me up he looked almost angry. At least these days I didn’t have to worry about coming up to his ridiculous standards. Work was a lot more relaxed now. I was happy just beavering away on the wards, biding my time until I could start as a part-time registrar in palliative care and get my cake business off the ground, finally. 
 
   Dr Williams was happy as long as all the ward work was done and I could sketch to my heart’s content in meetings with no fear of being picked on. 
 
   I avoided Tom at all costs. The lengths I went to were slightly ridiculous. I’d hidden under a drugs trolley, spent lunchtimes watching Neighbours with Mrs Jones, and I even ducked into the morgue on one occasion when I saw his team coming. 
 
   Rosie was happy as a clam and thought that Tom was the bees’ knees. Apart from the obvious benefits of working with some male eye candy, she waxed lyrical on what a wonderful, patient teacher he was, and how much time she was getting to spend in the cath lab. 
 
   ‘I know,’ said Lizzy a little too brightly. ‘Let’s crack open a bottle and start with hair and makeup instead.’ I saw her give Lou a significant look and she swept out of the bedroom to track down the wine and some glasses. 
 
   Lou smiled, grabbed the scrap of material out of my hands, and sat me down firmly on the stool in front of my dressing table. 
 
   ‘Okay,’ she chirped. ‘I’m on makeup. Rosie, you’re on hair.’ 
 
   Ugh! Torture. 
 
   ‘Ow!’ I squeaked as Rosie tore the brush through my hair. ‘Why have you guys decided tonight is Frankie abuse night?’
 
   ‘Just humour us okay?’ Lou cajoled, as Lizzy came back into the room and deposited a large glass of white wine in front of me. I took a healthy gulp, thinking that I needed it for its anesthetic properties alone.
 
   ‘Soooo,’ Lizzy drew out. ‘What’s the deal with you and Mr Hotty Hoterson Frankie?’
 
   ‘What are you talking about?’
 
   ‘Oh, you know. A certain heart doctor, carrying you in his arms, then holding onto your hand for dear life.’
 
   I snorted. ‘As if anything would ever go on between me and him.’ 
 
   ‘Why not?’ asked Rosie. ‘Don’t you fancy him?’ 
 
   I turned my head to look at her, trying to gauge if she was serious.
 
   ‘Um…I think I would have to be blind not to fancy him Rosie.’
 
   ‘Or a lesbian,’ Lizzy put in. ‘Although if anyone could make me swap sides it would be that man.’ 
 
   I rolled my eyes. 
 
   ‘Then what do you mean Frankie?’ Rosie continued. She seemed genuinely confused. 
 
   ‘Well, firstly, he hates me. Secondly, he’s so out of my league it’s not even funny, and thirdly, did I mention he hates me?’ I snapped, tired of this pointless conversation.
 
   ‘I don’t think he hates you Frankie,’ Rosie replied, ‘and what do you mean out of your league?’ 
 
   I stared at her blankly.
 
   ‘I think we both know what I mean Rosie,’ I said. Why did everyone feel the need to pretend?
 
   ‘What?’ she asked. Honestly why was she pushing this? I decided not to answer verbally and just shrugged. 
 
   ‘Frankie doesn’t think she’s anything special,’ Lou announced and I wanted to melt into the seat. I knew the drill here, out would come the false assurances, words of encouragement. It was all so predictable. I sometimes wished that I could give people a truth serum and get some sense out of them. Instead of ‘he dumped you because he’s a dick’ it would be ‘you were probably boring him’ and instead of ‘of course those jeans look great on you’ it would be ‘eeek! Watch out for your muffin-top.’ 
 
   I was used to these false compliments but I had to admit that Rosie’s acting skills were better than the average.
 
   ‘B-but you’re beautiful,’ she said in a shocked voice. I shrugged again and made a dismissive noise.
 
   ‘You won’t convince her, there’s no point trying,’ said Lou, sighing as she brushed on what seemed an alarming amount of eye shadow over my lids. 
 
   The conversation thankfully moved on after that to where Lizzy and her partner Harriet were going to buy sperm from. Apparently you could get some from Norway where you were allowed to see a picture of the guy. You could just buy it over the Internet and then turkey-baste yourself. I listened with rapt attention thinking that this might be essential information for me. If I did ever wanted to breed at least it could be with an attractive Scandinavian. 
 
   ‘He watches you,’ Rosie suddenly blurted out, interrupting the conversation. She was looking straight at me. ‘Tom I mean,’ she continued, ‘he’s always watching you. I noticed it before I was on his team. At the meetings, his eyes are always on you.’
 
   ‘I-’ I tried to interrupt. 
 
   ‘And he asks about you,’ she told me. ‘He asks Ash and I about you all the time. He tries to make light of it, like he’s just making conversation, but he always looks really intense when we answer, like he’s trying to absorb every tiny detail he can.’ Okay well I would admit that was weird but still. 
 
   ‘Probably hoping I don’t complain about him, watching his back or feeling guilty for how he treated me whilst I worked for him,’ I explained, shrugging again and taking another huge slug of wine. Somehow, despite the goodly amounts of alcohol I was consuming my glass always seemed to be full. Odd. 
 
   *****
 
   ‘I can’t believe that I’m tearing this wop,’ I muttered in Lou’s ear. My body was feeling uncoordinated as I teetered in the heels that the girls had demanded I wear. 
 
   I felt great. 
 
   A curious warmth was suffusing my body and making me feel invincible.  
 
   Lou giggled, ‘S’not tearing wop it’s wearing top you ganker,’ she slurred. 
 
   It was the cardiology night out. The girls had finished with my hair and makeup and I had been forced into the barely-there top. It was a shimmery grey and seemed to be held up by only by a tiny thin string behind my neck, leaving my back practically bare. Black trousers and sky-high silver heels completed the look. I always found heels tricky to negotiate but tonight they seemed to be harder to manage than usual. 
 
   Thank God I wasn’t drunk. 
 
   The entire cardiology department had gone out to dinner at a local tapas restaurant. I’d managed to outmaneuver Tom yet again, making sure that Rosie and I were ensconced firmly in amongst the nurses and cardiac physiologists at the opposite end of the table from most of the consultants. As there was a mess night out that night, we had all decanted to a cocktail bar to join the rest of the hospital after dinner, and it was there that I was leaning up against the bar with Lou.
 
   ‘Sperm or ferrets,’ I asked as I grabbed Lou’s arm on the bar.
 
   ‘Whatsat?’ she slurred. 
 
   ‘I could either buy some sperm from Norway or start buying ferrets to keep me company in my old age,’ I replied, attempting a serious expression, slightly spoilt when I missed my mouth with my cocktail glass. Lou looked intently at me for a moment, almost like she was having trouble focusing on my face.
 
   ‘Ferrets’ smell,’ she said sagely. ‘I once went on a home visit to a lady’s house with ferrets and believe me they stink.’
 
   ‘A con.’ 
 
   ‘But they do kill rabbits.’
 
   ‘Sorry Lou, but I think that’s another con.’ 
 
   ‘What the hell are you two on about?’ Dylan had drawn up next to us at the bar and to my annoyance I noticed that he was served immediately by the female bar staff. He studied us closely after taking a swig of his beer. ‘Oh shit,’ I heard him mutter under his breath.
 
   ‘Finally!’ Lou cried as she put in our order. Five shots of tequila were slammed down in front of us. Lou screeched and frantically signaled Lizzy and Rosie over.
 
   ‘Got you one too Dildo,’ she informed him with a sweet smile. Dylan looked exasperated.
 
   ‘Lou, you’re off your face. Got to be honest with you, I don’t think downing shots at this point is the best idea,’ he told her.
 
   ‘Pah!’ she replied lifting her shot and indicating for me to do the same. One of our favourite films was ‘The Long Kiss Goodnight’. Anyone who’s seen that film knows that it features the absolute, hands down, coolest way in history to drink a shot. Lou and I had spent many a wasted hour learning this unbelievably useless skill, but it did mean that we looked awesome drinking shots (in our humble opinion). 
 
   In unison we both put the shot to one cheek, rolled it across to our mouth, downed it and rolled it to the other cheek, dropping the glass into the other hand. Unfortunately the coolness factor of this was always limited owing to our inability not to collapse in fits of giggles after we had completed the maneuver. 
 
   I caught sight of Dylan and saw he was shaking his head at us but still throwing back the shot, and then my eyes were drawn over his shoulder. Tom was standing with Cassie, his arm was draped casually around her shoulders, but his eyes were fastened on me. He wasn’t looking at us with amused exasperation like Dylan. There was no smile on his face and he seemed weirdly intense. Maybe Cassie and him were arguing? 
 
   No, seemed she was still smiling up at him. 
 
   Lucky cow. 
 
   Anyhoo. 
 
   ‘More tequila,’ I cried, slamming my hand down on the bar, ‘and ferrets!’ I added. 
 
   Lucky for us we had managed to attract the attention of the one male bartender, who was more than happy to refill our shot glasses. After a brief tussle with Dylan who had decreed our drunkenness out of hand (which I thought was rich coming from him), the two of us managed to down a couple more shots and moved to the dance floor. 
 
   In general I didn’t dance in public when sober. In the shower? Yes. Whilst cooking alone? Yes. In front of other people? Not so much. I was finding that after some tequila though it was a different story especially if some cheesy music was playing. 
 
    The four of us moved into our own little zone on the dance floor. Even when steaming (a rare occurrence in itself), I could never completely lose my inhibitions. My preferred mode of dance was a standard stationary shuffle/hip sway. Lou on the other hand is well known for pulling some serious shapes. 
 
   I was busy laughing at her, so I didn’t notice a large figure approaching me from behind until big meaty hands landed on my hips. Turning sharply I found myself face to face with an extremely worse for wear Mr Fletcher. 
 
   ‘Hey princess,’ he breathed into my face. His breath smelt of beer and curry. Yuck. One of his hands snaked up my back and secured me to him. The other went into my hair and I could see he was zeroing in on my mouth. His eyes were bloodshot, and I could tell that he was pretty far-gone. 
 
   I strained back against his hands and turned my head, frantically avoiding his mouth and looking for Lou. Unfortunately Lou and the others were zoned out with the music, and Mr Fletcher had pulled me away from them, so no help there. I pushed at his shoulders and struggled in his arms some more, which I think in his drunken state he took as encouragement. His hand was now inside my top and pushing up to my chest. My struggles turned frantic and he tightened his grip, making it difficult for me to breath. 
 
   ‘Get off!’ I wheezed as he dragged me further away from the others. 
 
   ‘Come on princess, you’ve been teasing me for weeks,’ he said in my ear. His hand was about to touch my breast and I had just decided to knee him in the balls, when suddenly he wasn’t there anymore. I staggered back and looked up to see Tom holding both Mr Fletcher’s arms from behind. 
 
   ‘What the-’ Mr Fletcher cried, struggling against Toms hands, only to be whipped around to face him. 
 
   ‘Don’t you ever touch her again,’ Tom roared, his face a mask of fury. 
 
   ‘You’re such a goddamn hypocrite Longley,’ Mr Fletcher sneered, twisting violently out of Tom’s grip and giving him a small shove on the shoulder. ‘You want in there as much as me,’ harder shove, ‘maybe more.’ Even harder shove. ‘I’ve seen the way you look at her. She probably already spreads for you anyway. You just don’t want me having your sloppy seconds.’  With that Mr Fletcher used both hands to shove Tom, sending him back on one foot. Despite all the provocation Tom didn’t resort to physical violence, which was impressive. That was until Mr Fletcher realized that he wasn’t going to get round Tom to me and muttered, ‘stupid slut’ under his breath.
 
   Crack. Tom punched him in the face. He teetered, and then fell to the ground, taking a couple of people in the crowd down with him. Tom stood over him in what looked like frozen horror. On the floor Mr Fletcher shook his head as if to clear it, and his eyes seemed to lose their drunken haze. He took Tom’s extended hand and got up onto his feet, rubbing his jaw. They considered each other for a moment, then, weirdly Mr Fletcher grinned.
 
   ‘One of you cardiology pussies finally punched me,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘About fucking time. I’ve been yanking your chain for years, glad to see one of you has some balls.’ He slapped Tom on the shoulder, ‘Good for you lad.’ Then he jerked his chin at me. 
 
   ‘Later princess,’ he muttered jovially, and melted back into the crowd. 
 
   Tom turned to me, and before I could read the expression on his face someone grabbed my hand. Feeling a bit skittish after the Mr Fletcher incident, I prepared to jerk it away, but stopped when Lou slurred in my ear.
 
   ‘Wassgoinon?’ she was leaning heavily against me and I teetered on my heels. She looked up at Tom and smiled her drunken wonky smile. ‘Thomas Gankface Longley!’ she shouted at him, then collapsed into a fit of giggles. This unfortunately unbalanced me even further, but before I could go crashing down to the floor one of Tom’s strong hands grabbed my elbow. As he was attempting to lead us both through the crowd, Dylan drew up next to us. Things were starting to seem a little fuzzy round the edges, and my feet were suddenly killing me. 
 
   ‘I’m tired,’ I announced, leaning heavily into the mountain of warmth conveniently holding me up. Out of the corner of my eye I could see that Dylan had led Lou away. She was making wild hand gestures and poking him in the chest but he kept his grip on her, wearing an expression of extreme patience. 
 
   ‘Ferrets I think, not sperm,’ I decided as things started to feel more and more hazy.
 
   ‘Ferrets?’ I heard my warm mountain ask.
 
   ‘They kill rabbits,’ I explained. ‘And you don’t have to go to Norway to get ‘em.’
 
   ‘Norway?’ I thought my warm mountain was shaking slightly with laughter at this point. Strange.
 
   ‘Yes, Norwegian sperm,’ I explained. ‘They send you pictures.’ 
 
   ‘Of sperm?’ 
 
   I snorted, ‘Course not.’ Jeepers, this mountain was odd, who wanted pictures of sperm? Suddenly cold hit my face and I realized that the warm mountain had brought me outside. There was an arm around my waist semi-supporting and semi-carrying me. 
 
   I turned my head and looked up. My vision was filled with Tom’s gorgeous face. I’d completely forgotten that he was the one who extricated me from the crowd in the bar. Luckily, I was in the glorious land of warm fuzziness, so instead of being mortified I burst out laughing. 
 
   ‘Thomas G. Longley!’ I declared through my laughter.
 
   ‘Um…okay,’ he replied slowly as we came to a stop by his van. 
 
   Everything felt unreal and blurry. I leaned heavily against the side of the van as he got the passenger door open. 
 
   ‘I can’t feel my feet,’ I told him as he turned to me. I started to feel a bit panicky. ‘Oh crumbs, why can’t I feel my feet?’ I lifted one then the other and tried to reach them but this only resulted in me staggering to the side. I heard Tom chuckle again and narrowed my eyes at him. ‘This is serious. I need my feet. Everyone needs feet,’ I screwed up my face, ‘No, no, that’s not true. Some people don’t have feet and they manage. That blade runner guy doesn’t have feet, but then he did kill his girlfriend. Although that probably didn’t have anything to do with his feet.’
 
   


  
 



Chapter 14
 
   Viking marauder
 
   Tom looked over at his passenger seat. Frankie had taken approximately two seconds to pass out once he got the van going, but not before she had postulated wildly about Oscar Pistorius’ homicidal tendencies and lack of feet. He’d thought the ferrets and sperm conversation was bizarre but it had nothing on her feet theories. 
 
   Her head was turned towards him and her dark hair was partially covering her face. Thick lashes cast shadows over her cheeks, and she was so still that only the slight movement of her chest with her breathing gave any indication that she was still alive. She looked peaceful. Perfect. So beautiful it almost hurt to look at her and not be able to touch her. 
 
   He was shocked when he first saw her tonight. He’d never seen her wear anything close to as revealing as that scrap of silver parading as a top. No doubt Lou had been at work again. Seeing Frankie with smoky eyes and her back almost completely exposed was startling. 
 
   One of the registrars had muttered, ‘There’s one for the wank bank boys,’ as she weaved through the tables in the restaurant, giggling with Rosie, her eyes over-bright. He’d glared at the guy, silencing him, but the ridiculous thing was, that although he wanted to rip that guy’s head off, he knew he was being a hypocrite. 
 
   Mental pictures of Frankie in various states of undress and positions had been floating through his mind, torturing him for years now. After working with her this had intensified, and he had discovered that he had a wildly active imagination. 
 
   Even though he barely knew her at Uni, what he did see of her he had liked. A lot. So much that her face and body had been stored in his memory banks, festering, and gradually taking over his subconscious fantasy life. This had the unfortunate effect of causing him to compare every woman he was with to her impossible ideal. 
 
   Cassie, unfortunately, was just one in a long line of women he had used to try and erase her image. It wasn’t that he didn’t like Cassie, he did. She was gorgeous in a tall, blond and curvy kind of way. Not to mention fun to be with. But she didn’t have deep brown, soulful eyes. She wasn’t petite with only subtle curves. Her hair didn’t fall down her back in glorious shining, dark sheets. She didn’t have a soft musical laugh, a dry wit, or the ability to light up a room when she smiled. In short she wasn’t Frankie. 
 
   Tom huffed out a frustrated sigh. It was unlikely that he’d have to go through the bother of actually ending things with Cassie anyway. After he’d stared openly at Frankie at the bar slamming back shots (her technique, although ridiculous, was sexy as hell) Cassie had seemed to get the picture. If that wasn’t enough he had continued to stare at Frankie for the next hour, growing concerned as she got more and more drunk. 
 
   He had no doubt that in order for her friends to get her into that outfit she would have to have started the night out pretty steaming, but after those shots she was visibly swaying. 
 
   Frankie dancing was a new torture, and he knew that he wasn’t the only one feeling that particular burn. He’d noticed numerous male eyes locked on her. Unfortunately, Adrian making his approach snapped Tom’s already frayed control. As soon as he noticed him pushing towards Frankie he’d leapt up off his bar stool. Cassie had followed the direction of his gaze and sighed. 
 
   ‘I know I’m fighting a losing battle Tom,’ she’d said, no anger in her voice, just resignation. ‘The stupid thing is I noticed the way you watched her even before we got together, but I thought I could break through.’ 
 
   ‘I’m sorry,’ Tom had said, turning to Cassie and she had nodded with a sad smile. Her gaze then went back to Frankie and she’d frowned. 
 
   ‘I think now would be a good time to make some sort of move though. She’s sweet and she definitely doesn’t deserve that.’ 
 
   Tom’s face had snapped back to Frankie who was now struggling with Adrian, everyone else around them was drunk and oblivious. She looked tiny held against Adrian’s huge bulk and Tom’s vision hazed over in anger. 
 
   He had just wanted to get Adrian off her, and if the crazy bastard hadn’t called her a slut he would have left it at that, but he found that he couldn’t stand anyone talking about her that way, even if she wasn’t his to protect. That whole bar had been full of medics, so he had a huge audience to make an idiot of himself over her to. 
 
   It was just like when she had fainted and he’d carried her through the hospital, not even thinking twice about how it would look. Firstly he’d been out of his mind with worry about her, so fierce that it had felt close to panic. Secondly she was so light that he didn’t even really fully remember he was carrying her until they’d arrived at A&E and everyone’s shocked eyes turned to them. Even then he couldn’t bring himself to care. All his focus was on Frankie, and the sickening sound her head had made when it connected with the sink as she went down. 
 
   So that was twice now that he’d looked like a lovesick teenager over her publicly, and that didn’t even include all the staring he did whenever she came into view. He knew he was being obvious but it was bloody impossible to shift his eyes away from her. She probably pissed herself laughing at him every night with her cronies over his desperation. 
 
   He parked up outside her building, turned off the ignition and watched with fascination as Frankie swam up towards consciousness. Her hair was mussed after lying on the seat, and her eyes were at half-mast and bleary. As she looked over at him he saw her them widen in confusion.
 
   ‘Jeepers,’ she slurred, still obviously tipsy. 
 
   Christ, who the hell in the last fifty years said ‘jeepers’? Even steaming she still seemed incapable of swearing. 
 
   ‘Thomas G. Longley,’ she continued, giggling into her hand. That was the second time she’d used his full name and he didn’t really get it. How did she even know he had a middle name? He’d seen her giggle with other people but rarely with him. Up close it was intoxicating. 
 
   ‘I don’t like you,’ she stated something he already knew. ‘You are mean,’ she continued, punctuating her words by poking him in the chest, and giggling again as if the fact Tom was a prick was the height of entertainment. 
 
   ‘That’s why I am stupid, stupid, stupid,’ she declared. Having already suffered through enough of her amusing but nonsensical rants, Tom decided that he was done and knifed out of the van. He swiftly rounded the hood to get to the passenger door, which he saw Frankie was trying to open but unable to find the handle. She would have fallen out if it wasn’t for her seatbelt when he opened the door and this started her off giggling again as she struggled to get it undone. Tom sighed and reached over her to release the buckle and her giggling stopped, her body stilling under his outstretched arm. 
 
   ‘You smell amazing,’ she said, her voice aching with longing. Tom froze and looked up at her face. 
 
   ‘What?’ he whispered. 
 
   ‘But then I shouldn’t be surprised,’ she went on, ignoring him. ‘Everything about you is lush, lush, lush.’ 
 
   What the hell? Was she playing some sort of sick joke with him? He put his hands to her waist and lifted her from the van, placing her on her feet in front of him. She staggered slightly, and his hands went to her shoulders to steady her, as hers settled on his chest.  
 
   ‘Your chest is awesome,’ she murmured reverently, and then looked along to his forearms either side of her. ‘And you have the most amazing arms. Big and veiny. Proper man arms, you know?’ No, he didn’t know, and he was beginning to think that maybe this wasn’t a joke. ‘I used to dream about your arms for hours. Just your arms could inspire epic daydreams. How crazy is that?’
 
   ‘Frankie, what are you talking about?’ he asked cautiously.
 
   ‘Ha!’ she semi-shouted as she ignored him and looked back at his chest where her hands were resting. ‘You seriously need to update your wardrobe.’ There was no way Tom was going to be sidetracked onto another subject. Especially not one he had little interest in.
 
   ‘Frankie-’
 
   ‘You’ve worn this t-shirt for ten years. Yikes!’ Tom frowned down at her. How on earth could she know how long he’d had his t-shirt for? She didn’t even remember him from Uni. Didn’t she?
 
   ‘You sir, need to smarten up,’ she declared, slapping him on the chest. ‘I’m going to talk to the ward sister about you and then you can feel stupid, and scruffy, and small, and pathetic. Ha!’ 
 
   Tom had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. She was still grinning but he had heard the hint of pain behind her words. He was beginning to come to the horrible realization that he might have been an unbelievable bastard.
 
   Frankie must have noticed the look of shock on his face. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said, quietly now. ‘People like you are often mean to people like me. It’s the way of the world.’ This was the second time Tom had heard her refer to herself as a certain kind of people, and he was beginning to find it vaguely disturbing.
 
   ‘Of course it hurts more if it’s from someone you love,’ she muttered distractedly, her eyes sliding to the side and Tom stiffened.
 
   ‘What?’ he whispered. She sighed and rested her forehead against his chest, giving a small shiver as a cool breeze blew over them. Tom moved his arms to engulf her and she melted against him. 
 
   ‘You’re warm,’ she mumbled sleepily as her breathing started to even out and she leaned more heavily into him. ‘I’m always so cold.’ After a minute or so Tom realized that he was taking all her weight and that she had fallen asleep standing up.   
 
   Great. 
 
   So much for finding out what the hell she was talking about. 
 
   He had a feeling that Frankie would not be nearly so forthcoming when she sobered up. He bent and scooped her up easily, tucking her head into his neck and strode up the flight of stairs to her flat. 
 
   It was only when he was faced with the locked flat door that he fully comprehended his stupidity. He’d dragged her out of the bar without her bag, coat, and most importantly her keys. He was so distracted by getting her out of there and safe, that he’d totally overlooked anything practical. 
 
   ‘What the bloody hell is going on here?’ he heard shrieked from behind him in a slightly slurred voice. He turned and saw Lou standing in the corridor, both hands on her hips. She was obviously trying to look intimidating but her disheveled hair and her smudged eye makeup were slightly ruining the effect. 
 
   ‘Babes! For Christ’s sake can you just wait-’ Dylan came flying up behind Lou and stopped abruptly when he saw Tom and Frankie. ‘What the hell?’ 
 
   They were both looking at Tom as if he was a Viking marauder who had raped and pillaged his way through a village, and was currently lugging home the spoils.
 
   ‘Ohmigod, you roofied her!’ Lou shouted, her eyes wide. 
 
   Tom looked at the ceiling, seeking patience. ‘I did not roofie her.’
 
   ‘Then why is she passed out?’ she asked suspiciously.
 
   ‘Oh I don’t know Lou,’ Tom bit out. ‘Maybe it’s the alcohol you poured down her throat to get her into this outfit.’ He saw Lou’s body jerk which confirmed his theory. ‘Or maybe it’s the twenty or so shots you guys knocked back in the bar.’
 
   ‘Oh yes, well I guess there is that,’ Lou conceded.
 
   ‘And,’ Tom continued, ‘if I was going to drug Frankie in order to have my wicked way with her, why would I bring her back to her flat to do it?’
 
   ‘Fine,’ Lou snapped, but Tom wasn’t nearly finished.
 
   ‘If you’re both so protective over her, where were you when she was being mauled by Adrian bloody Fletcher?’ He watched with satisfaction as Lou’s face paled. He was only just remembering how angry he was with her and Dylan for not keeping an eye on Frankie. 
 
   ‘Is she okay?’ Lou asked softly. She looked worried. Tom distractedly noticed that the worry in Lou’s eyes was slightly disproportional to the situation. Yes, Frankie had been approached rather aggressively in a bar, but that in itself didn’t justify a full blown panic.
 
   ‘She’s fine Lou, just drunk. I doubt she’ll even remember much about it.’ He saw Lou breath out a sigh of relief and Tom frowned at her in confusion.
 
   ‘She’s kind of…sensitive,’ Lou explained, moving around Tom to open the door. 
 
   ‘She always struck me as an ice queen,’ he said.
 
   ‘Ice queen? Frankie?’ Lou’s eyebrows were in her hairline as she looked back at Tom. ‘We are talking about the same Frankie aren’t we? Shy, but sweet. Funny and kind once you get to know her?’
 
   ‘Shy?’ he asked, and as they moved through into the flat Tom noticed Lou’s unsuccessful attempt to shut the door in Dylan’s face.
 
   ‘Go back to your whorebag slappers,’ Lou told him, poking him in the chest as Tom lay Frankie down on the sofa.
 
   ‘Jesus babes, what’s crawled up your arse?’ Tom was no expert at reading women’s moods, but knew that that comment was poorly timed. This was confirmed when Lou kicked Dylan in the shin. ‘Ow! Bloody hell woman, what’s the matter with you?’
 
   ‘Get. Out.’ she clipped.
 
   ‘Babes,’ was his simple retort as he sat down in one of the armchairs and rubbed his shin. Tom didn’t think Dylan was going anywhere soon, if anything he looked more worse for wear than Lou. 
 
   ‘Next time I’ll make sure to kick you where it really hurts,’ Lou said crossly as she moved to the kitchen area. Dylan and Tom both shuddered at the determination in her voice. Tom was tempted to cover his own crown jewels just in case. Why Dylan was poking this particular tiger he had no idea. He wasn’t sure that he’d hang around after that threat had been issued. He looked down at Frankie then back over at Lou.
 
   ‘She’s shy?’ he asked again, needing more information.
 
   ‘Well, no she’s a lot better most of the time but of course with you…’ Lou trailed off and looked away from him towards the kettle.
 
   ‘With me what?’ Tom stood, crossing his arms.
 
   Dylan’s eyes darted nervously between them. ‘Look, babes. You’re steaming yeah. I don’t think Frankie would want-’
 
   Tom’s gaze snapped to Dylan, ‘Want what?’ Dylan was starting to look slightly panicked which Tom thought was strange. Now that he was thinking about it, quite a few things Dylan had said in the past about Frankie were strange in light of this new information. His head tipped to the side as he regarded Dylan. ‘I think maybe you and me need to clarify some stuff Griffiths.’
 
   Dylan’s face paled and he sat back in his chair, bloodshot eyes locked on Tom. Mid stare down they heard a groan from the sofa. All eyes swung to Frankie who had stirred and was gingerly sitting up. She pushed her thick hair out of her face, which now looked an alarming shade of green.
 
   ‘I don’t feel so-’ she began and then her hands shot to her mouth and she stumbled to her feet, nearly colliding with the coffee table. Tom shot forward and grabbed her elbow to steady her. 
 
   ‘Bathroom,’ she choked out, and Lou signaled from the kitchen area where to go. After Tom half carried her to the bathroom she collapsed on her knees, gripped the toilet and began retching. As she emptied an alarming volume of stomach contents into the bowl, Tom knelt down next to her and pulled the hair gently our of her face, stroking her bare back. 
 
   Lou stood in the doorframe looking at them both on the floor of the bathroom. Tom was murmuring encouragement to Frankie, who looked like she was attempting to turn herself inside out, such was the force of her retching. 
 
   Bizarrely this turn of events made Lou smile. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 15
 
   Badger mouth
 
   My head was banging.
 
   I cautiously cracked open one eye and winced. Not a surprise, but I had obviously been too wasted to close my curtains last night, and with my crummy luck there was rare winter sunshine for once pouring in my window right onto my face. 
 
   I licked my dry lips, confirming the fact that I had a raging case of morning-after-badger-mouth. I felt heat at my back and something hot and heavy over my waist. This didn’t alarm me particularly. It wouldn’t be the first time Lou and I had shared a bed after a night out. It’s just that it was normally me making sure that she wasn’t choking on her own vomit, not the other way around. 
 
   I looked up at my side table and breathed a sigh of relief, thankful that Lou had had the foresight to set me up with a pint of water before we went to sleep. I reached for the water, shifting slightly and I felt Lou’s arm tighten on my waist. 
 
   ‘Jeepers, Louey,’ I croaked. ‘I had the weirdest drunken dream last night, you won’t believe-’ I let out a small scream and dropped the pint glass, water spilling all over the carpet. I was looking down at Lou’s arm at my waist. Only it wasn’t Lou’s arm. That was unless her arm had suddenly sprouted copious amounts of hair and doubled in size. I swallowed and slowly looked up into a pair of clear blue eyes. 
 
   ‘Holy moly,’ I breathed, my eyes so wide it felt like they might bug out of my head. 
 
   ‘Hi,’ Tom rumbled in a sexy morning voice. ‘You feeling better?’ 
 
   I’d never heard Tom’s morning voice and I’d certainly never seen his bare chest, which was very much on display at that moment. My eyes dropped down of their own accord: just enough chest hair, broad, hard planes. Perfect. I belatedly realized that I was staring and forced my eyes back to his face; he was grinning. 
 
   Gah! 
 
   He’d noticed my perving. 
 
   His hair looked much the same as it did when he arrived to work in the morning. Not a surprise as he had never struck me as the kind if man to waste time on hair styling. I knew he was the type to have a five a clock shadow, mainly because I had frequently witnessed this lush occurrence whilst working for him. His stubble this morning was much thicker. Looking at it I could practically feel my ovaries give a little jolt, as if they were acknowledging the potent specimen of manhood in front of them, and begging me to procreate while I had the chance. Tom squeezed my waist to get my attention. 
 
   ‘Frankie? Have you stroked out or something?’
 
   ‘Maybe,’ I croaked and he chuckled (this also being low and rumbly and one of the sexiest sounds I had ever heard). ‘Um…’ I cleared my throat nervously, ‘what are you doing here?’ 
 
   His brows drew together, ‘You don’t remember?’
 
   I racked my brains. Mr Fletcher groping me was the last thing I could remember. After a minute or two, I sucked in a breath as some other images flashed through my hung-over brain. Tom punching Mr Fletcher, half carrying me out of the bar, getting into his van, and I think I might have told him about my ferret/sperm plan. 
 
   Gah!
 
   I couldn’t remember anything after the van.
 
   ‘I remember getting into the van but then everything’s a bit, um… fuzzy,’ I slid my eyes away and made another attempt to get up. This was met by more pressure from his arm across my waist. What on earth was going on? I made the mistake of looking back into his eyes and slid straight into a Tom induced stupor. 
 
   ‘You don’t remember anything after the van?’ he asked. As I was in a waking Tom coma, I couldn’t reply. ‘Frankie?’ he called, giving my waist another squeeze. ‘Do you remember what you said?’
 
   I snapped to attention at that. ‘What did I say?’ I asked urgently and this time it was his turn to slide his eyes from mine, a small smile forming on his lips.
 
   ‘Nothing much,’ he replied dismissively, but I noticed that he wouldn’t meet my eyes. ‘You did throw up though,’ he informed me, looking back up. ‘A lot,’ he clarified. ‘Actually I was a bit shocked you could produce that volume of vomit. You must have puked at least twice your body weight. Medical miracle.’ 
 
   I made a small sound of distress as the embarrassment washed over me, and closed my eyes. 
 
   ‘Sorry,’ I whispered, mortified. 
 
   ‘Hey,’ he said softly, ‘I didn’t mind. You were sweet.’ I opened my eyes and regarded him incredulously. I’m not sure if anyone could describe spewing double their body weight as sweet. He smiled, ‘Okay so maybe when you were practically turned inside out you weren’t that cute but after you’d finished you were definitely sweet.’
 
   I decided that I did not want to know what he meant by that. In fact I had decided the best thing was to get out of bed so that I could start pretending this whole thing had never happened. If I stayed this close to him for much longer, hung-over or not, I would do something monumentally stupid and embarrassing, like giving in to my ovaries and pouncing on him. 
 
   It was bad enough that he had had to take me home and deal with my drunken antics. I doubted that on top of that imposition he wanted to have to fend off a badger-mouthed, crazy-haired creature from the black lagoon. 
 
   I pushed in earnest on his heavy arm, and this time he let me wriggle out of the bed. Once I’d adjusted to my vertical position I looked down at myself and realized I was wearing a familiar t-shirt; it was the one Tom was wearing last night. 
 
   ‘Why am I wearing your t-shirt?’ I asked, my eyes wide and fixed on him.
 
   He chuckled again, ‘That was part of you being cute, you insisted on wearing my t-shirt. You even said that it was something you wanted to do before you die.’ He was looking supremely smug and I had a strong urge to kick him in the shin. 
 
   How humiliating. I must have practically thrown myself at him. Well I decided to power through this latest embarrassment. Maybe I could cover it up as temporary drunken insanity. I knew a lot of my inhibitions were stripped away when I was drunk, and that, along with several other reasons, was why I rarely let myself get that way. Still, I very much doubted that I would have revealed the full extent of my obsession with him. 
 
   I straightened my spine. ‘Look, thanks for taking me home and everything. I’m sure that you have things you would rather have been doing-’
 
   ‘Not really,’ he interrupted.
 
   I lost my train of thought, ‘Uh…what?’
 
   ‘There was nothing I’d have rather done than take you home,’ he clarified. Why was he being weird? Was he trying to make me feel better about being a crazy drunk woman?
 
   ‘Right, well…anyway, thanks but don’t feel you have to hang around now.’ 
 
   ‘What if I want to hang around?’ he asked, regarding me with an amused expression. My brow furrowed in confusion.
 
   ‘Um… are you okay?’ I asked cautiously. Maybe he was still drunk or maybe he had a fever. He definitely wasn’t acting like himself. 
 
   I heard movement from the living room and then the grumpy dulcet tones of Dylan’s morning voice rumbling, ‘Ladies? Babes? Either of you up? I need breakfast and i.v. fluids before I can get off your sofa.’ 
 
   All thoughts of an amused, rumpled Tom in my room flew from my head. Dylan was here. That meant he must have been here late last night, drunk. Dylan was without fail hungry when he was drunk. 
 
   Hell’s Bells. 
 
   Forgetting the fact that I was only wearing Tom’s t-shirt (luckily it fell to mid thigh so none of my bits and bobs were hanging out), I raced out of my bedroom, through the living room, past a disheveled Dylan on our sofa, and straight into the kitchen. 
 
   Arghhh!
 
   I was going to kill him. 
 
   ‘Dylan!’ I screamed, ‘Get in here right now.’
 
   ‘Oh balls,’ I heard him mutter. He shuffled into the kitchen with bloodshot eyes, the throw from our sofa wrapped around him. He was such a baby when he was hung-over. Well he wasn’t going to get spoiled today. Not by me. I was furious. 
 
   He looked at me with a baleful, pained expression, communicating that he considered leaving the sofa a considerable effort. I glared at him then directed his attention to the half decimated cake on the counter.
 
   ‘What did I say about that cake stand Dyl?’ I asked in a low dangerous voice. He bit his lip and his eyes slid away from mine.
 
   ‘Um…look ladies I-’
 
   ‘What did I say?’ I screeched and he winced, his hand going to his forehead, which was no doubt pounding. It was the least he deserved.
 
   ‘You might have said something about not eating cakes from that stand,’ he mumbled, pulling the throw up to just beneath his chin. ‘It’s not my fault Frankie. I can’t follow all your complicated cake rules.’
 
   I looked at the ceiling seeking patience. ‘One rule Dylan. One. Don’t eat the cakes from that cake stand. Ever.’
 
   ‘Well I was drunk and confused,’ he defended. ‘It’s not really my fault anyway, if Lou had let me stop for a kebab then I-’
 
   ‘What’s all the shouting?’ Lou breezed out of her room into the kitchen area. She was wearing a tiny pink lacy shorts and vest top combo. Her hair was artfully piled onto her head, and she looked fresh as a daisy. ‘Uh-oh,’ she said as her eyes hit the remains of the cake. 
 
   ‘Six hours that took Dylan! It’s got to be delivered in…’ I looked at my watch, ‘four hours!’
 
   ‘Can’t you just patch up that one?’ he asked in a small voice.
 
   ‘No, Dylan. I cannot patch up that one. For a start you’ve eaten half of it, and even if you hadn’t eaten the cake, you’ve picked off all the decoration.’
 
   ‘You mean those little flowers? Did they take long to make then?’ 
 
   I leveled my best death stare at him, not bothering to explain further the painstaking process of sculpting fifty delicate roses in intricate detail, half of which had been fired down by Dylan to assuage his drunken munchies. 
 
   ‘What was it?’ I heard Tom’s husky voice from the kitchen doorway, and looked over to see he was looking at the remains of the cake. He was bare-chested as I had come rushing out of the bedroom like a crazy women, still wearing his t-shirt. Lou and Dylan were looking between us. Lou was grinning like someone who had just escaped a mental asylum and Dylan’s eyes had narrowed. 
 
   ‘Um… wedding cake,’ I muttered, my eyes glued to his chest. 
 
   ‘For today?’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘For someone you know?’ he asked in a confused tone. 
 
   ‘Client,’ I muttered still transfixed.
 
   Luckily Lou stepped into the fray. ‘So, my half naked friend,’ she addressed Tom, pushing past Dylan to get to the kettle. ‘As it would seem that Frankie here is currently unable to form more than one word sentences, allow me to explain. She’s a baker. Biding her time mending hearts with you idiots, but when she starts palliative care part time in two months she’ll be opening her own bakery. In the meantime she does bespoke cakes from home. She is an artist really. Here, take a look.’ 
 
   Lou retrieved her iphone from the kitchen counter, started punching buttons, and handed it over to Tom who had moved forward to sit on one of the stools. 
 
   ‘Jesus,’ he muttered as he flicked through images that I assumed were my portfolio. ‘These are amazing. Some of these are ones that you sketched aren’t they?’
 
   I was surprised he even remembered that I sketched, leave alone what they were. I shrugged. 
 
   He handed Lou back the phone and I was impressed that he didn’t even glance at her lace-encased chest. I doubted that many men had that much self-control. I noticed with disgust that Dylan certainly didn’t. He had moved to the stool next to Tom, his mouth was slack, and his eyes were alternating between Lou’s breasts and her arse. 
 
   ‘Frankie,’ he started in a small whiny voice, his eyes still fixated on Lou as she stretched up to get the instant coffee. ‘I know you’re a little cross with me right now, but I don’t feel at all well and I think I need some breakfast.’ 
 
   ‘Ugh!’ I threw my hands up in the air then whirled out of the room, deciding to at least shower and get out of this damn shirt. Hopefully once Tom had covered up again I could regain the use of my faculties. 
 
   Once in the bathroom I stared in the mirror and let out a small scream. The half of my hair I had obviously slept on looked like it had been backcombed and bits were sticking straight up. It turned out that Lou’s makeup job didn’t stand up to a bout of vomiting and a night of drunken sleep, and most was residing under my eyes and down my cheeks. It was like night of the living dead.
 
   One scorching hot shower later (thankfully make-up free after much scrubbing) I shoved on a pair of jeans and a hoodie, took a deep breath and stepped back out into the flat. Lou was happily cooking, still in her skimpy pjs and they were all sipping coffee. Tom and Dylan were laughing about something and I stopped in my tracks and stared. Having him sitting in my kitchen laughing, totally at ease, was bizarre.
 
   ‘You okay Frankie?’ Tom called over when he saw me standing there. ‘Stroked out again?’ I wanted to answer that no I was not okay, and I wanted to ask him what the heck he was still doing here, and possibly tell him to jog on and stop scrambling my brain. 
 
   Instead I ducked my head mumbling, ‘I’m fine,’ and skirted the boys to get to coffee. Maybe after some caffeine things would start making sense. 
 
   Lou handed me my favourite mug filled with milky coffee just the way I liked it and I shot her a suspicious look. She ignored the look, smiled sweetly at me, and dumped two mountainous plates of eggs and bacon in front of both the guys. 
 
   ‘Eggs Frankie?’ she asked, looking like some sort of porn-star–slash-domestic-goddess. I made a gagging noise, which I thought would suffice as my answer. 
 
   ‘Thought not,’ she chirped. The two most annoying things about Lou were her ability to look good in the morning and her lack of hangovers. She turned the hob off and faced me. I had now taken a stool at the breakfast bar next to Dylan and as far from Tom as possible, and was wondering when he was planning to finally leave. 
 
   ‘So,’ Lou said drawing out the word, and sounding a little too pleased with herself. ‘We solved the cake problem whilst you were in the shower so you can have it ready for the wedding at three.’
 
   ‘That’s great if you wouldn’t mind helping,’ I answered gratefully, relieved that I could palm off a lot of the measuring and other grunt work to Lou.
 
   ‘Um, actually Frankie,’ Lou said cautiously, biting her lip. I narrowed my eyes at her.
 
   ‘What?’ 
 
   ‘I can’t help this morning I’ve got um… I’ve got to go out. Bikini wax. Urgent. It’s like the undiscovered rainforest down there; whole tribes will be setting up camp soon.’ Dylan choked on his coffee. ‘But luckily Tom here can help you. Won’t that be nice? You can pay him back for all that slave driving on the wards.’ 
 
   I bugged my eyes out at her. What was she doing? She returned my eye bugging with a smug smile.
 
   ‘I’m sure he’s got better things to do than help me. Anyway if anyone should help it should be Dylan, he’s the one who ate the bloody thing.’ 
 
   I looked over slightly desperately to where Dylan was sitting. He was hunched over his coffee and had pulled the blanket back up round his shoulders. He looked at me with bloodshot eyes and I knew there would be no help there. If anything his hangovers were worse than mine.  
 
   ‘I want to help,’ Tom said, wearing an identical smug grin to Lou. For some reason this had all been planned and settled whilst I was in the shower. What would possess him to help me decorate a cake I had no idea, probably some warped sense of guilt or something. 
 
   Before I could launch any more objections, Lou had whipped into action and was chivvying Dylan back to the sofa and into his discarded clothes. 
 
   Within ten minutes I was left alone with Tom. I decided that if I tried to ignore him then eventually he would give up and leave. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 16
 
   The laws of the universe
 
   My feet crunched through the empty crisp packets as I made my way into the passenger seat of the van. The interior was even messier than last time. I bit my lip and resolutely looked out of the passenger window trying not to let my mind stray into any weird fantasy van-clearing-out scenarios. Tom chuckled beside me as he slammed his door and put the key in the ignition. 
 
   ‘You still want to tidy the van?’
 
   ‘What?’ I squeaked, slightly freaked out that he seemed to be able to read my mind.
 
   ‘You might have mentioned something about it last night.’ 
 
   Right, of course. As if last night wasn’t embarrassing enough. I wracked my brain but couldn’t remember anything I said. In order to bypass any humiliating explanations, I made a show of reaching back behind the seat to make sure the cake was secure. 
 
   Tom had stayed on to help me get the cake ready on time despite my best efforts, but short of physically ejecting him from the flat (which I suspected would have been a futile exercise) there was nothing I could do. I really had to get the cake done, so I relented and showed him how to roll out the sugar icing as thinly as possible so that it was ready for me to fashion more roses. I am no expert on men, but I doubt that many of them consider doing ultra delicate sugar roses for a wedding cake the height of entertainment. But Tom focused on it like it was his new calling in life. 
 
   ‘I’m sorry about your mum,’ he said quietly once I’d set him up with a rolling pin. I’d known this was coming; after all, probably the only reason he had stayed was so that he could have the opportunity to apologize. He was a good man. I’d seen that he was kind; it must have weighed heavily on him that he had misjudged me.
 
   ‘It was a long time ago now,’ I said. ‘Nearly two years.’
 
   ‘Still, it must have been hard, nursing her. What did she die of?’
 
   ‘She had…liver failure.’ I was really hoping he didn’t push for details. There was a reason that I rarely got drunk.
 
   ‘You were close?’
 
   ‘Yeah,’ my voice was hoarse, and I had that tight feeling in my throat that I always seemed to get when I talked about Mamma. 
 
   ‘And I’m sorry I’ve been such a bastard the last three months,’ he continued. 
 
   I scoffed, ‘You were fine, honestly. Anyway I’m tougher than I look.’ I gave him a bright smile. ‘Loads of people have been way meaner to me before than that.’ I had hoped that my words would be reassuring, but when I glanced over at him I saw his face was stony and he’d stopped attempting to roll out the icing.
 
   ‘Which people?’ he said in a scary voice.
 
   ‘Um…’ Crikey. All I’d wanted to do was reassure him that I wasn’t a delicate flower, and that he wasn’t the only one who’d felt the need to be unpleasant to me or dismissive. 
 
   It happened all the time with people like me, people that were just that bit weaker and plainer than the rest. They should really cordon off a special section of Europe for us, keeping us away from the shiny people. Maybe we could get Russia; it was big, cold and there was plenty of vodka to drown our sorrows. 
 
   ‘I think this is the last rose. You can go. Thanks for all the help but you don’t have to hang around.’
 
   Tom ignored my attempt at a subject change. He looked determined as he touched my elbow to get my attention. 
 
   ‘Who hurt you Frankie?’ he asked.
 
   ‘What…what do you mean?’
 
   He took a deep breath and his jaw set at a determined angle. ‘I mean that I know you like me,’ he declared, ‘a lot.’
 
   ‘What! N-no I don’t,’ I leapt out of his reach. 
 
   ‘Yes Frankie you do.’ 
 
   I was shaking my head frantically. I didn’t think I’d ever been as embarrassed in my life. 
 
   ‘And a woman who looks like you, who is as successful and popular as you, does not freeze out a man she’s attracted to.’
 
   ‘I- I – I, successful?’
 
   He ignored my question and continued to shake my world on its foundations. ‘You should know; I’m attracted to you as well.’ His hand at my elbow had put gentle pressure to shift me to face him and he took a step towards me, putting him firmly in my personal space. 
 
   I looked into his gorgeous clear blue eyes and smelt the clean, citrusy masculine smell, which I’d caught before but never this close. Shaking my head in an attempt to clear it, I took a small step back.
 
   ‘What?’ I whispered.
 
   ‘I’m attracted to you,’ he repeated, taking another step into my space. I took another back and pulled my eyes away from his with some effort, scanning the room looking for any signs of hidden cameras, or hints that this was a cruel practical joke. 
 
   ‘But…but you…you can’t be attracted to me. You don’t even like me.’ 
 
   He closed his eyes briefly and clenched his jaw. When he opened them they were filled with what looked like regret and maybe even pain.
 
   ‘Frankie please, please,’ he pleaded. ‘I know I’ve been a complete tosser, and maybe I can’t fix what’s gone before enough for you to give me a chance, but please believe me when I say that I more than like you.’
 
   My eyes slid to the side and I tried to step back again but came up against the fridge door. Tom took that opportunity to step right into my space and curl the hand that wasn’t at my elbow around the back of my neck. I stopped breathing altogether.
 
   ‘What are you doing?’ I whispered to the worn logo on the t-shirt stretched across his broad chest, which was directly in my eye-line seeing as I was too freaked out to look up at his face. His hand that had curled round my neck went to my jaw to tilt my head back so that he could capture my eyes with his own.
 
   ‘I’m trying to get through those shields you’ve got up. I’m hoping that it will penetrate when I say I like you a fuck of a lot and have done for a long fucking time.’ 
 
   Okay, he was swearing. I had learnt from working with Tom that he wasn’t shy of the odd f-word. He didn’t swear as much as Lou (although I doubted that was even possible) but when he did it was a surefire sign that he was nearing the edge of his patience. I bit my lip and my brows drew together in confusion. 
 
   Before I could stop myself I asked a question which could have a heartbreaking answer. ‘Why?’
 
   ‘Why?’ he asked and it was his turn to look confused. ‘Are you serious?’
 
   ‘Um…well yes.’ And I was. I had no idea why he would say he liked me when he had made it very clear in the past that he seriously did not. Not to mention that Thomas G. Longley liking me was against all the laws of the known universe.
 
   His eyes softened and his thumb swept across my jaw. I stopped breathing again and vaguely wondered if I would pass out from lack of oxygen. 
 
   ‘I like your cakes,’ he told me. 
 
   Right. Bit weird as an opener, but even I had to admit I baked good cakes. 
 
   ‘But more than that, I like that you bake them for the whole department.’
 
   ‘Okay,’ I said slowly. 
 
   ‘Not just the bosses and other docs, but everyone. You even brought in a birthday cake for one of the porters.’
 
   ‘Um…well it was his birthday.’ Tom was usually a pretty rational guy; this discussion of porters and cake baking was a little random.
 
   ‘Frankie, I don’t really know any of the porters.’ Well that wasn’t very nice, although I suspected probably true. Still, I didn’t get how it was relevant. ‘I would never know if it was one of their birthdays and I’ve worked there for years. I like that you know them. I like that you care about them so much you’d go to the trouble of baking a cake. I like how kind you are, how loyal you are to your friends. 
 
   ‘I get it now. I get that you’re shy. I thought you were cold, but kept getting glimpses of the real you and it didn’t gel. With other people you were so warm, always smiling, laughing. I could tell you were lighting up their day just by being with you, and I was jealous that you wouldn’t shine that light on me. 
 
   ‘A handful of times I managed to see the real you. A couple when you forgot yourself and shared your humour with me, and a couple when you stood up to me.  Never for yourself and how I was treating you, always for the patients. Knowing now how shy you are with me I can see that that must have taken courage, but you were willing to do it because you care. That’s why I like you. As for why I’m attracted to you I would start by saying that you’re probably the most beautiful women I have ever seen in real life.’
 
   ‘What!’ I squeaked, my eyes as round as saucers. He was deranged. He had totally lost his mind. I almost felt sorry for him. He searched my face, his eyes warm and his lips tipping up in a small smile.
 
   ‘Jesus, you really have no idea do you? How is that even possible?’
 
   ‘No idea about what?’ 
 
   He had leaned into me and touched his lips behind my ear on the other side to his hand. I could feel his stubble rough against my skin. My pulse was beating wildly and I shivered. 
 
   ‘No idea about how beautiful you are,’ he muttered against the skin of my neck, then slid his nose along my jaw. I closed my eyes. What was happening?
 
   ‘I think you are a little weird Thomas G. Longley,’ I whispered, so quietly that I wasn’t sure he would hear me. I realized he had when I felt his lips smile against my skin and his body shook slightly in a silent laugh. 
 
   He lifted his head and stared down at me his eyes dancing, ‘Why am I weird?’ he muttered through a smile.
 
   ‘What you’re saying defies the laws of the universe.’
 
   ‘No Frankie,’ he said firmly, his smile dying. ‘What I’m saying makes perfect sense in the universe I live in, and the one I plan on dragging you into.’
 
   I couldn’t think whilst he was that close and I could smell him, feel his stubble, and get lost in his eyes. I needed space to take in what he was saying. So I pushed against his shoulders muttering, ‘Okay, enough sharing for now I think. Better finish the cake or they’ll be an extremely scary bridezilla screaming for my blood.’ He stared at me a second then reluctantly moved back.
 
   After I’d finally finished the cake and there was still no sign of Lou (who I had vowed to kill by strangulation with her own intestines), I had to accept Tom’s offer of a lift in his van.
 
   ‘I’m not a crazy stalker you know,’ I blurted out; worried I might have scared him with my van cleaning fantasies.
 
   ‘What’s going on in that screwy universe of yours now?’ he asked. 
 
   ‘I just don’t want you to be scared that I’m like your “number one fan”, and you might be in danger of me lobbing of your foot with a sledgehammer, or slicing off your thumb whilst forcing you to write a novel of my choosing.’ 
 
   He was backing the van out of the space now chuckling. ‘Okay I don’t think you’re a stalker seeing as you have largely ignored me for the last three months, but now I’m thinking I might be a little scared.’
 
   ‘Sorry,’ I muttered. ‘I’m a bit of a “Steven King” freak.’
 
   ‘Ah, “Misery”,’ he said, scrunching his nose in distaste. 
 
   ‘You didn’t like the book?’ I asked, because seriously it was a good book.
 
   ‘Or the film,’ he replied.
 
   ‘Why not?’
 
   ‘Not my thing,’ he said evasively.
 
   ‘Oh,’ I paused a moment but curiosity got the better of me. ‘Why not?’
 
   ‘Um,’ Tom was shifting on his seat uncomfortably and I was intrigued, he hardly ever looked unsure of himself. He squared his shoulders. ‘I don’t like scary films,’ he admitted. I was stunned into silence for a moment. Then the image of big, alpha male Tom hiding behind his hands, and squealing during a scary bit of a film flashed into my brain, and I couldn’t help it, I burst out laughing. 
 
   ‘What’s so funny?’ Tom asked grumpily as we pulled into the grounds of the hotel where the wedding was taking place.
 
   I was trying and failing to get myself under control. ‘What’s your favourite film?’ I managed to choke out through my hilarity.
 
   ‘”Notting Hill”,’ he replied as he parked the van in a huge car park and turned to me. I burst into a fresh bout of laughter, even harder than before. 
 
   ‘That’s…that’s a romantic comedy,’ I informed him. 
 
   ‘I’m aware of that,’ he said, his lips twitching as he turned to look at me whilst I was still shaking with laughter. ‘What’s you favourite film?’
 
   ‘”The Silence of the Lambs”.’ Tom looked at me a beat, and then it was his turn to burst out laughing.
 
   ‘This does not bode well for future cinema trips,’ he said through a smile and I stopped laughing abruptly. 
 
   Another image flashed through my mind, one of Tom and me out at the multiplex, arguing good-naturedly over what to watch, with me trying to convince him that the remake of ‘Evil dead’ probably wasn’t that gruesome. The image of us doing something mundane and normal together as a couple was so beautiful, and something I had stupidly pined for so long, that I felt my chest squeeze at the knowledge that it wasn’t for the likes of me. I needed to remember that. He watched my face, the amusement fled from his and he frowned.
 
   ‘Frankie?’
 
   I looked away from him, searched the grounds of the stately home to locate the marquee then glanced at my watch.
 
   ‘We’d better get going,’ I said, grabbing the handle of the passenger door. Before I could open it Tom’s hand shot out and over mine at the handle, his big body hovering me on the seat. 
 
   ‘What’s the matter?’ he asked.
 
   ‘Nothing,’ I lied, ‘I just really need to get the cake in there.’
 
   ‘Bullshit. I just got you laughing flat out with me for the first time and now you’re totally shut down. I want to know why.’ He was too close again.
 
   ‘Look, the cake-’
 
   ‘Bugger the cake. Why?’
 
   ‘Tom, I need to-’
 
   ‘Why?’
 
   I felt my blood start to boil, why couldn’t he just bloody let it go. 
 
   ‘We’re never going to go to the cinema together, that’s why,’ I blurted. His brows drew together and his eyes flashed, all of which I ignored. ‘Look, I’m sure Cassie loves chick flicks.’
 
   ‘I’m sure she does,’ he returned. ‘So what?’
 
   ‘So, she’s your girlfriend. You guys can go enjoy sappy films together to your hearts content. I hear “The Notebook” is suppose to be particularly vomit worthy.’
 
   ‘Firstly she’s not my girlfriend Frankie, not anymore anyway. I would have thought that much was obvious seeing as I spent last night in your bed. Secondly I’m pretty sure that if I willingly watched “The Notebook” I would be voted out of the man club and my manhood would attempt to turn in on itself to form a vagina.’ 
 
   I ignored the second point because I agreed that watching the notebook was not compatible with XY chromosomes (unless you were in the ten percent of the male population that was gay) and focused on the first.
 
   ‘You broke up with Cassie?’ 
 
   ‘Jesus Frankie,’ Tom let me go and sat back into his seat. ‘How much of a prick do you think I am? I spent the night with you last night.’
 
   I scoffed, ‘Only because you took me home and felt responsible that I didn’t choke on my own vomit.’ He sighed and I could tell his patience was slipping. He took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and ran his hand through is hair. When he opened them he seemed calmer. 
 
   ‘Right, we’ll get the cake inside that massive tent-’
 
   ‘Marquee,’ I corrected automatically.
 
   ‘Then we’re going to get a few things straight. The first being that I’m taking you out tomorrow.’
 
   


  
 



Chapter 17
 
   Worth it
 
   Tom stalked down the corridor to his office, holding onto the last of his patience by a thread. He knew from what Frankie had revealed when her guard was down that she liked him. Bloody hell, she had even said that she loved him. 
 
   He could see how she reacted when he got close; her body would still and she’d even hold her breath she was so tense. A woman did not have that reaction with a man unless she was crazily attracted to him. Despite this he was not having any success in his attempts to spend time with her. 
 
   Even after helping her decorate a goddamn cake all day (something which he never thought in a million years he would have enjoyed, but standing next to her in that small kitchen, smelling her perfume, watching her hands effortlessly create beauty with such skill, precision and speed, he couldn’t think of anywhere he’d rather have been) he still wasn’t breaking through. 
 
   After delivering the cake he’d driven her back to her flat and had decided to finally sort things out with her with no distractions. When they arrived her door was ajar. He thought this was weird as Lou had assured him that she would be gone till late evening, and he was sure he’d heard Frankie shut it as they left. He was further alarmed that on seeing the door Frankie’s face drained of all colour, and she proceeded to usher him towards the exit in a manner which seemed almost desperate. 
 
   She was hiding something. 
 
   She knew what was behind that door and she didn’t want him to see it. 
 
   His first instinct was that someone might have broken in and she could be in danger going alone. But after witnessing her reaction and how frantic she was for him to leave he decided to let her keep her secrets for now, and not force anything before she was ready to trust him. 
 
   It was a mistake. 
 
   He should have pushed his way in, found out what she so desperately wanted to keep from him, and then made sure that she knew the way it was going to be between them. Since he left she hadn’t taken any of his calls, and had gone back to avoiding him completely. After what he’d told her on Saturday, and the level of attraction she obviously felt for him, her behaviour was bizarre, and he had decided once and for all that he was going to get to the bottom of it. 
 
   There were two people he needed to speak to and he’d tracked at least one of them down in the medical registrars room. 
 
   As he pushed open the door to the cramped room lined with computer screens he was assured yet again that his decision not to pursue a career in general medicine was the right one. There was no way the cardiology registrars would put up with this shoebox. Then again there was no way they would put up with being the dogs’ bodies of the hospital like the medics did. 
 
   Any patient that didn’t slot into other specialties was dumped on the medics. They were called to all the arrests, in fact they were bleeped so often, and for such an array of random crap, that Tom wouldn’t be surprised if they were the first called when there was a problem with the hospital’s plumbing. 
 
   ‘Lou,’ he called to her across the room. She looked up from her position perched on the edge of the desk next to a computer at which her boss (the elderly care consultant Richard Morris) was sitting. 
 
   Rich was a few years older than Tom. He was an okay guy but Tom had always thought there was something a bit off about him. Rich was staring up at Lou like he had just emerged from a vegan commune after twenty years and she was a full cooked breakfast. Lou had him dangling off her hook and she knew it. 
 
   She was the type of women who knew exactly what her effect was on men and in that moment she knew how she was affecting Rich. She was sitting close and giving him a great view of her long legs in that short skirt. Her head was thrown back and she was laughing. One of her hands was resting lightly on her throat and the other on Rich’s forearm. He noticed that across from them Dylan was scowling fiercely at his computer, studiously ignoring them both, which was no easy task considering the close confines of the room. 
 
   This, Tom thought, was interesting. 
 
   ‘Lou,’ he called again and she looked over to him, ‘can we talk a minute?’
 
   ‘Sure,’ she chirped, hiding her surprise and springing off the desk gracefully in her ridiculously high heels, which she appeared to wear as if she was in a pair of old comfortable running shoes. 
 
   As she sashayed over to him he caught Rich with his eyes glued to her arse. Yup, Lou had him on her hook, no question. 
 
   He also noticed Dylan glowering in Rich’s direction and then finally casting a wary look over to Tom. Tom reckoned Dylan was sensible to be wary of him at the moment. Tom and Dylan were going to have words and soon.
 
   Lou smiled at him as she approached and led him out of the room into the deserted corridor (this was an added shitty feature of the medics’ room; it was stuck at the very farthest corner of the hospital and was a pain in the backside to get to, making through traffic rare). 
 
   ‘So Weasel,’ she started, crossing her arms in front of her, ‘what’s crawled up you’re a-hole and died now?’
 
   ‘You have such a beautiful turn of phrase Lou,’ Tom said through the small smile he was unable to hold back. Despite how annoying she was, there was no arguing that Lou was hilarious. He still didn’t know why she called him ‘Weasel’ but was just grateful that she didn’t do it in front of other people. ‘I need to talk to you about Frankie again.’
 
   She sighed and dropped her hands to her sides, shaking her head. ‘I’ve told you everything that I feel comfortable telling you. I’m sorry but the rest you have to figure out for yourself.’
 
   ‘All you told me was to go for it. I’ve tried that Lou, but she’s locked down tight and won’t give me any kind of an in. She just keeps going on about weird fucked up rules of the universe making us impossible, and talking about herself as “her kind of people”.’
 
   ‘She told you that she was a certain kind of people?’
 
   ‘Yes, amongst other crazy stuff.’
 
   ‘Bugger, I thought she had left all that behind,’ Lou muttered nonsensically. 
 
   ‘Please give me something to go on Lou,’ he pleaded. 
 
   Lou pulled in a breath through her nose then let it out slowly, closing her eyes. When she opened them she seemed to have come to some sort of decision. ‘Frankie had a difficult childhood…’
 
   Tom’s body went very still and the atmosphere in the corridor changed as his mood darkened. ‘Did someone hurt her?’ he asked in a scary voice.
 
   ‘Well… yes,’ Tom’s body went rock solid and Lou, sensing that his head was about to explode, quickly continued. ‘Not in the way you think,’ she hurried on. ‘Her parents, being Italian, had a tendency towards high expressed emotion. You know lots of screaming and arm waving, nothing physical. But there were other…’ she paused and looked away from him for moment, ‘…problems. Then her dad left when she was eleven. I think that must have knocked her confidence, and definitely meant she had to take on a lot of responsibility in the home and in the restaurant her parents worked in. Then she started secondary school around the same time and things there were…difficult.’
 
   ‘How difficult?’ Tom asked. Being outgoing and a natural sportsman Tom had sailed through school. 
 
   ‘Hell,’ Lou said simply. ‘She was vulnerable when she started. Her dad had just left, she was super skinny and awkward, combined with being naturally shy. She didn’t have an eating disorder, just a growth spurt at ten where her body just stretched out a bit too quickly without giving her the chance to put on the weight she needed. 
 
   ‘Kids can smell blood and weakness and they made her the target from the first day of school. Seven years of persecution later Frankie emerged very much the worse for wear. It was mostly verbal, occasionally spilled over into physical. Tom, I swear some of the things those kids did-’ Lou stopped for a moment and took in a sharp breath. She continued in a low voice, which vibrated with her anger. ‘I swear to God, if I could go back in time and get my hands on those sick little bastards, I’d rip them limb from limb.’ 
 
   Tom was in no doubt that this was true. He’d seen how much Lou cared about Frankie, and he had personal experience of how fiercely protective she could be when it came to her. 
 
   ‘Okay, so she was bullied. What else aren’t you telling me?’
 
   ‘Her last boyfriend was…not nice.’
 
   ‘How not nice?’ He felt his gut clench again.
 
   ‘He didn’t hurt her, not physical. He was just…mean.’
 
   ‘Mean?’
 
   ‘Chris knew he wasn’t good enough for her, I’m sure that’s why he did it. He tried to wear her down. Told her she was nothing. Verbal abuse, but effective stuff, especially with somebody like Frankie. He ripped away the last of her self-esteem. They were together for three years. Three years she put up with that crap. Unbelievable.’
 
   ‘Who ended it?’
 
   ‘I did.’
 
   ‘Sorry?’
 
   ‘After her mum died Frankie had had enough. He’d crossed a line, didn’t support her. Got pissy that her dying mother was taking attention away from him. She wanted to cut him loose, especially after she caught him snogging a medical student. Dylan and I went down there. I helped Frankie move out and Dylan…well lets just say he convinced him pretty effectively to leave Frankie alone and never contact her again.’
 
   ‘There’s something else, some secret she’s keeping now.’
 
   Lou looked away and when she looked back at him her face was wary and closed. ‘There are some things that you need to hear from her. She still has some…responsibilities that aren’t to…pleasant.’ Tom made and impatient noise low in his throat, he was getting tired of being in the dark when it came to Frankie. 
 
   ‘Look,’ Lou continued, ‘all you need to keep in mind is that she doesn’t see herself the same as the rest of the world sees her. No matter how much her friends try to build her up she just won’t believe it. She’s still shy-’
 
   ‘She’s not shy,’ Tom cut her off and Lou started shaking her head, ‘She’s not Lou. I see her with you guys, with Ash, even with the goddamn porters. She’s not loud but she bloody well isn’t shy. She’s friendly, affectionate, she laughs and smiles all the time, except when she’s with me.’
 
   ‘For God’s sake why are you both so unbelievably thick,’ Lou clipped. ‘She is shy, but she’s managed to overcome it most of the time for the people she likes.’ Tom’s jaw clenched in anger and Lou caught it, laying her hand on his arm, her eyes pleading with him to understand. 
 
   ‘The problem with you is that she likes you too much. She’s never been able to relax around guys she’s attracted to and with you… well I think that with you she finds it especially difficult.’ Tom’s eyes flashed at this and Lou continued, ‘And I’m sorry Tom, but you haven’t helped the situation by being an arrogant, demanding bellend for the last three months.’ 
 
   He hung his head and his gut clenched. Christ, he’d really buggered this up. 
 
   ‘I had no idea she was shy or about any of this Lou,’ he muttered to his shoes, shame at his behaviour washing over him. ‘I just thought she was cold and aloof, and that she didn’t even remember me from Uni.’ 
 
   Lou snorted and he looked back into her disbelieving face. ‘Not remember you?’ Bizarrely she was now smiling. ‘Believe me Weasel - she remembers you.’
 
   ‘What’s that suppose to mean?’ He narrowed his eyes at her and she giggled.
 
   ‘I think I’ll let Frankie tell you that one as well.’
 
   ‘Goddamn it Lou,’ Tom clipped, losing patience. ‘How can I proceed blind?’
 
   ‘Look Weasel, all I can tell you is to proceed. Don’t give up on her.’ He rolled his eyes and she stepped closer to him again, her expression suddenly serious. 
 
   ‘She’s worth it you know,’ she said softly. 
 
   ‘I know that Lou. I’ve got eyes.’
 
   ‘No I mean she’s worth it, really worth it. Worth any effort. You break through her shields and you’ll see.’
 
   Tom softened his tone, ‘I know Lou, I promise.’
 
   ‘Good, cause I’ll rip your dingaling off and shove it where the sun don’t shine if you break her heart.’ 
 
   Well, that image would stay with him for a while. He smiled.
 
   ‘You’re a good friend.’
 
   ‘I know, so is she.’ 
 
   They both looked round as the door to the office opened and Dylan stepped through followed by Rich. Dylan looked between Tom and Lou who were standing close and narrowed his eyes, ‘What’s going on out here?’
 
   ‘Just catching up on old times Dylan. Seems like you and me need to go over some old times as well,’ Tom said, and watched as Dylan flinched slightly, his face paling. 
 
   There it was.
 
   An admission of guilt as far as Tom was concerned. 
 
   Yup, he needed to talk to Dylan as a priority.
 
   And he needed to find out what Frankie was hiding. 
 
   But most of all he needed to spend time with her, try to get through to her, and then maybe finally, finally he could be the recipient of her warm smiles and her quiet laughter. Maybe he could finally have his hands in her thick, shiny hair, and his mouth on hers.
 
   Even with his gut still feeling tight at all he had heard from Lou, he still smiled as he walked away from them down the corridor. He smiled because he remembered how Frankie had stopped breathing when he was close, and he smiled because Lou had practically ordered him to proceed.
 
   It was time to stop pissing about and proceed.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 18
 
   carefully balanced ecosystem
 
   Today had been one of the rare good days of the last few months. This was because I didn’t have to spend it doing boring ward grunt work like I had been doing for the last three months. As part of an apology from the department for the confusion with Rosie, I’d been given the odd extra study day to spend with the palliative care team, which would help make my transition in January smoother. It also helped that I could see the light at the end of the tunnel. 
 
   My cake business was going well - too well. I needed to start thinking about training someone to help. At the moment I had to turn down orders. Part of this was because I worked full time, but it was also about manpower (or more likely woman power, I couldn’t see a man being interested in decorating cakes although there were exceptions to this rule – Jean Paul the gay patisserie chef I studied with last year being one of them). 
 
   The advantage of the business getting busy was that I didn’t have much free time. This made the avoiding Tom plan a lot easier to put into action. At work it was tricky. I saw him in meetings and in the conference room, but I could usually slip out quickly to avoid him seeing as I was always positioned near the back, and he was invariably stuck sitting with the other consultants at the front. 
 
   Unfortunately, I’d bonded with Ash whilst I worked with him and so couldn’t ignore him, and he was often with Tom. So Tom had opportunities to talk to me and he took them. He wanted to know when I’d be free, asked me out to this and that, but I always demurred and got the heck out of there. Luckily my excuses weren’t that difficult to come up with because they were true; I was busy. 
 
   Still I knew he could see through them, and I knew this by the way his eyes would flash and his jaw would clench when I gave them. I didn’t know why he was persisting, or what had sparked his interest in the first place, but I was guessing that not a lot of women said no to Thomas G Longley and maybe he saw me now as some sort of challenge. I didn’t want to give him the chance to best that challenge and find out that I definitely wasn’t worth the effort in the first place. So I was avoiding him, and giving him excuses, and so far it was working. 
 
   Lou had made it her mission to try and convince me to go out with him. Our conversations about it went round in circles, and were pointless seeing as I was as stubborn as she was. I was learning to shut these down early and put up with her unhappy expressions. 
 
   Dylan had also been bugging me since the ‘night of scary drunken Frankie’. He seemed like he had something to tell me and would start trying to say it, only to stop midsentence, which was driving me up the wall. He also kept reminding me of times gone by in a weird way, as if he was trying to make me remember how good of a friend he’d been over the years. 
 
   He reminisced about how he had covered for me in dissection when it was the day we opened the pelvis up and had to wash the legs out in the sink (I’d vomited into my mouth, managed to expel the rest in the toilets, and Dylan had made sure our leg was cleaned out and prepped). 
 
   What he had conveniently forgotten was that I was already feeling queasy that day, but the straw that broke the camel’s back was when he had reached into the cadaver’s chest cavity, and eaten a piece of flesh. The flesh was actually some dodgy beef that he had secreted up his sleeve earlier at lunch, and which looked surprisingly like formaldehyde soaked muscle tissue (such was the standard of our canteen). I can still taste bile in my mouth when I remember watching him slip that meat into his mouth, thinking it was preserved dead human flesh. 
 
   So it was nice to have a break from them all and spend the morning in the hospice. You might think that hospices are depressing and that palliative care is a grim choice of specialty, but in my opinion they are the exact opposite. Hospices are in general friendly and have great, warm atmospheres. The staff there has usually chosen to be there because they are passionate about end of life care, as the career choice is not one you make lightly. 
 
   It is not a dark dank place with the grim reaper hovering over every bed, and rows of people breathing their last. It’s generally bright and cheery, a lot nicer than the hospital. And the patients aren’t all on the edge of death. Most just need some help with pain control or any other troublesome symptoms. The whole aim is to make people feel better, to improve their quality of life. Often treatments in other areas of medicine aren’t geared towards making people feel better at all, sometimes they even make them feel worse. 
 
   The consultant I was working with looked and acted like Doc from ‘Back to the Future’, so much so that the staff and patients actually called him that. He was scarily enthusiastic and was the type of person to use his whole body to express himself. I thought he was the cat’s pyjamas. I especially thought this after he gave one of the patients with end stage prostate cancer some dexamphetamine (essentially speed) to give him some extra energy to attend his daughter’s wedding. The joy on the man’s face when Doc suggested the plan gave me such a buzz that I didn’t think anything could bring me down that day. 
 
   Turned out I was wrong. 
 
   After the morning in the hospice we went over to the main hospital to review palliative patients on the ward, which meant I got to see Bill again. Doc had been impressed with my management plan and Bill had been pleased to see me. I didn’t think the day could get any better. 
 
   As we left the room we ran into Tom, Ash and Rosie on their ward round and on their way to see Bill. Tom smiled when he saw me. Tom always smiled when he saw me. Rosie and Ash were also looking pretty cheerful. 
 
   In the last week Tom had not in any way hidden his pursuit of me, and it was obvious that they both thought the situation hilarious. Rosie thought I was outright crazy, and had even gently told me that nobody would judge me if I was a lesbian in this day and age, and I should just come right out and tell everybody. 
 
   I had managed to convince her that I was not, in fact, a lesbian, but refused to talk about why I was avoiding Tom. Firstly, she didn’t know my background. She didn’t know why the likes of me was not for the likes of him. Secondly, in my experience people who cared about you tended to believe that you were more attractive and interesting than you actually were, and would try to convince you of it. Why people were driven to do this I would never know. It seemed to me that if you aimed higher than you should it only led to heartbreak. Although Chris had been a complete tool, he had at least been an attractive one, and I should have know that no good would come from being with him. I would not make the same mistake twice. 
 
   ‘Hey Doc,’ Tom greeted, still grinning like a mad man. ‘Thanks for reviewing Bill for us.’
 
   ‘Don’t thank me son, Frankie here had done all the work,’ he boomed (he didn’t really seem to have any other volume). ‘She’s a little gem isn’t she?’ 
 
   He slapped me on the back with a little too much force, putting me off balance and causing me to go forward on one foot. Tom, who was close already (as was his current wont and form of torture), shot out his hand to steady me before I fell flat on my face.
 
   ‘Yeah Doc, she’s one of the best juniors we’ve had in the department,’ he lied smoothly and I glared up at him. Unfortunately my retinal laser beams did not incinerate him on the spot. If anything his grin grew wider, his hand kept a firm grip on my elbow. ‘You mind if I borrow her a minute Doc? I just need her to sign some paperwork; it won’t take long. Could she catch you up?’
 
   Doc looked at Tom’s hand on my elbow, and then between Tom and I, and started smiling like a lunatic. ‘Yes, yes of course. Just trot on up to Brecon ward when you’re done Frankie.’ As they turned and bustled down the corridor I wrenched my arm out of his grip. Rosie was looking at me with wide disbelieving eyes and Ash was smiling his standard smug smile. Tom gestured for me to precede him and I flashed Ash a killing glare as I reluctantly shuffled towards Tom’s office.
 
   Once inside his office I looked around in search of any paperwork. This would have been an impossible task considering the state of his office anyway, but I thought it was worth a go in the interests of moving things along. I turned back to Tom and raised my eyebrows. He was leaning against the door grinning, looking like he had all the time in the world to wind me up. 
 
   ‘So?’ I asked, seeking patience.
 
   ‘So,’ he said, not moving from the door.
 
   I sighed, ‘So, was it one of my DOPS?’ (DOPS stands for direct observed procedures sign off).
 
   His grin faltered and confusion flashed across his beautiful face, ‘What?’
 
   ‘The paperwork,’ I said tightly, and with what I considered to be extreme patience. His expression cleared and his continued grinning.
 
   ‘Right, well I …’ he looked around the office for a moment frowning, then snatched up a piece of paper, thrusting it into my hands triumphantly.
 
   ‘There.’
 
   I looked down at the crumpled paper and saw that it was one of my old lists with an elaborate sketch of a tree house cake I had done for a christening when I was working for him. 
 
   ‘I thought you might need it for something,’ he was back to grinning again, totally unrepentant about wasting my time. I rolled my eyes and clenched my teeth. 
 
   ‘You’re ridiculous.’
 
   ‘Go out with me.’
 
   ‘No.’ He moved towards me and I took a small step back, but I came up against his desk. 
 
   ‘Why not?’ he asked, his eyes scanning my face.
 
   ‘Because I don’t want to,’ I spat out, in full panic mode now that he was close. I itched to touch his hair again. I literally had to force my arms to stay straight down at my sides, my hands balled into tights fists. ‘Why don’t you just …just…jog on!’ He was pressing his lips together, giving the impression that he was attempting to contain his amusement.
 
   ‘Jog on?’ he asked.
 
   ‘Yes. Just bloody jog on.’
 
   ‘Jog on?’ he said, his voice shaking slightly with silent laughter. ‘I’m guessing that’s about as strong as it gets with you.’ I narrowed my eyes at him.
 
   ‘What’s that suppose to mean?’
 
   He ignored my question, ‘Go out with me, just one night.’
 
   ‘Ugh! You’re impossible,’ I threw up my hands. 
 
   ‘I know you’re into me,’ he declared with supreme arrogance. I sucked in a horrified breath and stared at him.
 
   ‘I am not into you,’ I shook my head fervently. ‘I am not.’ Shame washed over me. When had I given that away? When had he noticed my obsession? Panicking now, I pushed against his hard warm chest. Embarrassingly, he didn’t even sway despite my grunt of effort. Thankfully the loud piercing sound of my bleep cut through the charged atmosphere and I sighed in relief. Glancing up at the clock on the wall I saw it was past five and my evening on call had started. I looked around and all I could see were piles of papers.
 
   ‘Where’s your phone?’ I asked him. Tom was looking at my bleep and I had the distinct impression that he wanted to smash it to pieces. He scratched his head and looked around the desk. Giving me a sheepish grin, he reached into his pocket and got out his mobile.
 
   ‘This is usually quicker,’ he explained as his desk started ringing. After removing a mountain of paperwork underneath a dirty plate, with what looked suspiciously like the remnants of my shortbread spread over it, I finally managed to extract the landline. I punched in the extension and raised my eyebrows at Tom whilst I waited for them to pick up.
 
   He shrugged. ‘It’s like a carefully balanced ecosystem,’ he explained. ‘A kind of natural selection, only the most important letters survive.’ It was on the tip of my tongue to offer to sort the whole office out. It was actually causing me physical pain, but I held myself back. 
 
   ‘Cioa chica,’ Lizzy’s voice came through the extension.
 
   ‘Cioa, what have you got?’
 
   ‘Really sorry and I promise to give you all my red fruit pastilles.’
 
   ‘I like green,’ I said flatly, knowing what was coming.
 
   ‘Who on earth prefers the green ones?’
 
   ‘Just tell me Lizzy.’
 
   ‘Scary Glenda.’
 
   


  
 



Chapter 19
 
   Only a matter of time
 
   As I walked up to the door of the flat I felt strangely numb. I couldn’t really even remember cycling home, but I knew I must have done because I was wearing my lycra and reflective gear, and my backpack was slung over one shoulder. 
 
   I was tired. I was so tired I could actually feel the fatigue seeping into my bones. All I wanted to do was lie on the sofa, watch crap telly, and forget that this day had ever happened. It had started so brilliantly and deteriorated so rapidly that my head was spinning.
 
   As I was rummaging for my keys I could here male voices from inside. I couldn’t tell what was being said, but I could tell that they were angry. Great. Absolutely the last thing I needed. When I finally managed to locate my keys and open the door I could hear the voices more clearly.
 
   ‘Look, I’ve said I’m sorry,’ Dylan was saying urgently. ‘I’ll do whatever I can to help now. Just please, please don’t tell her.’
 
   ‘Why shouldn’t I?’ My heart sank as I recognized Tom’s impatient voice coming from the kitchen. 
 
   ‘She’s important to me Tom…please.’ Dylan’s voice was breaking slightly with emotion and I became alarmed. Dylan was not an emotional guy. 
 
   I heard Tom sigh heavily. ‘I thought you were a mate,’ he said in a softer tone.
 
   ‘I was, I am. I was just blind to everything else but…’ Dylan stopped abruptly as I slammed to door closed.  
 
   I wanted to ask what they were talking about, but to be honest I didn’t have the energy to go through another of Dylan’s romantic dramas into which he had evidently somehow dragged Tom. 
 
   As I came round the corner all eyes were turned to me. Dylan and Tom were facing each other on stools by the kitchen counter, a beer in front of each of them. Bizarrely Lou was standing next to Dylan with her hand on his shoulder. She looked almost protective of him, like she was lending her support for the confrontation. 
 
   I didn’t want to know what was going on. 
 
   I was numb. 
 
   Ignoring all of them I made my way to the sofa, dumped my bag, and fell heavily onto it. 
 
   ‘Frankie?’ Lou called to me and I could hear her approaching, but I remained staring up at the ceiling. I felt my mind shutting down and I welcomed the blankness. All I could hear was a vague roaring in my eyes. ‘You okay sweets?’ I felt the sofa depress next to me. A warm hand took mine and gave it a squeeze. ‘Jesus you’re freezing and soaking wet. Why didn’t you wear your waterproof?’ Fingers were pushing the hair back from my face and I heard a sharply indrawn breath. ‘Shit, Frankie you’re bleeding! What –?’
 
   ‘Not my blood,’ I muttered to the ceiling. ‘Not my blood,’ I repeated dumbly. I jerked when I realized that Lou was touching my neck. ‘No!’ I shouted, flinching away from her.
 
   ‘Frankie, what on earth-?’
 
   ‘No,’ I screeched, batting Lou’s hands away, ‘don’t touch it.’ 
 
   How could I have been so dense? I needed to shower. I leapt to my feet and careened to the bathroom pushing past Dylan and Tom who were standing next to the sofa. 
 
   I made it to the bathroom, turned the shower on full blast, then bent over the toilet and wretched until everything I’d eaten that day had made its way back up. Once under the hot spray I watched as the water ran red, then clear and I scrubbed every inch of my body, shampooing my hair three times. Unfortunately the numbness clouding my thoughts had lifted under the pounding shower, and I started reliving the events of the afternoon. 
 
   I’d been called down to see Scary Glenda. Everyone assumed that as usual she was just making a nuisance of herself, but because she was complaining of chest pain she came to the cardiologists. 
 
   I sensed that something was off as soon as I walked into her cubicle. For a start she was in so much pain that she didn’t even call me the c-word (her usual greeting of choice). She was also deathly pale. Her blood results were taking ages and I phoned the lab but there was a backlog of urgent bloods. 
 
   I became really alarmed when I decided to take my own set of bloods and run it through the arterial blood gas machine in resus. She barely mustered the energy to spit at me, and usually digging around for a blood sample in her overused veins would garner you at least a punch in the mouth. 
 
   My heart sank as I read the results on the machine. Her haemoglobin was five - half the normal value. I ran back, fast bleeped Ash, ordered some O negative blood and sent a cross-match. By the time I made it back to her she was rolling around on the bed in agony. 
 
   ‘It hurts,’ she moaned, then made an animalistic groan of pain before sitting straight up in the bed. ‘I think I’m gonna-’ Suddenly she erupted, vomiting fresh blood in huge waves all over me. It was in my face, my eyes, my hair and soaking through my clothes down to my bra. I was like Carrie at the prom although I would have vastly preferred pigs’ blood to scary Glenda’s. I didn’t know her HIV or hepatitis status, but I did know that she was not a stranger to intravenous drugs or casual sex. 
 
   I flung open the cubicle curtain and stepped out into the corridor hearing gasps from patients and staff alike. Everyone was frozen in shock as they looked at us, and Glenda was continuing to erupt in front of our eyes. 
 
   ‘I need help in here,’ I shouted to Lizzy who was staring at me open-mouthed, ‘and you,’ I pointed to an equally slack jawed nurse, ‘bleep gastro, upper GI bleed needs scoping now. And someone get me that blood.’ 
 
   Everyone around me leapt into action. Lizzy and the A&E registrar piled into the room along with a couple of nurses. I had just finished putting in a wide-bore cannula, when I felt both my upper arms gripped by large hands, and I was practically lifted off my feet, away from Glenda.
 
   ‘What the-?’
 
   ‘Shut it habibi,’ I heard Ash’s deep Arabic voice clip as he propelled me forward across the corridor, my arms still in his vice-like grip. 
 
   ‘Ash she’s bleeding out, we have to-’
 
   ‘Keep your mouth closed,’ he said firmly and then my head was being forced down under the tap in the ward sink, which was turned on full blast. The water poured into my eyes and Ash was frantically using the hand not holding my head under to wash the rest of my face. 
 
   ‘Zarba, you’re covered in it,’ he ground out. ‘You think always of others, never yourself. You are crazy girl!’ His accent was deepening and his perfect English slipping in his anger. ‘”Stupidity is a disease without a medicine.”’ Even whilst still under the tap I was cross to be called stupid, but ridiculously impressed that he had come out with a proverb in the midst of his fury. 
 
   Finally satisfied he released me and I stood. I was completely soaked but at least my head and neck were largely free of blood. I glared at Ash and he glared back. 
 
   ‘You had blood in your eyes Frankie. Who knows what she has. You should have washed them out straight away.’ I felt the blood drain from my face just as the arrest call came through on both of our bleeps. 
 
   Glenda. 
 
   We both dashed back into the room. Lizzy was doing chest compressions and the A&E registrar was trying to get an airway. Glenda looked dead. Blood was still pouring from her mouth. We all stood back as the defib analyzed the rhythm as asystole, then I gave her a shot of adrenaline. 
 
   Fifteen minutes later, after attempting to pour more blood through her veins than was coming out of her mouth, and breaking most of her ribs in an attempt to pump it round her broken body, she was declared dead officially. 
 
   I looked at her vacant, pale face. Never in all the times I had met her had she appeared devoid of any expression. Granted it was usually an angry one and accompanied by liberal use of the c and f-words, but it was better than the lifeless face before me now. 
 
   I felt a hand resting lightly on my arm. ‘It was only a matter of time Frankie,’ Ash said softly. ‘The way she lived, the sheer quantity of alcohol she drunk. There was no hope for her. “The chains of habit are too small to be felt unless they are too strong to be broken.” She couldn’t be saved Frankie; she couldn’t change.’ 
 
   I looked at her blank face and closed my eyes. An image formed in my mind of another face, devoid of life, blood pouring from his mouth. 
 
   ‘People can change,’ I whispered as I tried to push the horrific image from my mind.
 
   ‘Not when addiction is that strong Frankie. There’s nothing you could have done for her.’ 
 
   Oh God, he thought I was upset because I hadn’t sorted Glenda out in the past. He actually thought he was reassuring me. He had no idea. 
 
   That’s when the numbness settled over me and I turned on the automatic pilot. Ash sent off the blood I’d taken from Glenda for HIV and hepatitis screening. Lizzy took my blood and reminded me that I needed to go back to occupational health to get tested again. Then somehow I managed to get changed and cycle home. I vaguely remembered Ash trying to offer me a lift and pushing past him.
 
   Now, under the shower, I finally felt clean, but I wished I could get back that feeling of numbness. I let my tears fall into the water pounding onto my face until there were none left to cry. I climbed out of the shower and dried off, finding my comfiest tracky bums and a huge sweatshirt that Dylan had left in the flat. Before I could retreat to my bed, the door was pushed open and Lou came barreling in. Her face was white and her mobile was clamped to her ear. 
 
   ‘It’s okay, I’m with her now,’ she said into the phone, ‘I’ll let you know,’ she continued as she disconnected. ‘Ash’ she told me. ‘He was worried, phoned to see if you got home okay. Jesus Frankie, it sounded awful.’
 
   ‘She died,’ I said, my voice hoarse from sobbing in the shower. ‘All that drinking, it finally caught up with her. Ash was telling me nobody could save her. He thought he was making me feel better. It made me think that-’
 
   ‘I know,’ Lou said softly, cutting me off as my voice broke. ‘Please come and eat, please. For me, so I know you’ll be okay.’ 
 
   Emotional blackmail. Lou’s forte and my weakness. 
 
   I allowed her to chivvy me out of the bedroom and was horrified to see Tom still in the flat, firmly ensconced on the sofa watching rugby with Dylan. 
 
   ‘Right,’ said Lou. ‘Food, sofa, crap telly for you.’ She shoved a bowl of pasta into one of my hands and a can of coke into the other. There were two seats free in the living room: one in the comfy armchair, and one in between Dylan and Tom on the sofa. I plonked myself down on the chair, studiously ignoring Tom, who I knew was now watching me rather than the rugby. Unfortunately I plonked a bit to vigorously and my coke sloshed down my jumper. 
 
   I growled as I put down my coke and pasta and shuffled off to change my jumper. Once I’d changed into another of Dylan’s tops (this time a huge flannel shirt) I walked back to the armchair distractedly. As I was about to sit down a pair of long, outstretched legs caught my attention. I followed them up to a sheepish looking Dylan who gave me a shrug and bit his lip. 
 
   I swung around to the sofa and saw my food and coke had been put conveniently in the middle of the coffee table, in front of the middle of the sofa, which was now the only free seat. I glared at Lou, taking in her guilty expression as she kept her eyes glued to the rugby (something I knew for a fact that she had no interest in). I knew it was her who’d effected the seating change. She’d been pushing me towards Tom ever since ‘the night of a thousand drunk Frankie horrors’ and she didn’t look like she was going to give up anytime soon. 
 
   I sighed heavily. I was too tired and drained to argue. I decided that I was going to eat some pasta to appease Lou, drink my coke, and ignore everything else including Tom.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter 20
 
   Flights to Bolivia
 
   I was so warm and snuggly. I couldn’t remember ever being this warm. My pillow was literally radiating heat like a furnace and I was wrapped in something soft. As my eyes fluttered open I realized that my pillow was breathing and I could hear its steady heartbeat. The room was dimly lit and my face was snuggled into soft blue cotton. I looked up and was confronted by a stubbled jaw.
 
   Cripes. I tried to be as still as possible whilst I thought about how I could extract myself from my position entwined with Tom on the sofa without waking him up. This, I knew, would not be an easy task. My back was pressed into the cushions of the sofa, and my front was plastered against the length of Tom’s side and partially sprawled over his front like I was attempting to pin him in place. I slowly started withdrawing my arm, which was draped over his chest, and I felt his body still. Looking up I saw his blue gaze was fixed on me. He smiled a sleepy smile and I watched in fascination as his eyes warmed. 
 
   ‘Hey,’ he rumbled. ‘You okay?’
 
   Was I okay? 
 
   I pondered this. The last thing I remembered was attempting to sit in the middle of the sofa without touching Tom, pushing my pasta around for a while to appease Lou, and drinking my coke. When I finally finished Lou stood up, grabbed my feet and pulled them to her side of the sofa before she sat herself down on them, causing me to nearly face plant into Tom’s chest, my arms having to strain to keep me semi-upright.
 
   ‘What are you doing?’ I asked horrified.
 
   She frowned at me in mock confusion. ‘You love a good nerdle.’
 
   I tried to yank my feet free but she grabbed my ankle and kept them stuffed under her bum. ‘Lou,’ I hissed. ‘You hate me nerdling you. Give me my feet back.’
 
   ‘What’s nerdling?’ Tom asked as he threw out his arm and pulled me into his side. I tried to pull away and sit up, but he kept his arm tight around me, and Lou kept a tight hold of my feet. 
 
   ‘Oh, Frankie has this little habit of shoving her freezing feet under my bum when we’re watching telly to warm them up,’ Lou told him, and I felt my face flame. ‘We call it nerdling.’
 
   ‘I’m not comfortable,’ I gritted out, pushing against Tom’s chest and glaring up at him.
 
   ‘Sure you are,’ he countered smugly, giving me a hard tug, and causing my arm to buckle so that I did an undignified face-plant into his chest. I spent a few minutes stiff with tension, but then, as Tom’s warmth began to seep into me and my nerdled feet heated up, exhaustion took over. Hence my current predicament. 
 
   ‘No,’ I replied. No I was not okay. I would only be okay once I extracted myself from Tom’s warmth, made him leave the flat post haste, and maybe emigrated to Bolivia. I wasn’t sure what was in Bolivia, but it sounded like it’d be hot and hopefully remote. I could be happy on my own, somewhere far away from gorgeous men with unknown motives and the capability to hurt me.
 
   His brows drew together. ‘No?’ 
 
   I looked down at our interlocked bodies in horror and fascination. Somehow in my sleep I had maneuvered myself to lie mostly on top of him, with my leg thrown over both of his, and my arm stretched across his chest, much like a human starfish about to devour a clam. My subconscious mind must have decided it liked where I was and wanted to hold onto it for dear life. I can’t believe I slept through Dylan leaving and Lou going to bed. Neither of them was quiet, ever. 
 
   ‘I’ve got to get up,’ I said, pushing against his chest. He swiftly moved his hand that was resting on my hip up to my shoulders and pulled me back into him.
 
   ‘Stay, I’m comfy,’ he rumbled. ‘Let’s talk.’
 
   ‘Well I have an radial nerve palsy now,’ I said snottily, flexing my other arm, which was pinned to his side. Suddenly we were going up, and then I was lain back down on the sofa with Tom’s body covering mine.
 
   ‘Better?’ he asked with a cheeky grin. The feeling of Tom above me was amazing. He was hovering slightly so that I wasn’t taking his whole weight.
 
   ‘No,’ I squeaked, my arms were folded under the hard warm planes of his chest and I pushed both hands against him in a futile effort to shift him off. My heart was hammering and I was hyperventilating, my whole body felt achy and shivery. I was either coming down with flu or more turned on than I had ever been in my life. 
 
   ‘You’re squashing me,’ I complained breathily. 
 
   ‘You’re not taking any of my weight,’ he countered and his eyes dropped to my mouth. I was full on panting now. His warmth, his citrusy musky smell, the feel of his breath against my face was all too much for me and I lost it. 
 
   My hands slid up from his chest to his neck and into his gorgeous thick, messy hair, and I pulled his face down so that I could cover his lips with mine. His body locked in shock as I kissed him. I had time to press my lips to his, open my mouth slightly and push my tongue against the seem of his lips. He then reared his head back for a second, his gaze sweeping my face. 
 
   I was about to think that maybe I’d embarrassed myself, when he must have seen what he was looking for in my eyes, and he fell forward again, this time taking control of the kiss. One of my hands remained in his hair and the other explored the hard muscle of his back. He slid one of his arms underneath me to arch my back to him, and slid the other hand into my hair at the back of my head. 
 
   In a weird way, through the lust filled haze, I had this huge feeling of relief. It was as if it had been causing physical pain to exert the restraint required not to kiss him for the last few months, and at long last the tension had broken. It felt absolutely and completely natural, as if we had both been designed for this all our lives. 
 
   After a few minutes Tom lifted his head and stared down at me. We were both breathing heavily. His pupils were dilated and his hair more messy than his normal rumpled style (no doubt due to my thorough exploration of every available cuticle). 
 
   ‘That was amazing,’ I whispered. Yes, I admitted that straight out. I had officially lost my mind. 
 
   ‘Too bloody right,’ he replied firmly and I blinked. He looked stunned for a moment and then smiled. 
 
   ‘Glad we got that all straightened out,’ he said bizarrely. What exactly had we straightened out? I was gradually coming back to full lucidity, and beginning to register exactly what had just happened. Jeepers, I’d practically jumped him! What was I doing? 
 
   The last man I’d kissed hadn’t been half the man Tom was and he had totally flattened the little self-confidence I had. I didn’t stand a chance with someone like Tom. He would break me into tiny pieces until there was nothing left. I stiffened underneath him and felt his body go alert. He framed my face with his hands and narrowed his eyes at me.
 
   ‘Oh no,’ he said in a dangerous voice. ‘No way are you going to kiss me like that then shut down on me. I’m through those shields now. I’ve spent all of five minutes with the real Frankie and I’m not letting it go.’
 
   ‘People kiss all the time,’ I said in what I hoped was a nonchalant tone but I suspected my voice was a little too shaky to pull it off. ‘No big deal.’
 
   ‘That kiss was a big deal,’ he declared, ‘and it means that you and I are officially going to ride this out and see where it goes.’ 
 
   No, no, no. We weren’t riding anything out or seeing where anything was going. 
 
   ‘I’ll be here to pick you up tomorrow at seven.’ I widened my eyes at him, and was about to speak when he cut me off. ‘You’re not here then I will come and find you Frankie.’ 
 
   Time to look into flights to Bolivia. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 21
 
   Beautiful pain
 
   The relief I felt after I found out the next morning that by some miracle Scary Glenda had managed to avoid any blood borne diseases in her short chaotic life was swiftly replaced by panic, when I remembered what was happening that evening. I considered hiding at Dylan’s or Lizzy’s place or simply wandering the streets in an attempt to avoid him, but in the end I decided that it would be better not to find out if he really intended hunting me down. 
 
   Lou was ridiculously excited that I’d agreed to go out with him. She had declared herself in charge of my wardrobe selection and makeup, but my backbone put in a rare appearance, and I point-blank refused. I had decided that if I had to go out with him that I wouldn’t truss myself up into something I was not. 
 
   In fact, I decided on no makeup, I put my hair up in a messy knot at the top of my head and was wearing my most faded jeans with a shapeless brown jumper, which I usually reserved for monging at home. I figured that the sooner he realized I wasn’t worth any of this effort the sooner he would back off, and I could save myself from the heartbreak that would be worse the longer I spent with him. 
 
   My mistake was thinking that he would care at all about what I was wearing. I’d forgotten just how scruffy he was. When he arrived at seven on the dot he was arguably more casual than me. He had on his standard jeans and a tatty t-shirt, which had Mr Lazy emblazoned across his chest. It was another item of clothing that, worryingly, I thought I recognized from his university days. 
 
   He stood outside the door to our flat after I opened it, his eyes doing a full body sweep of me, and then lighting with humour and not the annoyance I was expecting. Lord knew, if I didn’t dress up to Chris’ satisfaction (on the rare occasions he deigned to take me out when we were together) there would have been hell to pay, and a fair few cutting comments to endure. Tom’s face however told me that he knew what I was trying to do, it amused him, and furthermore he couldn’t give a rat’s arse what I wore either way. 
 
   As soon as he was finished with his body scan he stepped forward and grabbed my hand, tugging me into him, and before I had time to gather my wits his lips were on mine in a soft, barely-there kiss. It was the opposite of the crazy wild kiss we had the day before. Just as breathtaking but in an infinitely sweeter way. As he pulled back I was left blinking and dazed.
 
   ‘You ready to go?’ He was speaking and I knew that it was English but I didn’t hear a single word. I just stared at him, open-mouthed. What felt like hours of silence passed whilst I tried to kick-start my brain. Tom’s eyes were dancing and he had his lips were pressed firmly together. ‘Uh honey?’ he asked in a voice laced with amusement. ‘Have you stroked out again?’ 
 
   Oh my.
 
   He called me honey.
 
   Nobody other than Lou and Dylan (that is if ‘ladies’ counts) had ever used an English term of endearment with me. My parents only ever used Italian endearments, and I was lucky if Chris even bothered to use my name most of the time, leave alone something affectionate. I felt the beautiful pain of Tom calling me honey slide through me and I shivered involuntarily. Jeepers, I was in trouble. Unfortunately this did not help my power of speech to return and Tom’s suppressed laughter was quickly morphing into full on chuckling. 
 
   One of his hands came up to cup my cheek and he dipped down again, so that his face was a hair’s breath from mine. 
 
   ‘Frankie?’ he called softly. ‘Shall we go?’ 
 
   I nodded and he smiled, tugging me forward out of the door, and slinging his arm around my shoulders. 
 
   ‘You kids have fun now!’ Lou shrieked from a suspiciously short distance away, confirming her unashamed eavesdropping. ‘Try to behave yourself Weasel,’ she added, ‘or not. Your call.’ 
 
   I rolled my eyes. Lou was mortifying but at least she did the job of snapping me out of my stupor. 
 
   ‘So, um, where are we going?’ I managed to ask, having regained the ability to speak. His arm was still around my shoulders and he kept me tucked into his side all the way down the stairs and to the passenger side of his van. 
 
   ‘Alghero,’ he said, grabbing the van door for me. I noticed that it needed a healthy tug to wrench it open. I looked inside, deciding how best to negotiate the detritus on the passenger seat (even worse, if possible, than the last time I was in there), and thinking that Alghero was my favourite restaurant, which was a bit freaky, especially as it was all the way over in Bristol (over forty five minutes away). Tom noticed my contemplation of his passenger seat, and moved around me to unceremoniously sweep all the crap onto the floor of the foot-well. 
 
   Seriously, it would take me five minutes to clean out his van. How could he live with it like this? I bit my lip to stop myself offering to run up and grab a bin liner. 
 
   ‘I love Alghero,’ I blurted as soon as he was settled in the driver’s side. He smiled at me as he started the ignition.
 
   ‘I know.’
 
   ‘How did you-?’
 
   ‘I overheard you telling Mary how much you liked it there one day,’ he said, signaling to move away from the pavement. ‘I wanted to take you somewhere you’d feel comfortable. Somewhere you liked.’ He shrugged and I sucked in an unsteady breath. 
 
   My first date with Chris had been to a pretentious, expensive, snooty French restaurant. I’d felt uncomfortable and out of place all night and ended up starving because the portions were crazily small. We always went where he wanted; he never asked my preference and, even though we only lived five minutes away at the time, he rarely took me to Alghero. 
 
   The fact that Tom had been listening and paid attention to a passing comment I made to Mary, and then made sure I would be eating food I liked, in a place I was comfortable, gave me another surge of beautiful pain and I felt my eyes sting. 
 
   ‘Thanks,’ I mumbled with a little crack in my voice as I held back the tears that suddenly threatened. Tom glanced over at me, and I thought he probably caught my eyes misting over before I managed to turn my head away and look out of the window.
 
   ‘Um, is that okay?’ he asked hesitantly, his usual confidence shaken, no doubt by bizarre reaction. ‘We can go somewhere else, I-’
 
   ‘No,’ I cut him off then continued after taking a deep breath, swallowing back my tears and managing a shaky smile. ‘It’s one of my favourite places in the world. You just took me by surprise, that’s all. I’m not used to…’ I trailed off, feeling uncomfortable.
 
   ‘Not used to what?’
 
   ‘It’s just…well…you’re being very thoughtful.’ We had stopped at some lights and he turned to me, his expression was odd. His eyes were still soft but his mouth had tightened and he looked weirdly like he was angry. 
 
   ‘Taking you somewhere I knew you’d like isn’t that thoughtful Frankie, it’s pretty normal behaviour.’ He studied me a second. ‘You do know that whoever wasn’t thoughtful with you was pond scum?’ I broke eye contact with him and bit my lip, wondering if he somehow knew about Chris, and then wondering how I felt about that. Luckily I was saved from replying as the lights changed colour and Tom concentrated on moving away. 
 
   *****
 
   ‘Francisca, Bella! Picilo mia! Dove sei stato!’ Gabriella shrieked as she grabbed me and kissed my cheek back and forth until my head was spinning. It was safe to say that she had missed me. I’d been so busy recently that I hadn’t been to see them for almost two months. She continued in rapid-fire Italian, asking what I was doing, how I’d been, why I’d forgotten them. 
 
   As with a lot of Italian women (my mother included) Gabriella had a flair for the dramatic. Well into her fifties now, she had never left the glamour of her youth behind her. I don’t think I’d ever seen her without her heavy makeup or sky-high heels. Her signature colourful scarf was tied around her neck at a jaunty angle, and she had on a stylish, wraparound, deep blue dress. 
 
   I was engulfed in the heavy cloud of her expensive perfume as she hugged me, and, as always, it made me feel safe and secure, reminding me of my childhood. I managed to get the occasional ‘Gabriella’ and ‘Attendere un minuto,’ in during her tirade but she was clearly in no mood to be silenced. 
 
   We had barely set foot in the restaurant when she had spied us from her position at the hostess station and swept all the other customers aside to descend on us. I had been too wrapped up in how thoughtful Tom was, and how that made me feel on the drive over to think that maybe I should warn him about our likely reception when we arrived. 
 
   Mid-tirade, when Gabriella had moved onto a dramatic guilt trip involving my mother turning over in her grave, she noticed Tom standing by my side, and she looked down at my hand, which was being firmly held in his. Proof that Tom’s appeal was universal to all females, be they Italian or English, sixteen or sixty, she sucked in a shocked breath and her eyes glazed over. 
 
   ‘Dio,’ she murmured, looking up at him from her diminutive height. ‘Sei un ragazzo grande. Bello.’ Thankfully I thought it was unlikely that Tom knew the Italian for  ‘you’re a big guy’ but I was pretty sure everyone knew what ‘Bello’ meant. 
 
   ‘Gabriella,’ I called, and she tore her eyes away from a slightly stunned looking Tom. ‘Inglese, prego.’
 
   ‘Naturalmente Francisca,’ she said, looking back at Tom and smiling. ‘Mi dispiace signore. I hope you forgive me, but it had been a long time since Francisca came to see us. I can be a little…expressive. I’m Gabriella.’ 
 
   Tom smiled at her, and I swear I could almost feel the oestrogen surge from the majority of the female patrons of the small restaurant. He was quite simply stunning.
 
   ‘Tom,’ he said through his smile. He stuck out his hand for her to shake, but instead she used it to pull him towards her and kissed him back and forth, back and forth. 
 
   When she was done she kept his face in her hands and stared up at him shouting, ‘Gio! Vieni presto! Gio!’ 
 
   I wasn’t sure what Tom’s plans for the evening had been but I didn’t think they probably involved a crazy Italian women grabbing him, kissing him and then screaming in his face. I felt my face heat, and shrugged slightly at Tom with an apologetic expression to indicate my lack of ability to control an excited Gabriella. 
 
   ‘Dio, pazza,’ Gio said in an exasperated voice as he strode out from behind the bar shaking his head. ‘Essere tranquillo. Do you not see the other customers? Do you want them all to leave for somewhere they can eat in peace?’ 
 
   I couldn’t be certain, but most of the restaurant seemed to be enjoying the show. 
 
   ‘Francisca,’ he said warmly, snatching me up in a fierce hug. ‘Come stai bella?’
 
   ‘Buono Gio,’ I wheezed as the breath was squeezed out of me. Gio was a big man, not as tall as Tom, but a healthy five foot eleven. He was also bulky, in a more soft and squidgy way than Tom, but his hugs still packed a punch.  When he finally released me and I could breath again, he eyed Tom suspiciously. 
 
   Gio and Gabriella had met Chris, not often, but enough to know that they did not like him or the way he treated me. I wasn’t surprised that Gio was hesitant with someone new. 
 
   ‘Gio, this is Tom,’ I said gamely into the uncomfortable silence. Gio ignored my introduction; he had bigger fish to fry. 
 
   ‘You are taking my Francisca out tonight?’ he asked unnecessarily as that much was obvious. I rolled my eyes. Since when had I been his Francisca?
 
   ‘Yes sir, after much persuasion, I’m lucky enough to take her out.’
 
   ‘You pick her up or she meet you here?’ 
 
   Jeepers, men are crazy. Why the heck did Gio think that was important?
 
   ‘I picked her up, of course.’
 
   ‘Wait in the car or come to the door?’
 
   ‘To the door.’
 
   ‘Gio-’ I started, wanting to interrupt this bizarre interrogation.
 
   ‘Hush Frankie, this is between the men now,’ Gabriella said, laying a warning hand on my arm. I looked at the ceiling and searched for patience. Gabriella might be fiery, but she had a strong Italian husband who wore the trousers, and that was just the way she liked it. If Gio thought something needed to be said, then she would let him say it. For his part Gio ignored me. 
 
   ‘Who will pay tonight?’ Gio asked, still staring intently at Tom.
 
   ‘Gio!’ I raised my voice, mortified by how rude he was being. Tom however was totally unruffled.
 
   ‘Me of course sir,’ Tom replied without hesitation. Gio regarded him for a moment longer, then smiled.
 
   ‘Bene amico,’ he said, clapping Tom on the back. ‘Let’s get you to a table.’ 
 
   As soon as we were seated and Gabriella had admonished me (luckily in Italian) for my casual clothes, a bottle of pinot grigio was dumped in an ice bucket by the table. Gio patted me on the cheek and they thankfully left us alone. I tucked some of my hair that had fallen out of its knot behind my ear and studied the menu, avoiding Tom’s eyes.
 
   ‘Sorry about that,’ I mumbled without looking up at him. ‘They can be a bit…full on.’
 
   ‘They’re great,’ he said warmly. ‘They care a lot about you. How do you know them?’
 
   ‘Family friends,’ I replied vaguely, and not wanting to go into too much detail about my family I asked, ‘Do you speak Italian?’
 
   ‘Yes, fluently.’ I lifted my shocked eyes to his and my mouth dropped open, but then I saw his eyes were dancing again. ‘Well I’m nearly fluent. I can say “cioa” and “bella”, what more do you really need?’ I felt a wave of relief, then, seeing him smile, I burst out laughing.
 
   ‘You snake,’ I said through my laughter. ‘I almost choked on my wine.’
 
   ‘I love watching you laugh,’ he said, and I saw his eyes were warm on me. ‘I used to get so jealous watching you laugh with the others. It made me ridiculously angry.’
 
   ‘Angry?’ I asked, confused. 
 
   ‘Yes,’ he admitted. ‘Angry that you never laughed or smiled with me. It made me act like even more of a knob, making you even less likely to loosen up. A vicious circle.’ He shrugged, ‘I’m an idiot.’ I looked at my hands and didn’t say anything because he had been a knob and an idiot. He sighed.
 
   ‘How long have you been baking cakes?’ I looked up at him and smiled a small smile. I knew he was trying to coax me into a safe conversation to help me relax, and I appreciated it. 
 
   ‘Three years,’ I replied. ‘At first just for Gio and Gabriella and the odd event, then it just took off. I guess I wasn’t loving medicine, I was looking for a way out.’
 
   ‘But you don’t want a way out now.’
 
   ‘No… Mamma got sick and the palliative team were so wonderful. I’d never seen medicine work that way before. So when I came back to work I applied to do some of my medical core training in a hospice and loved it. I don’t think I could do it full time but that’s where the cakes come in: light relief.’
 
   ‘It must have been hard with your mum,’ he said softly. I broke eye contact and shrugged. I was glad I did it but yes, it was hard. Mamma had wanted to die at home and I made sure she could, but with no siblings or other family to help (at least none who could or would) things were…tough. That was part of the reason I had been so grateful to the palliative care team. 
 
   As if sensing my withdrawal Tom moved things back to a lighter subject. ‘What’s the weirdest cake you’ve ever made?’
 
   ‘Um…’ I bit my lip and smiled. ‘I guess this might be one of the strangest.’ I pulled my phone out of my bag and quickly brought up a picture of the cake in question. He frowned.
 
   ‘It’s beautiful,’ he said. ‘What’s weird about it?’
 
   ‘Look carefully at the design,’ I urged, and when he still looked confused I added, ‘It was for a genitourinary consultant’s birthday.’ I saw that he finally understood when his eyes widened and he burst out laughing. 
 
   The beautiful designs on the cake were in fact the microscopic appearance of Syphilis, Gonorrhea, Chlamydia, HIV. In fact, all the sexually transmitted diseases were represented. The cake had been perfect because only the genitourinary doctors (who spend a large percentage of their time peering down a microscope at these images) had known what it was, and all his family just thought it was a beautiful design. 
 
   On a high from making him laugh I grabbed the phone a flipped to a photo of a cake I made for a hen party. There was nothing subtle about this one and his eyes nearly bugged out of his head.
 
   ‘That is seriously gross!’ he exclaimed through his laughter. ‘You’ve even put all the veins and stuff on there. Rank. Who was your model?’ I blushed, instantly regretting showing him, although watching him laugh nearly made it worth it. 
 
   ‘No one you know,’ I muttered, grabbing back my phone and shoving it into the back pocket of my jeans. 
 
   ‘Well if it was a live model he must have a lot of stamina to maintain that for long enough for you to sculpt it,’ he said teasingly.
 
   Gah! He was totally getting the wrong end of the stick. 
 
   ‘Gay porn,’ I reluctantly admitted.
 
   ‘Sorry?’ he asked as he started chuckling again.
 
   ‘I freeze framed gay porn,’ I explained. At this statement he started laughing flat out and after a few moments I joined him.
 
   ‘That is not a statement I ever thought would pass your lips. Why…gay porn? What’s wrong with…the…um…equipment in the regular kind?’ he choked out through his laughter.
 
   ‘Well I found out in my…research that they tend to focus in on the…equipment in gay porn a bit more as I guess they’re the main event, so…’ I trailed off, still giggling. Gabriella approached our table as we were still getting a hold of ourselves and she beamed at us. 
 
   ‘My Frankie,’ she said to Tom. ‘She is funny, no? Beautiful, sweet, funny, kind. You agree?’
 
   ‘Definitely yes to all those,’ Tom said smiling at me and I felt heat hit my cheeks again. 
 
   Gabriella whipped away the menus even though neither of us had even so much as glanced at them declaring: ‘I will bring you best Italian meal you ever have,’ then bustled off to the kitchen. Tom grinned at me, totally unconcerned that he wasn’t choosing his own food, but then again I was getting the impression that not much fazed Tom. 
 
   The food was of course amazing, and I actually had a great time. I had been dreading the night, thinking I would come off as a mute, boring freak. Since the idea was to be putting Tom off and protecting myself, I had thought that this wouldn’t be altogether a bad thing. But Tom expertly steered the conversation into safe waters and didn’t make me feel uncomfortable. He was funny. He seemed to find me funny. He teased me in a sweet, non-threatening way. And stupid me I loved every freaking minute. 
 
   I was in trouble.
 
   Throughout the evening he had been casually affectionate. It struck me that he was a very touchy-feely guy. He held my hand, he slung his arm over my shoulder when we were walking anywhere, guided me through the restaurant with his hand to the small of my back. All of this was turning my insides to mush and giving me the weirdest sense of contentment. I would challenge any woman who endured three hours of Tom’s casual affection to not feel the same. 
 
   He was certainly noticed by the majority of the women in the restaurant, whose eyes had all been drawn to Tom as soon as we walked in. If he noticed the attention he certainly never let on, and, other than when he was talking to Gio and Gabriella, his eyes were always entirely focused on me. 
 
   It was also obvious that he liked Gio and Gabriella, and was not at all put out when they muscled their way onto our table towards the end of our meal and made us all drink cinzano together. Both Gabriella and Gio were known to partake of their wares of an evening (a trait they shared with my parents, but fortunately, unlike Mamma and Papa, Gio and Gabriella had more self-control), and both had definitely got a buzz on by the time they reached us. 
 
   This resulted in even thicker Italian accents, more outrageous stories accompanied by violent waving of arms, lots of back claps for Tom from Gio, and face cupping/bicep squeezing from Gabriella (who was still firmly under his spell). 
 
   Tom took this all in good humour, laughing along with them, and by the end of the evening they were both so enamoured of him you’d have thought he had saved their first born from a burning building. 
 
   As we were leaving and had gone through the requisite twenty cheek kisses, Gabriella caught my arm.
 
   ‘Tuo padre?’ she asked, her brows drawn together in a frown. I shook my head in a negative gesture and she closed her eyes. When she opened them they were warm with concern and had misted over. She cupped my face with her hand and murmured, ‘Va bene, ciao cara.’ Her eyes flicked to Tom and she smiled. ‘Look after my girl.’
 
   ‘Of course,’ he replied. He was watching our exchange a little too intently, and I decided we really needed to get out of there. 
 
   ‘Cioa,’ I called over my shoulder as I pushed Tom out of the door.  
 
   He didn’t question me on the way home. I think he could sense it made me uncomfortable, and I don’t think he wanted to push things too early. I felt his hand burn into the small of my back on the way to the van, and that beautiful pain slid through me again. 
 
   Yes, I was in trouble.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 22
 
   Of all animals the boy is the most unmanageable -Plato
 
   ‘Well I think you do!’ The little boy shouted at me from the doorway of my flat, accompanying his statement with a surprisingly forceful (considering his size) stamp of his foot. He looked to be about four years old, had bright blue eyes and a gorgeous head of blond hair. I looked up and down the corridor again, and again saw no sign of any adults. 
 
   I squatted down to his level and smiled. ‘Honey, it’s really sweet that you think I look like princess Jasmine. I’m honoured. But at the moment I just want to know where your mummy and daddy are.’ 
 
   It was the Saturday morning after my date with Tom, a date that had been by far the best of my life. Despite this, I had vowed to myself on the journey home that I was going to tell him that I had a good time, but that this was just not going to work. He didn’t know everything about me, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to stand the pain when he found out I wasn’t worth it and didn’t want me anymore. If my ex put cracks in my self-confidence, then Tom had the power to shatter it into dust. 
 
   As with everything recently though, it seemed as if very little was actually in my control. After we arrived back at the flat and established that Lou was still out in town, he’d shuffled me inside, thrown the door closed, and wasted no time backing me up into it, cupping my face in both of his large hands, then kissing me. 
 
   It was fantastic. 
 
   So fantastic that I forgot my vow to break it off and participated fully and avidly in the proceedings, plunging my hands into his thick soft hair and moaning into his mouth. At my small moan the kiss whilst hot, heated up significantly. One of Tom’s hands had reached up into my hair and released the messy knot so that he could run his finger through it. The other slid around my waist, plastering my front to his. 
 
   When he finally broke the kiss, we both stood with our foreheads pressed together panting, with him still stroking my hair, and I said into his mouth, ‘I don’t think we should go out again.’ He stared at me for a beat, his eyes slowly coming into focus. Bizarrely, once he had registered what I said, he threw back his head and laughed. 
 
   ‘Why are you laughing?’ I asked, still breathless from the kiss.
 
   ‘That was fucking funny,’ he informed me, sliding both his arms around me and pulling my face into his chest. Once there, he kissed the top of my head and muttered into my hair, ‘I’ll come over tomorrow, take you to lunch.’
 
   What was he on about? I had just made a heartbreaking decision and he was casually making plans for lunch.
 
   ‘No Tom, I don’t think-’
 
   ‘Don’t worry about dressing up again,’ he interrupted, and I could tell by his voice that the infuriating sod was smiling. ‘We’ll only be going as far as the pub.’ He drew away slightly so that he could look into my eyes. ‘Now honey, kiss me before I go, then I want to hear you double lock the door okay?’ 
 
   Yes, it was official; he was bonkers.
 
   ‘Tom you can’t just-’
 
   ‘Oh alright,’ he said in a mock begrudging tone, ‘I’ll kiss you.’ 
 
   Again it was thorough, but sweeter and softer than the last, and stupid, stupid me I kissed him back just as fervently as before. I just could not win. With one final sweet kiss on my temple he turned to go, and I stared dumbfounded as he moved through the door, closing it behind him. 
 
   Once he’d left I stared at the door for a minute before I heard, ‘Locks Frankie’ from the other side, which made me jump about a mile in the air. Then after I double locked the door (something I never did as it was completely unnecessary), I heard his heavy footfalls striding away. 
 
   So here I was, it was eleven, and I had spent the morning practicing ways to convey my desire, in no uncertain terms, that Tom jog on. When I opened the door to frantic knocking, I was more than a little surprised to find a small, beautiful little boy. We’d stared at each other for a minute, then he had informed me that I look liked Princess Jasmine, and thus began this stalemate. 
 
   ‘I’ve lost Mummy,’ he told me happily, not seeming in the least bit fazed by this information.
 
   ‘And your daddy?’
 
   ‘Oh he’s in Som…som…som la-la-la,’ he said.
 
   ‘Where is Som la-la-la?’ I asked, confused.
 
   ‘Oh it’s really far away,’ he informed me. ‘And Mummy says I can’t go there cause they have real live pirates, and my daddy protects people from the pirates cause he’s really, really brave.’
 
   ‘Do you mean Somalia?’
 
   ‘That’s what I said,’ he told me impatiently. ‘Som la-la-la.’
 
   ‘Right, um…’ I took another step into the corridor and looked around, but it was still empty. I appeared to have a mercenary’s son camped out on my doorstep, and no idea how to contact his parents, one of who was evidently in a war zone. 
 
   ‘Sweetheart,’ I said, about to usher him inside so that I could get him some cake and call the authorities, ‘I’ll just-’ I was interrupted by a clattering on the stairs and the pounding of feet. 
 
   Another small boy appeared in front of me. He also had blond hair and blue eyes, and they looked so similar that I realized they must be brothers.
 
   ‘Ha, beat you!’ the smaller one shrieked, shoving his brother hard enough to nearly knock him off balance.
 
   ‘You cheated! You always cheat,’ the older one shrieked back at him, and then they leapt on each other, and started wrestling on the floor of the hallway. I stared open-mouthed at the boys. Why were children turning up unannounced and unsupervised on my doorstep on a Saturday morning? I watched them rolling around on the floor for a moment, and was just about to intervene when I heard a women shouting from the stairs.
 
   ‘Boys! When I tell you to wait for me I mean it.’ 
 
   I peered out of my door and saw a gorgeous blond woman rounding the corner of the stairs. Strapped to her front was a tiny baby facing forward in a sling and looking surprisingly alert, and on her hip was a toddler-sized child with the same colouring as the other boys. I was hoping that all these children were siblings and that the mother could take control of the situation. 
 
   ‘Goodness me,’ the blond lady exclaimed as she saw the boys on the floor. ‘Jack that’s two marbles, and Benji you don’t have any more to lose, so we may even have to go into negative numbers.’ Both boys looked up from their position below us.
 
   ‘What does ne-gar-nive numbers mean Mummy?’ the smaller one asked.
 
   ‘It means that by the time you earn enough marbles to get the teenage-mutant-ninja-turtle-gun-car you’ll be married with your own lunatic children, and I’ll be in an old peoples home having a well earned rest, and in no position to go to Sainsbury’s to get you one.’ 
 
   The smaller child, who was evidently named Benji, eyed his mother for a moment, weighing up his options. He must have come to the conclusion that he no longer had anything to lose, as when his brother made an attempt to get up, Benji lunged for him and dragged him back down to the floor for a further bout of wrestling. The blond lady rolled her eyes and readjusted the now squirming toddler on her hip. Her hair was up in a messy knot, she had what looked like jam smeared across her cheek, but still, she was quite obviously stunning. This became even more obvious when she smiled at me.
 
   ‘The marble thing is not working,’ she informed me. ‘I think it’s designed for sweet little girls who like colouring and princess games, not for demons from hell who are completely unable to control themselves.’ I had to agree with her, neither of the boys seemed to care less about the marbles. But still, why she was discussing discipline techniques in a corridor with a complete stranger? 
 
   ‘Um-’ I started, unsure how to proceed, but then Benji (the smaller of the two boys) struggled to his feet and said to his mother, ‘Don’t you think she looks like Princess Jasmine mummy?’ 
 
   ‘Princess Jasmine is gay,’ the older of the two declared authoritatively, ‘and “Aladdin” is a gay film.’
 
   ‘Jack!’ the blond lady I now knew as Sarah snapped. ‘I think seeing as Princess Jasmine fell in love with and married Aladdin, that makes her decidedly not gay,’ she told him, ‘and even if she were it wouldn’t have been a bad thing. She could probably have found her own princess to marry no trouble.’ 
 
   I heard thundering footsteps up the stairs and saw Tom rounding the top of the staircase looking furious.
 
   ‘For God’s sake Sarah,’ he bit out. ‘I told you lot to wait downstairs whilst I parked the car, not charge up to Frankie’s flat unannounced and start discussing Disney characters’ sexual orientation.’
 
   ‘Benji said Frankie looks like Princess Jasmine,’ the older blond boy Jack said helpfully. ‘I think Princess Jasmine is gay.’
 
   ‘Well Uncle Russell’s gay and he’s awesome,’ Benji told his brother hotly.
 
   ‘Lot’s of gay people are awesome Jack but I don’t think either Princess Jasmine or Frankie are gay okay,’ Tom told him, his eyes warm on me. ‘Frankie this is Sarah, my crazy, nosy sister and her children Jack, Benji, Finlay and baby Thomas.’ 
 
   I gave them all a shy smile and a small wave, then seeing as we were all standing in the corridor (and I couldn’t very well give Tom his marching orders in front of his sister and her children), I said the only thing I could. ‘Would you all like to come in?’ 
 
   ‘Great,’ said Sarah enthusiastically, forging into my flat. ‘Oh don’t be such a little b-i-t-c-h Tomboliboo,’ she added as she slapped his chest to get past him. Once inside she didn’t appear to make any attempt to hide her rampant curiosity as she inspected her surroundings. The boys all charged in after her, leaving Tom with me by the doorway. 
 
   ‘I’m sorry Frankie,’ he said as he caught my arm when I made to follow them. ‘I tried to get rid of them at breakfast, but once she found out where I was going she insisted on coming to meet you.’ 
 
   ‘Tom I-’
 
   ‘Don’t worry,’ he cut me off. ‘They’re Tasmanian devils but they’re fun, I promise, and we can both lie in a dark room together afterwards.’ 
 
   I was just about to say that, whilst I was sure the kids were a scream, the idea of going out to lunch with him and his family was insane, and there was no way we would be lying together in any room together ever again, when there was more knocking at the door. I took a deep breath and opened it, thinking it was Lou back from netball, only to be confronted by a middle-aged couple smiling from ear to ear. I had a sinking feeling that I knew who these new arrivals might be, and this was confirmed when Tom said impatiently, ‘Mum, Dad I thought I said to wait in the van.’ 
 
   ‘Oh fiddlesticks darling,’ the lady waved her hand at him dismissively and I was surprised to hear that her accent was English. ‘I’m sure Frankie doesn’t mind. Do you dear?’ What could I say? I smiled helplessly at them, and indicated for them to come into the flat. 
 
   Tom’s mum was dressed in what could only be described as ‘Marks and Spencer!’ from head to foot and her hair was in one of those grey bobs which weirdly stay unchanged in the face of all weather conditions. Strangely, unlike the rest of her family, her eyes were dark. But I could see whose eyes were dominant when I looked at Tom’s father. He was tall, with a full head of grey hair, powerfully built like his son, and with the same piercing blue eyes. 
 
   ‘Mum, Dad this is Frankie. Frankie this is Jack and Mary Longley.’ By this stage my flat was stuffed to the gills with Longleys young and old. His parents insisted I call them Jack and Mary rather than Mr and Mrs Longley, but I could tell that whilst Tom’s dad and sister were unreservedly friendly, his mum seemed slightly guarded. It was obvious that she hadn’t quite made her mind up about me yet. 
 
   ‘We’ve heard a lot about you Frankie,’ Mary said after I had set everyone up with tea and some of my carrot cake.
 
   ‘Um…’ I wasn’t sure how to respond; I had no idea why he would talk to his family about me.
 
   ‘Seems you’ve been leading my son on a merry dance,’ she said. The comment was meant to be lighthearted, but I could sense an undercurrent of disapproval.
 
   ‘Mum,’ Tom said in a warning tone.
 
   ‘Darling, I’m sure Frankie doesn’t mind if I ask her a couple of questions, do you Frankie?’
 
   ‘Of…of course not Mrs Long…I mean Mary,’ I stammered, totally intimidated.
 
   ‘It’s just you’re a very attractive girl and it can…um, how can I put this…it can muddy the waters with men.’
 
   ‘That’s enough mum,’ Tom snapped. 
 
   I had no idea what she was implying, or how to reassure her that I wasn’t leading Tom on or something. If anyone was doing the leading around here, it most definitely was not me. Luckily Sarah came to my rescue.
 
   ‘This cake is lush Frankie,’ she said through a mouth stuffed with it. ‘Tom tells us you have your own business. He’s says you’re like the next Mary Berry or something. Well he didn’t exactly say Mary Berry because I haven’t been able to convert him to the “Great British Bake off” but he did say your cakes were “the dogs”...um…’ she glanced at the boys who were all staring up at her with rapt expressions as if they could sense the impending swear word, ‘”…equipment”.’ 
 
   As uncomfortable as I found talking about myself I was happy to be in safer conversational waters, and I decided that I liked Sarah despite her slight air of craziness. 
 
   ‘I don’t think anyone’s ever called them “the dogs’ equipment” before,’ I said through a smile. ‘Maybe I should put that on the website.’
 
   After we’d eaten the cakes, and Sarah mopped up after the kids, we all headed out. I couldn’t get Tom on his own to tell him my decision. In fact I was barely given a minute to get my coat. 
 
   We drove out of town to a country pub in convoy. I couldn’t even talk to Tom on the drive either, as Benji had muscled his way into the middle seat between us, and I thought it might be inappropriate to finish things in front of his nephew. All the others were crammed into Sarah’s seven-seater people carrier. 
 
   Once we arrived en mass at the pub, the bar staff (obviously having assessed the level of chaos amongst the boys) ushered us all into a back room, leaving the other patrons in relative safety. 
 
   I was given Baby Thomas to hold whilst everyone got settled. I hadn’t had much to do with babies before, not having any siblings for nieces and nephews. Once he was handed over I froze, holding him in front of me much like I imagined you would hold an unexploded bomb, and unsure what to do. Of course he started crying instantly, and I continued to just stare at him. I could see Mary looking at me from the corner of my eye and she seemed disappointed, like I had failed some sort of test. I began to sweat.
 
   ‘Um, Sarah,’ I said nervously, still staring at baby Thomas who was turning an alarming shade of red, ‘I’m not sure…’
 
   ‘What’s he doing?’ Sarah called from the highchair that she was fiddling with for Finlay.
 
   ‘Well,’ I said looking into Thomas’ angry little face, ‘he’s screaming.’
 
   ‘I know that,’ Sarah said with a hint of impatience, losing the battle with the straps of the high chair. ‘Is he rooting?’
 
   ‘Rooting?’ I asked, feeling inept.
 
   ‘Yes, you know, looking for boobs.’
 
   ‘He looks like he’s fighting an invisible foe,’ I answered quickly, and he did; his little fists were pummeling the air and he looked furious. Was this normal? 
 
   ‘Oh he’s tired then,’ Sarah replied confidently, finally finishing with Finlay and coming over. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll take him now.’ Of course, as soon as she took him and held him effortlessly and firmly against her chest, he stopped crying and fell asleep. Tom gave be an encouraging smile but I saw that Mary’s mouth was tight.  
 
   I felt myself retreating further into my shell throughout the meal. Thankfully the kids were loud and the family banter didn’t really require my input. Towards the end I gratefully escaped to the loo. On my way out I was passing by the bar to get back to the room, when I overheard Mary talking to Tom whilst they were waiting for another load of drinks. 
 
   ‘I just don’t know why you can’t find a nice homely, friendly girl Tom,’ she hissed.
 
   ‘Mum,’ Tom snapped. ‘You don’t know her and you aren’t helping her relax. She’s shy.’ Mary snorted in disbelief. ‘No really mum, don’t be swayed by the way she looks, she’s is shy.’
 
   ‘She’s got you totally fooled Tom,’ Mary retorted. ‘The last thing we need is a girl like that in the family.’ 
 
   I quickly hurried away, rushing past the door to the backroom and escaping outside. Leaning up against the wall of the pub, I took a deep breath and fought back the tears stinging my eyes. I felt her words like a knife twisting in my gut. 
 
   Of course she didn’t think I was good enough for her son. Of course she didn’t want a girl like me near her family. Even without knowing my background she knew what Tom seemed blinded to; that I was not PLU (people like us). My mamma hadn’t had one single sensible Marks-and-Spencer-wearing bone in her crazy, extravagant, Italian body, and Papa… well I loved him but there was no question of him fitting in with these people. The very idea of him even meeting them made me want to throw up. 
 
   When I finally got up the courage to go back in, Tom was looking a little panicked, obviously just about to go in search of me. Once glance at his mum and I could tell she knew I’d heard. I must have had the hurt written all over my face, despite taking the time to try and mask it. I smiled politely and nodded when Tom asked if I was okay. All I wanted was to get out of there and go home. 
 
   Eventually, thank God, the bill came. Jack, Mary and Tom crowded round arguing over who was going to pay and Sarah was breastfeeding baby Thomas at the table. The older boys were clambering up onto the large windowsill next to where I was sitting and jumping off, occasionally sending chairs flying.  
 
   Finlay struggled unsuccessful to get up onto the high ledge, and then, to my surprise, he decided to crawl up onto my lap and play with my necklace instead. Luckily (unlike a newborn baby) Finlay seemed to know exactly how he wanted to be held and snuggled into my neck. My arms seemed to naturally come around him as I felt his warm weight settle further into me. 
 
   ‘I don’t know why he cried,’ Benji shouted at Jack, whilst engaged in the slightly risky activity of jumping over the two chairs they had lined up underneath the windowsill. ‘All I did was call him a baby. He’s so stupid.’
 
   ‘Well Dad’s gonna be cross when he finds out you’re in the naughty book again at school,’ Jack told him smugly as he clambered back up. 
 
   ‘It’s all Gavin’s fault, he shouldn’t have cried,’ Benji complained. ‘I didn’t even hit him.’ 
 
   I knew it probably wasn’t my place but the others were all distracted and I felt like I had to wade in. 
 
   ‘Benji honey,’ I called softly and he paused on his position on top of the windowsill to look at me. ‘Sometimes words can hurt more than hitting you know.’ 
 
   Benji rolled his eyes. ‘No way,’ he said, sliding down the wall to sit on the chair next to me, shaking his head. 
 
   I smiled at him. ‘What kinds of things make you sad Benji?’ I asked.
 
   ‘Um… when Daddy has to go away, that makes me sad,’ he told me in a small voice.
 
   ‘And how do you feel when you’re sad?’
 
   He paused to ponder the question for a minute then said, ‘My tummy feels squishy and my nose feels stingy.’
 
   ‘Okay so when you call someone a name, that’s how they feel inside. It’s worse than when someone hits you because then you only feel that pain in one place, and only for a little while. When people hurt you with words you feel it in all your insides, and the pain lasts longer.’
 
   ‘I don’t know,’ Benji said doubtfully. ‘Monty Peterson can thump pretty hard. I bet that hurts more than words.’
 
   I smiled at him and took a deep breath. Maybe Monty Peterson was beyond help but if I opened up to these children and made them understand I might be able to make a difference. 
 
   ‘Trust me sweetie, words hurt more. I know because when I was younger people thumped me, and called me names, and were mean to me with words, and the words hurt me for longer.’
 
   Jack had come to stand in front of me and was staring at me intently, ‘Did they make you sad?’ he asked solemnly. He looked so serious, his little boy face hard. 
 
   I nodded and cupped his face with my hand adding, ‘Yes, very sad indeed, but it was a long time ago honey.’
 
   To my surprise Benji had moved right next to me and taken my hand.
 
   ‘Do you still feel sad?’ he asked, his tone worried. I didn’t want to worry him, but did want them to understand.
 
   ‘Sometimes,’ I replied honestly, ‘but I have lots of kind friends now.’
 
   ‘Like Uncle Tom,’ Jack said confidently.
 
   ‘Um, yes, like your uncle.’
 
   ‘Uncle Tom’s kind,’ Benji told me, ‘and he’s big and tough. He won’t let anyone be mean to you.’
 
   ‘We won’t either,’ Jack declared his face still hard. It seemed that I had scored myself a couple of self-appointed bodyguards. 
 
   ‘I’ll try not to be mean with my words anymore Auntie Frankie,’ Benji said quietly, bypassing Finlay to put his arms around my neck and give me a cuddle. 
 
   It was then I realized then that there was a suspicious lack of background noise, and turned my head to see Sarah, Tom and his parents arrested in what they were doing and staring over at the kids and me. I was sitting on one of the dining chairs, Finlay was in my lap, I was still cupping Jack’s face with my hand, and Benji had his arms wrapped around me. Tom was looking at me with a warm possessive look in his eyes, his dad with open affection, and bizarrely his mum and Sarah both looked on the verge of crying. 
 
   ‘Right,’ Sarah cried in a slightly choked voice, cutting through the uneasy silence. ‘Everyone, coats on then we’re off.’ After herding the kids out the door she turned to me and laid a hand on my arm.
 
   ‘Thank you,’ she said forcefully. ‘I’ve been trying to get through to him for ages. You don’t know what it means to…’ her breathed hitched. 
 
   ‘I think he’s a lovely boy,’ I said, smiling at her. 
 
   Mary was standing just behind her and I could see that she was no longer guarded in the least. In fact, she had the same warm, possessive look on her face as her son.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 22 
 
   Heartbreak soaked in special brew
 
   Tom was smiling as he approached Frankie’s building. This was because after some considerable effort on his part (something which had been a completely new experience, seeing as things usually came very easily to him, especially women) he was breaking through. 
 
   He’d been worried that his stroke of genius with involving his family had backfired on him big time after his mum nearly messed everything up. He understood why she would jump to the wrong conclusion about Frankie, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t royally pissed off at the time. 
 
   Tom knew that his parents thought the sun shone out of his backside, and he was an unashamed mummy’s boy. Since the time he was eight and he broke open his piggy bank to offer to take his mum out for lunch on Mother’s Day, she had been firmly wrapped around his little finger. She never missed an opportunity to recount this heartbreaking story of her selfless son, often accompanied by fake gagging sounds in the background from Sarah. 
 
   He, in turn, would do anything for his family; even Sarah who more often than not was a pain in his arse.  If there was something he wanted he knew they would help him to get it, and he wanted Frankie. An added incentive for Sarah was the prospect of cousins for the boys, and she was positively gleeful about the prospect of a woman not ‘instantly falling over with her legs akimbo for him’ as she put it. 
 
   He’d told them all about Frankie and how he was trying to win her over, and enlisted them to help him suck her into the family. His mum had been excited at first, declaring that Frankie had ‘backbone’ and that it would do Tom good to work for something he wanted for a change, rather than life handing him everything on a plate. Unfortunately, when she met Frankie, she jumped to the same conclusion Tom had years ago. 
 
   The fact was that it was very difficult to believe that a woman that looked like Frankie could be insecure or shy. Unfortunately his mum had met some of Tom’s less than likeable girlfriends in the past, and was convinced that Frankie was cut from the same cloth. Beautiful, but cold. Frustratingly the more his mum emanated waves of disapproval; the more Frankie retreated into her shell, eventually barely speaking, and rarely meeting anyone’s eyes but the children’s. 
 
   Sarah’s desperate attempt to trigger a reaction by handing Frankie Baby Thomas had backfired spectacularly, and just reinforced his mum’s view that she was not the type of family orientated women she wanted for her son.
 
   Then Frankie had turned it all around. Spectacularly so. 
 
   Children, Tom had often found, had an innate instinct when it came to sizing people up. They had all (other than Baby Thomas who was a newborn, and on his chin strap with tiredness), instantly warmed to Frankie. It helped that she did not appear to be as intimidated by them as she was by the adults, and therefore felt free to shine her light on them with her gorgeous smiles and soft laughter, gravitating to their end of the table. 
 
   When mum heard her talking softly to the boys, with Finlay cuddled on her lap, about being bullied, her heartbreaking words melted whatever distain she had felt for her. Not only that but Frankie had in a few minutes achieved what years of punishments, talks with pre-school and now school could not. 
 
   ‘Benji’s a special child,’ this was Sarah’s refrain since he was a year old and already ruling the household. His Grandma however described him as an evil genius. 
 
   He was bored at school, he could already read by the time he got there and the others were still learning their letters. So instead he spent his time plotting and recruiting an army of four and five-year-olds intent on overthrowing the regime. 
 
   With the help of his followers he had blocked all the school toilets, locked their teacher in a cupboard, and the most recent (and in Tom’s opinion the most hilarious) was when he somehow got hold of the keys for the window of the classroom and managed to get every single child in the class through it in the two minutes it took for their teacher to go on a bathroom break. On arriving back into the room, and thinking she had misplaced all thirty kids in her care, she had nearly suffered a complete mental breakdown. 
 
   To be honest Tom approved heartily of most of Benji’s antics, wishing he had had the balls to try some of that stuff when he was in school. But recently Benji had become impatient with some of his little followers and could be unintentionally cruel. Having the skin of a Rhinoceros, Benji had never thought how his actions could hurt the other children. More than anything this had been upsetting Sarah and her husband Rob, who weren’t having any luck getting through to him. 
 
   But a few words from a beautiful, radiant women about how words had hurt her, and Benji was now the champion of any child being picked on in his class. 
 
   So, now that Benji was using his powers for good, coupled with the knowledge that Frankie had nursed her own mum for a year whilst she was dying, his family was almost as in love with her as Tom was. Sarah had said she would nail his balls to the wall if he didn’t win her over, and his mum had gone a little crazy, phoning him every day for progress updates, and demanding details. It was getting creepy. 
 
   After concluding that by himself Tom was not guaranteed to get the job done, the Longley family had closed ranks and gone on an all out offensive. Frankie was initially visibly startled by the one-eighty degree change in attitude from his mum, but gradually she warmed to the older woman, until eventually her light leaked through her shyness and she was exchanging cake recipes and cooking up millionaires’ shortbread for his mum’s book group (mum passed it off as her own to piss off her main cake rival Pauline, whose flapjacks had been the undisputed winners up until that point). 
 
   Sarah had also taken to phoning and ‘popping in’ on Frankie at random whilst the older kids were in school, and with Thomas and Finlay in tow. Sarah’s outrageous personality was matched perfectly by Lou, and the three of them had become friends. 
 
   Gradually Frankie had started relaxing around him. He slotted himself into her life, and made it clear that he wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. The fact that she didn’t drive and the weather had turned freezing cold had worked in his favour as well. 
 
   Seeing as Lou was now a useful but surprising ally, she was conveniently unable to give Frankie lifts to and from work anymore. Leaving the way clear for Tom to do so. This meant he got to see her every morning and bring her home at night (he hung around in his office on the days she was on call until she was finished, which he suspected might make him a tiny bit of a sad case but he was beyond caring). He could tell that all this had frustrated her no end, and initially she’d been resolute in her insistence that he needed to back off. 
 
   However, after another ridiculous but cute attempt to eject him from the flat had ended spectacularly in an all out snogging session (which was unfortunately interrupted by Lou coming home), he’d heard her mutter ‘it’s too late anyway’ under her breath. 
 
   Tom didn’t know what Frankie meant by that, but since she’d said it she had seemed to give in almost completely to her feelings for him. If he thought she was amazing before, it was nothing compared to how he felt about her now that she wasn’t holding herself back. She had blossomed over the last few weeks: quick to laugh and smile, shining her light on him unreservedly, even teasing him easily. 
 
   He still had to tread carefully. She hadn’t mentioned her father, and when he’d carefully broached the subject she had just told him that they weren’t in contact that often. From her worried expression, and the way he had felt her stiffen the topic came up, he thought it best to drop it for now. He did however notice Lou and Dylan exchanging significant looks after redirecting the conversation, and he wasn’t sure what to make of that either. 
 
   He’d also noticed that Frankie did not react well to compliments. When he’d told her one day after watching her laugh during his account of the latest Benji escapade (some face painting involving permanent marker; the entire of the reception class including girls now had a pirate’s eye patch) that she sometimes she was ‘so outrageously beautiful it almost hurt to look at her’, she had looked at him like he’d beamed from another planet, then had gone quiet for the next half hour. 
 
   This was not the reaction Tom had been hoping for. He wasn’t usually a man for flowery compliments with women, but what he’d said to Frankie had been the truth and had just seemed to bubble up from his vocal chords without any forethought. 
 
   Despite this, Tom knew he was winning, and he was beginning to see just how great a relationship with Frankie was going to be. A couple of days ago he’d been totally snowed under at work, and had an important presentation to give to the ethics committee about a research project that afternoon. 
 
   After a laborious post take ward round he’d been sitting in his disaster of an office, trying to get all his stuff together (not an easy task as his filing system left quite a bit to be desired) when he heard a soft knock on the door. 
 
   ‘Come in,’ he said tersely, in no mood for any interruption. To his surprise it was Frankie who had pushed the door open (there were a fair few journals stacked behind the door) and stepped into the office, cautiously treading around the piles of papers on the floor. 
 
   He’d managed a small, harried smile for her. ‘Sorry Frankie, did you need something? Afraid I’m slightly up shit creek without a paddle here.’ 
 
   She’d hesitated for a moment, something Tom had noticed her doing often with him before she said something that would expose her and potentially meet with rejection. Then she moved forward and further shocked him by running her hand through his hair, and kissing his cheek. 
 
   In a day that had been unrelentingly crap, that moment of spontaneous affection from her lightened his mood and made the heavy cloud of stress over him suddenly feel like it was lifting. 
 
   ‘I, um…remembered about the presentation and I wanted…’ she took a deep breath and closed her eyes briefly, ‘I wanted to make sure you ate lunch and see if you needed help to…’ she bit her lip. ‘I thought you might have trouble finding the stuff you needed in the office.’ She put a brown paper bag in front of him and Tom dug into it finding a chicken and bacon sandwich (his favorite), a coke, and a piece of her millionaires’ shortbread. 
 
   He looked up and saw she was smiling shyly at him, still with her hand in his hair. Tom liked her sweet kiss on his cheek but thought she could probably do better, so he grabbed her by the waist and pulled her down onto his lap. He then slammed his mouth down on hers and kissed her, thoroughly enough to communicate just how much he appreciated her bringing him his favorite lunch and offering to help him on what had the potential to be the most disastrous day of his career. 
 
   It was safe to say that Tom had been with a fair few women in the past. Most of his relationships only lasted a few months until visions of Frankie had crept into his mind whilst they were intimate, and he’d had to make the decision to end things. However, not one of his previous girlfriends (even the ones he had been seeing a lot longer than Frankie) had ever noticed he was stressed and done something practical to help him. 
 
   The type of woman Tom normally took an interest in, whilst beautiful, were often more than a little self-involved. And he couldn’t imagine any of them remembering his favorite sandwich and bringing it to him on a whim. 
 
   With a supreme force of will he had not done what he was sorely tempted to do, which was forget about the bloody presentation and instead spend the afternoon with Frankie on his desk, and pulled away from her but kept her on his lap. As she did after all the other kisses they’d shared, Frankie looked at him with such reverence that it made Tom feel like he had climbed Mount Everest, sorted global warming, and cured cancer, all in the space of a few minutes. Then she traced the contours of his face with her fingers, searching it with her beautiful deep brown eyes as if she didn’t quite believe he was real. 
 
   ‘Frankie,’ he called softly, and watched in fascination as her eyes gradually started to focus again. ‘I need to get this done now honey.’ Her eyes moved to his. 
 
   ‘Right,’ she whispered. Her gaze then dropped to his shirt and for some reason her brows drew together and her nose scrunched. ‘Um, Tom…are you going to wear that shirt?’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘It’s creased.’
 
   He chuckled, ‘They’re not going to give a monkey’s about my shirt Frankie.’ One consequence of Frankie getting bolder with him was that she had found the courage to ask him about his wardrobe (or rather lack there of). He’d explained (to her visible horror) that he hadn’t been shopping for clothes for at least five years. His mum bought him all his work clothes, and he wore his t-shirts and jeans until they literally fell apart. He didn’t even have to buy his socks and pants; ‘Father Christmas’ supplied these every year (again his mum).
 
   ‘It’s really, really creased,’ Frankie added, ‘and it’s stained.’ She pointed to a nigh-on invisible stain on his sleeve, no doubt from the coffee he had been inhaling since that morning. 
 
   ‘Frankie, I could walk in there stark-bollock naked, and all they would care about is how I propose to randomize my test subjects.’
 
   She giggled her soft musical laugh, her body moving against him, and again he had to fight not to sweep his desk clean so he could push her up onto it. 
 
   She brushed her lips against his briefly, then with their lips only a hair’s breath away said, ‘Believe me handsome, if anyone in there has functioning ovaries they would be distracted.’ She smiled against his mouth and he started chuckling. ‘It could even jump-start a few non-functioning ones. If anything could bring menopausal ovaries back from the brink it would be you naked in the middle of the day.’ He laughed harder, but did it with his face shoved in her neck and hair, smelling her light flowery scent. ‘Oh! And don’t forget gay men. I’m pretty sure you’d float their boat too.’ 
 
   Once his laughter had died to a soft chuckle, she pressed another quick kiss to his lips and hopped up.
 
   ‘I’ll let you strip off and get going then,’ she said, smiling cheekily at him over her shoulder as she negotiated her way around his stacks of papers to the door. 
 
   Three quarters of an hour later, a much more disheveled Frankie stepped back into his office trying not to drip over any of his work, and handed him a waterproof garment bag from M&S with a new wrinkle free shirt inside. He noticed that it was pouring with rain outside, and realized that Frankie had ridden her bike into town to get the shirt for him. 
 
   Yes, it was safe to say that if Tom wasn’t in love with Frankie before, he most definitely was now. She was by far the sweetest, most thoughtful woman he had ever met. That coupled with her beauty, and her ability to make him laugh on even his most stressful day, made her almost too good to be true. 
 
   One of her only drawbacks was the hassle he encountered when he tried to control her rampant benevolence. Something which he’d found was not only restricted to him. It was not even reserved for just her friends. 
 
   She would help get a trolley round a corner if she found a porter struggling, was forever putting in drips and taking blood for other trainees she barely knew if they couldn’t find a vein. He even found her sitting with an elderly lady in the corridor, engaged in the ridiculous pretence that they were both waiting for a bus. After he’d managed to extract her from this crazy endeavor (much to the old lady’s disgust which she made known quite clearly by whacking him round the ear with her handbag) he’d found out that Frankie was supposed to be getting her lunch, but had forgone this in her attempt to calm the demented ninety-year-old down whilst the nursing staff were busy.  
 
   Tom was not pleased that Frankie had barely eaten all day, and even less happy to be assaulted by an old demented lady (who even though she looked frail had certainly been able to put a considerable amount of force into her swing). However what he was pleased about was that when he dragged Frankie away and practically forced lunch down her throat, her gorgeous eyes had flashed with anger, and she had not been hesitant at all when she furiously (and adorably) told him to: ‘Stop pushing me around and bloody jog on.’ 
 
   He’d rarely seen Frankie’s eyes flash with anger before, and as a goodly number of her expressions were wont to do, it made him want to kiss her, which to her further annoyance he did; right in the middle of the canteen. 
 
   He was bloody thrilled that she did not hide her anger from him. He was also thrilled that after her anger dissipated with the kiss she didn’t retreat back into her shell, fearful of his reaction. She just rolled her eyes at him, looked mildly embarrassed about his public display of affection (something she was slowly, if reluctantly, getting used to), and sat down to eat her lunch. 
 
   All of these recent signs from Frankie, Tom took as indications that he was breaking through and winning her. This was why, when he skirted around the unconscious (vile smelling) homeless man propped up against her building and pressed the buzzer to her flat, he was smiling. 
 
   He was taking her out tonight to the pub with the others (the others being Ash, Lou, Dylan, Lizzie, and a couple of Tom’s consultant buddies). Tom had found that Frankie’s extreme shyness with him did not extend to people in general, unless they intimidated her for some reason. He understood that this was largely down to Lou, and to a lesser degree Dylan, who had been steadily building her confidence since the first day of Uni. Their only setback had been ‘The Devil Incarnate’ as Lou liked to refer to him (with air quotes and capitals to boot). 
 
   Tom was not a violent man, but he vowed that if her ex-boyfriend ever approached Frankie again, he would happily beat the snot out of him. Only the worst kind of man deliberately undermines a woman’s confidence in order that she won’t realize that she could do a lot better. Tom himself was pretty proud of the fact that her self-esteem seemed to be gradually improving since being with him. 
 
   As for his friends, they loved her too. She was warm and funny, and she had the almost uncanny ability to sense pain in others and know exactly what to do about it. One of them was a renal consultant called Tony. Tony had been in Tom’s year at Uni and had played rugby with Tom and Dylan. Therefore, unfortunately, Tony knew about Tom’s crush on Frankie back then and her subsequent shooting him down at the university bar. So initially Tony was not a huge Frankie fan. However, Dylan had begrudgingly explained what a prick he’d been (of course with Frankie out of ear shot (Tom having reluctantly kept his promise not to tell Frankie what Dylan had done)), and Tony agreed to give her a chance. 
 
   Within one hour of meeting her (despite the fact they were surrounded by friends in a crowded pub), Tony was pouring his heart out to Frankie and practically crying on her shoulder about his messy divorce. It was uncanny. Tom was close to Tony, but Tony had certainly never cried on his shoulder about anything. Thank God. 
 
   To Tom’s further amazement, since that night Frankie had become Tony’s go-to girl for emotional support. This, together with a constant supply of chocolate brownies (Tony’s favorite and once Frankie knew your favorite you had a lifetime supply), was perking Tony up no end. In fact, often when Tom came over to the flat he’d find Tony already ensconced on Frankie and Lou’s sofa, drinking tea, munching a brownie and discussing his latest woes, with a sympathetic Frankie curled up next to him. 
 
   ‘We’re on our way down Weasel,’ Tom heard Lou voice say through the intercom. A second later the doors of the building burst open and Frankie charged out towards him, a huge smile on her face. As she neared she did a little jump and hopped into his arms with her legs around his waist. She then proceeded to cover his face in small kisses. 
 
   ‘You got it!’ she shrieked with unbridled glee, slapping her hands on his chest. ‘I knew you would, your proposal was brilliant!’
 
   Tom knew his proposal wasn’t brilliant, what it was was a boring but solid research project. But Frankie, being Frankie, treated it like his study would lead to the most important medical breakthrough since the discovery of antibiotics. 
 
   ‘It’s not brilliant Frankie.’
 
   ‘If it wasn’t brilliant then why on earth would they give you all that lovely money to do it?’ she asked, still attached to him like a limpet, and still smiling hugely. 
 
   ‘You’re right. It’s brilliant and I’m a medical genius. In fact I think it’s only fair that you address me as such from now on, my new title can be…’ Tom trailed off as he noticed the change come over Frankie. She was looking over his shoulder. Her face had paled and her smile slowly faded. He felt her limbs loosen and she slowly slid down his body. 
 
   ‘Frankie?’ he called, as she continued to look past him with an awful frozen expression on her face. He slipped his hand into her hair and squeezed the back of her neck to get her attention. She looked at him, and he caught a flash of panic in her eyes. Something was very wrong. 
 
   ‘Frankie, you nutter, you could wait for me,’ Lou said loudly as she burst through the doors out onto the pavement. ‘I’m sure the conquering hero of the hour could wait a few…’ Lou stopped in her tracks and looked at Frankie’s face. ‘What’s going…?’ Tom watched as Lou followed the direction of Frankie’s gaze, and then saw a look of sad understanding on her face. 
 
   He turned to where they were looking. All he could see was the old tramp propped up against the building. Even from there he could smell the stench of urine and special brew coming off him. 
 
   Frankie pulled away from him suddenly and moved to the tramp, quickly bending down to his level and gently shaking his shoulder. Tom was not about to stand there and let her catch God knows what from a drunk homeless man who when roused could even, possibly, be violent. She may be uncontrollably altruistic, but Tom would make damn sure she was safe. 
 
   ‘Oh my God,’ he heard Lou mutter in the background, and he assumed that she was equally repulsed by the state of the old man. He walked over to where Frankie was crouched next to him and reached down to gently pull her up by her elbow. 
 
   ‘Look Frankie,’ he said reasonably, when she was standing facing him. He could hear the tramp beginning to stir in the background, and vaguely registered that he was mumbling in a foreign language. He lowered his voice, ‘Just let him sleep it off. There’s nothing you can do to help him you know. You’re better off giving money to charities for the homeless. You won’t do him any favors; he’ll just go straight out and spend it on booze.’ 
 
   She looked up at him and he noticed that her face was curiously blank. 
 
   ‘Just go,’ she whispered in a hollow voice then turned to Lou, ‘Lou…please.’ 
 
   ‘What’s gotten into you?’ Tom asked; losing patience and giving Frankie’s elbow a little shake. 
 
   ‘Look, I’ll see you later, okay? I’ve decided I’m not up for the pub.’
 
   ‘You bloody well are coming to the pub,’ Tom said stubbornly. He wanted Frankie there tonight. Although he didn’t quite think it was the achievement Frankie did, he was proud that he’d been given the grant and he wanted to celebrate with her. If he was honest, he liked her fussing over him. 
 
   ‘I am not,’ she returned, her voice laced with steel.
 
   ‘I’m not leaving you here with some smelly old tramp for God’s sake,’ he clipped, trying to pull her away but she held her ground. He saw her eyes flash with anger as she yanked her arm away from him. She looked at him a beat, then sighed, the anger washing out of her features to be replaced by what looked like sadness. 
 
   ‘I’m sorry Tom,’ she said softly. ‘Please understand. I can’t come now. I’ll…meet you later.’ 
 
   ‘Come on Weasel,’ Lou said a little too breezily. ‘Frankie’ll catch us up.’ She linked her arm through his and started tugging.
 
   ‘I won’t leave her on the pavement with a bloody tramp,’ Tom said, not allowing himself to be tugged anywhere by Lou.
 
   ‘Oh don’t worry. He’s harmless I promise,’ Lou said, a strange undercurrent of tension in her voice. 
 
   ‘I’m not…’
 
   ‘Just bloody go!’ Frankie shouted at him, and he was so shocked that he actually took a small step back. Her face was red, and her arms were straight down her sides, with her hands in two small fists. He’d never seen her this angry, and he had certainly never heard her shout. 
 
   ‘Fine,’ he threw his arms up in defeat once he’d recovered his composure. ‘Keep your mobile on okay?’
 
   It was unfortunate that Tom was so furious. If he hadn’t been then maybe he would have noticed the desperate way Lou was trying to drag him along, or the fact that the tramp had been speaking Italian. 
 
   Most importantly he would have noticed the tramp calling Frankie Francesca.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 23
 
   More than bloody nice
 
   It was late and I was being ridiculous. I was standing in front of the blue door that led into Tom’s Edwardian Terrace house. I had made a decision. It was a heartbreaking decision, but things had come to a head tonight, and I knew it was the beginning of the end. 
 
   Even though I knew this, I had decided to give myself a gift before I moved on. There hadn’t been many truly amazing things in my life, so I thought I deserved this before I grew old alone, and started my ferret sanctuary. 
 
   After wrestling with myself for what seemed like hours, I finally rang the doorbell. A few minutes later a rumpled, sleepy looking Tom opened the door, wearing only his boxers. His blue eyes were shocked as he registered me in his doorway at two in the morning, but his lips curved into a smile and he opened the door wide. 
 
   I stepped through the threshold and straight into his open arms, nuzzling into his glorious firm chest whilst he swung the door to. His arms came around me and he gave me a squeeze muttering, ‘Hey gorgeous, what’s brought this on?’
 
   ‘I just needed to see you,’ I mumbled into the safety of his chest. Even to my own ears my words held the hint of desperation I was trying to hide. He picked up on my tone and pulled back from me slightly so that he could look at my face. I had been crying before I came over, not just for the situation I faced at home, but also for what I knew I had to do now.
 
   ‘Jesus,’ he muttered, scanning my no doubt puffy-eyed face. ‘Are you okay? Lou said you’d been fighting a migraine all day. I’m so sorry I was so chopsy earlier. I didn’t realize you felt grim.’
 
   ‘You weren’t too chopsy,’ I said softly, burying my face back into his chest. ‘I was being weird. Let’s just forget about it okay?’
 
   ‘Whatever you want gorgeous,’ he said, resting his chin on the top of my head, and stroking my hair down my back.
 
   ‘Can I stay tonight?’ I asked in a small voice and his body went still. 
 
   ‘Um…Frankie…’ he started and I braced myself for rejection, ‘I don’t think I can sleep with you and not well…want to…um…’ Tom so far had been keeping things PG in the sex department between us. There was lots of snogging, a fair amount of groping, but he always stopped things before they went too far, and I was too shy to push. 
 
   Tonight I had vowed that I wasn’t going to let my stupid insecurities stop me from getting what I wanted. There was a certain amount of freedom in knowing that we just had one night left. It was like I was on death row and Tom was my last meal; I was going to make the most of it. I was going to make sure I had some beautiful memories to last me through my sad lonely old age with my ferrets. 
 
   So I got up on tiptoes and whispered in his ear, ‘I think that would be…um,’ I was such a loser! Why couldn’t I be like one of those sex vixens in films asking the hero to make love to them in deep sultry tones, ‘…nice?’ I finished lamely. Luckily Tom didn’t seem to mind my lack of sex kitten skills. He leaned down and hooked me round my knees, bringing my legs around his waist, and I grabbed onto his neck to stop myself falling backwards.
 
   ‘It’ll be more than bloody nice,’ he rumbled, fully back into arrogant alpha male mode, and striding through the messy corridor and up the stairs. 
 
   Once in his bedroom he dropped me onto the bed so fast that I bounced slightly. The only slight mood killer was when I moved and realized that Tom’s dirty washing surrounded me. 
 
   ‘Shit,’ Tom said snatching all the washing off the bed and dumping it on the floor. ‘Mum’s not due to come over till tomorrow.’
 
   ‘Can I just say at this juncture, that your mum still doing your washing for you is not a huge turn on,’ I said as he continued to frantically clear the bed. ‘It’s bad enough that she bought those boxers you’re wearing but…oomph!’ I was cut off by Tom’s weight crushing me to the bed.
 
   ‘Shut up Frankie,’ he said into my neck then started kissing and nibbling around my earlobe.
 
   ‘Right,’ I said breathily, ‘yes, good um…shutting up now.’ He chuckled against my neck, I felt his body vibrate with it against the length of mine and I shivered. That was when we both lost control and a tussle of clothes flying, and bodies rolling ensued. As I had promised myself I left all my inhibitions at the door and just went with how Tom made my body feel. 
 
   When he was finally, finally moving inside me I felt the same relief I had when we first kissed, as if holding back from doing this had been causing physical pain that I hadn’t even fully registered before. 
 
   I didn’t think that anything in my whole life would ever compare to the beauty of Tom’s heavy weight on top of me, and the feel of being connected to him. The moment was so beautiful that I could feel the tears falling down the sides of my face into the pillow. Tom looked into my eyes and saw them.
 
   ‘Frankie? Am I hurting you?’ he asked as he swiped at the tears, and with visible effort stilled his body.
 
   ‘No,’ I said in a chocked whisper. ‘Please don’t stop. I’ll die if you stop.’ He groaned and grabbed both my hands, entwining our fingers and holding them above my head. He stared straight into my eyes as he kept moving and I fell off the edge of the cliff I had been balancing on. 
 
   My only other lover had been Chris so when I was with him I had had nothing to compare him to. I had assumed that Chris’s taunts that I was frigid and ‘A lousy shag’ as he put it must have been down to me. 
 
   As I lay snuggled into Tom’s chest, tracing patterns on his chest hair after the second time we had made love (something I didn’t know was even physically possible) I realized that not only was Chris a complete bastard, he was also unbelievably bad in bed. On this realization I felt myself drifting off to sleep, but before I did I replayed the last couple of hours in my head from start to finish. Then I did it again. I wanted to burn the memory into my head to take with me. As I did this I felt the beautiful pain move through me and let my tears fall onto Tom’s chest. 
 
   Tom’s breathing had evened out, so I had assumed it was safe to cry without him noticing. But as I did I felt his arm tighten around me, and his low voice mutter, ‘Christ Frankie’ just before I slid into blackness. 
 
   *****
 
   I blinked against the bright winter sunshine that was pouring onto my face. We had moved in the night and I was lying on my side with Tom spooning me from behind, his heavy warm arm lying across my waist. I thought it would be best to have the discussion I needed to have with Tom fully clothed and with all my faculties about me. So I started to slowly move forward, trying not to wake him. When I was nearly at the edge of the bed I felt a hand snake round my stomach and I was hauled back, snug against Tom’s hard, warm body again. 
 
   ‘Where are you off too?’ he rumbled sleepily into my hair, then moved the heavy fall of it aside to kiss my neck.
 
   ‘I need to get up and I need…’ my breath hitched as he slowly ran his tongue up the length of my neck and into my ear, ‘to… um, get dressed,’ I squeaked. 
 
   ‘In a minute,’ Tom said, his voice still rough with sleep.
 
   ‘No Tom, really… I’ve got to…’
 
   ‘In a minute gorgeous,’ he said firmly, moving me onto my back and settling his weight on top of me. 
 
   ‘But…’ I wracked my brain desperately, ‘I have morning breath.’
 
   He lifted his face out of my neck and smiled, the lethal combination of his blue eyes and sexy morning stubble doing a number on my self-control. ‘I like your morning breath,’ he said, kissing me lightly on the lips and back down my neck again.
 
   ‘Nobody likes morning breath,’ I told him. ‘It’s gross.’ He started chuckling.
 
   ‘Frankie, you can talk through this if you like, but I’d much rather concentrate on what I’m doing,’ he said, working his way down my body.
 
   I shivered and let out a breath. ‘Okay,’ I squeaked and I let him concentrate on what he was doing. 
 
   And just like last night it was amazing. 
 
   When we finally surfaced, and after Tom insisted we shower together (I wasn’t altogether sure the small cubicle could take both of us, but Tom seemed to be able to find amazing ways to make it work) Tom sat me down at his kitchen counter and started searching his (mostly bare) cupboards for something to give me for breakfast. I knew the time had come. 
 
   We were both fully dressed so my brain was (for the most part) unscrambled and I could think clearly. I needed to do this fast, like ripping off a plaster. Short sharp pain then it would be done and I could go back to planning for my ferrets. 
 
   I put my black coffee (Tom didn’t have any milk in the fridge) down on the counter and took a deep breath. ‘I don’t think we should see each other anymore.’
 
   Tom turned around slowly from his contemplation of the scientific experiments he looked to be conducting in his fridge, and leveled his confused gaze at me. I thought it was supremely unfair that he had to be looking at his most delicious. His hair was still slightly wet from the shower, his old t-shirt was pulled tight across his broad shoulders and the top button of his faded jeans was undone. It didn’t help that I knew he was going commando, or that he had bare feet. Don’t ask me how feet can be sexy, but I promise you, Tom’s were. 
 
   ‘What is this bullshit now?’ he asked, his tone was amused, like he thought I was kidding around.
 
   ‘We can’t see each other anymore,’ I repeated. ‘I don’t think that it’s going to work and I think it’s best we end things now.’ 
 
   Tom’s bemused expression was slowly morphing into one that made me feel slightly scared.
 
   ‘What in the fuck are you talking about?’ he said in a low voice.
 
   ‘I’ve been thinking and this just…um, just isn’t working for me.’
 
   ‘This isn’t working for you?’
 
   ‘No.’
 
   ‘This isn’t working for you,’ he repeated as a statement in a furious tone, and I thought it best to keep quiet. ‘What exactly is it that isn’t working about this Frankie?’
 
   ‘Well I…’ I trailed off. 
 
   ‘Because it seemed to me to be working pretty goddamned well to me when we made love what…’ he glanced at his watch, ‘three times in the last eight hours.’
 
   ‘Yes, um, well that was nice but…’
 
   He narrowed his eyes at me, ‘Nice?’
 
   ‘Yes, but…’
 
   ‘How about the four times when you screamed my name Frankie?’ he asked and I felt heat hit my cheeks. ‘Or the two times that you cried in my arms, because you felt how amazing it was between us too.’
 
   ‘Look Tom, it’s not going to work,’ I said, straightening my spine and pushing off the stool, my nose stinging with tears I absolutely refused to shed. He searched my face and his furious expression softened.
 
   ‘What’s got you so scared baby?’ he asked softly, coming around the counter towards me. ‘You can trust me Frankie. I won’t hurt you, I promise.’ 
 
   He couldn’t promise me that. He didn’t know everything about me; if he did he’d run a mile. My life had taught me not to trust empty promises. He was right in my space now, and I held up a hand to ward him off, taking a step back. I knew exactly what I had to do to make him back off. 
 
   ‘Just leave me alone okay,’ I said, hardening my voice. ‘I’ve had enough of all your alpha male bulling crap. I never wanted to be in a relationship with you in the first place and you just forced your way in anyway. You’re a spoiled brat, so used to getting your own way. Well you need to get it through your thick stubborn skull that I don’t want you anymore.’ I finished the last few words on a semi-shout and I was breathing hard with the effort of containing my tears. 
 
   Tom looked like I had kicked him in the gut for a moment, then his expression hardened. He swept the length of me up and down with his eyes. 
 
   ‘Fine Frankie,’ he said in a cold tone, which made my stomach twist. ‘You know, I thought you were worth the effort, but I see now that I was totally wrong. I’m glad I found out what kind of person you are now before I really started caring about you.’ 
 
   It was my turn to feel that kick to the gut. Of course, I shouldn’t have been surprised. I always knew I wasn’t worth the effort. I knew I wasn’t the kind of person who deserved someone like Tom, but to hear him say that he hadn’t even started caring about me, when I was so desperately in love with him, was so painful that for a moment I thought I was going to be sick. Thankfully, due to the sorry state of Tom’s kitchen, the only thing in my stomach was black coffee. 
 
   After closing my eyes for a second against the tidal wave of pain, I opened them to see Tom right in front of me. As he looked into my eyes, which I didn’t doubt were filled with agony, his furious expression seemed to waver for a moment.
 
   ‘Frankie I –’
 
   ‘I’ve got to go,’ I whispered, breaking eye contact with him, and quickly moving towards the door. He followed me down the corridor, and caught my arm as I was about to leave.
 
   ‘I think we should talk,’ he said, his voice rough with emotion. I wrenched my elbow out of his grip and tore open the door.
 
   ‘There’s nothing left to say,’ I told him before tearing down the stone steps from his house, and running up the street in the direction of my flat. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 24
 
   Stupid face
 
   My life was shades of grey (and not in the good, red room, handcuffs type of a way). It was like without Tom all the colour had leached out of my surroundings. I moved through the motions like an automaton at work, and at home tried to avoid Lou and Dylan as much as possible (both of whom wanted to know what had happened). I didn’t see the point of rehashing things and eventually lost it with them, telling them to mind their own business and that I would talk about it when I was ready. 
 
   I also kept my phone on silent and ignored all his calls. Tom rang me a few times after I left his house, but at the end of the weekend when I still hadn’t returned any he left a message saying, ‘Fine Frankie, if this is how you want it then I won’t force you to talk to me. Wouldn’t want you to think I was a selfish brat or anything.’ 
 
   Surprisingly his cold angry words only made me feel numb, but then again I already had his parting shots about not really caring about me and that I wasn’t worth it on a repeat loop in my brain, so the heartbreak couldn’t actually get much worse. 
 
   ‘Frankie?’ Ash called, pulling my mind out of the bleak thoughts and back to the colourless reality of my day. ‘Did you hear me?’
 
   ‘Oh, sorry Ash,’ I said, focusing on him and grabbing my list, ‘What was that?’ 
 
   He sighed and gave me another one of the concerned looks he’d been leveling at me all week. 
 
   ‘Are you okay? I know I keep asking but you just-’
 
   ‘Fine, fine absolutely fine,’ I trilled, with a hopefully convincing fake smile pasted on my face. Ash hadn’t been convinced by any of my fake smiles so far, and from his expression I didn’t seem to be fooling him this time either. 
 
   ‘You know you can talk to me if you need-’
 
   ‘Ash please,’ I said, cutting him off and pleading with my eyes. ‘Please leave it okay?’
 
   He sighed again, ‘”There is no difference between a wise man and a fool when they fall in love.”’
 
   ‘God Ash, spare me the cryptic proverbs. I am not in the mood.’
 
   ‘Whatever had happened between you Frankie, you should forgive him and move on.’
 
   ‘I’m trying to move on Ash,’ I said through clenched teeth. 
 
   ‘I mean move on together,’ he told me, and I looked at the ceiling, seeking patience. 
 
   ‘Just please, please tell me what message Dr Williams gave you, so that I can get on with my job.’
 
   He stared at me a beat. ‘He asked that you go to supervise a couple of exercise tests this afternoon,’ he said when he realized I wasn’t going to give in. 
 
   ‘God, finally. Thank you,’ I clipped, grabbing my list and making a hasty exit from CCU in order to avoid Tom. 
 
   ‘Hey boys,’ I called as I pushed through into the exercise test room. It was set up with a treadmill facing the cardiac monitor, which had leads to attach to the patient. There were two cardiac physiologists, Rhys and Owain, manning it today and they both offered me polite smiles. At least these guys didn’t know me well enough give me any crap about Tom. 
 
   The idea of an exercise test is that the patient walks on a treadmill for ten minutes with a heart monitor attached. The electrical trace from the heart will show if there are any areas of heart muscle that don’t get enough blood, and thus if there are any narrowed arteries. Most of these tests were conducted by the cardiac physiologists, but if a patient had a cardiac history one of the junior doctors had to come and stand in the room like a lemon in case the patient collapsed. Today I was the requisite lemon. 
 
   After waiting a couple of minutes a porter arrived wheeling a Mrs Jones (my old Neighbours-loving bed blocker). I was surprised to see her. Firstly, because she had been admitted with a heart attack, and her heart disease had already been extensively investigated. It had been decided that conservative management was the best approach, rendering further tests pointless. Secondly, and more importantly, the primary reason for her extended hospital stay was that she was ‘off legs’. 
 
   ‘Off legs’ is a term used for elderly people whose mobility goes downhill leaving them unable to cope at home. Very often a crisis point is reached and they have to come into hospital. Sometimes the deterioration in mobility is because they have an infection or acute illness. More often than not it’s because they are simply getting weaker with age and chronic conditions. The aim when they come into hospital is to treat any infection, and for the physiotherapists to get them back on their feet. 
 
   Mrs Jones was treated for her acute coronary syndrome, but she never got back on her feet whilst she was under our care. This partly had to do with her cantankerous nature and her propensity to tell the physios to bugger off, and partly because she was simply too frail and her dementia was progressing.  
 
   Two weeks ago her care had been transferred to Lou’s elderly care team. I doubted that in that time she had improved to the point where she could walk briskly on a treadmill with a gradually increasing incline for ten minutes. Assuming they must have the wrong patient, I grabbed the referral form and instantly recognized Dylan’s barely legible scrawl. The only thing he had bothered to write in the clinical details was ‘chest pain’ in big letters. 
 
   ‘Oh crappity crap,’ I muttered under my breath. ‘Hi Gladys,’ I said smiling down at her. 
 
   She scowled at me and grunted a discourteous, ‘Tabitha.’ 
 
   Having expected no less I forged ahead. ‘How’s the walking going at the moment?’
 
   ‘What a ridiculous question,’ she snapped, pulling her handbag in closer to her on her lap. ‘I’m fit as a fiddle. I even had to mow Mr Davis’ front garden yesterday. The lazy sod was letting it get out of hand. The street has standards to maintain.’ 
 
   Mrs Jones had been in hospital for nearly five months now. She was the ultimate bed blocker. Other than sitting out every so often in the chair in her room (which she did under great protest), I wasn’t aware that she had moved anywhere in weeks. 
 
   Rhys stepped forward, obviously wanting to speed things along in the busy list. ‘If you could just step up on to the treadmill Mrs Jones we can get going.’ 
 
   She stared up at him for a moment, and then released one of her hands from death grip she had on her handbag, raising it to point right in front of his nose.
 
   ‘You,’ she said angrily, ‘have a stupid face.’ Rhys blinked, then straightened up slightly and rubbed his chin. Knowing that the vast majority of the nursing staff would disagree with this assessment I had to fight to swallow my laughter, but Owain started chuckling as he opened up her notes.
 
   ‘Says yur Rhys that she’s got vascular dementia,’ he said through his barely contained laughter. ‘Got to be honest with you, she seems pretty lucid to me.’ Rhys shot him an angry glare across the room and Owain held his hands up, still smiling. ‘Well, she has got a point mate.’ Rhys rolled his eyes and focused his attention back on Gladys. He bent down again and went to take her handbag so he could help her to her feet, but she angrily slapped his hands away.
 
   ‘Unhand me young man. I am perfectly capable of standing without your assistance,’ she told him snottily then signaled me over. ‘Take this dear,’ she said shoving her handbag at me, and then narrowing her eyes when I took it. ‘Don’t you dare steal anything.’
 
   ‘Wouldn’t dream of it Gladys.’ 
 
   ‘Don’t let Stupid Face anywhere near it either.’ 
 
   Owain snorted and Rhys sighed. ‘Can we start now Mrs Jones?’
 
   ‘You young people, always so impatient,’ she snapped, and made a weak attempt to get out of the chair. She had both hands braced on the side of the wheelchair and was straining to lift up, but only got her bottom about an inch in the air. After plopping back down she sighed.
 
   ‘Fine Stupid Face, you may assist me.’ Attempt number two did not go to plan either when it became clear that once upright, she couldn’t put any weight through her legs. 
 
   ‘Right,’ Owain said. ‘This is going nowhere. Call the porters.’
 
   Oh no, no, no. The exercise test room was in the middle of the out patient clinic, and Dr Williams was on the warpath at the moment about inappropriate cardiac investigations. If he saw Mrs Jones waiting in the hallway outside the exercise test room for a porter in a wheelchair (considering she looks about five hundred years old) he would definitely ask the guys and look at the referral form. 
 
   Not only would Dylan be in trouble for wasting a precious appointment, but his clinical information being all of two words would not go down well either. Dylan could not afford any more problems in his elderly care stint. He’d been told that if he didn’t get his act together he could fail his annual review and his training would be set back. 
 
   I smiled nervously. ‘Hey guys you know what, it won’t take me two secs to wheel her back, and I’ve got to go over that way anyway. You carry on and I’ll just…’ I jerked my head to the door, ‘whizz her back, ‘kay?’ 
 
   Without waiting for an answer I grabbed her handbag, flung it in her lap, flicked off the brake of her wheelchair, and I started burning down the corridor with her. 
 
   I was on the home straight when I heard Dr Williams’ booming voice echoing up ahead. Frantically I looked around and all I could see was the door into Tom’s office. It was either risk seeing him or definitely running into Dr Williams whilst wheeling an elderly lady in the cardiac department and the subsequent awkward questions. 
 
   I pushed through the door and found the office mercifully empty other than the usual mess. Gladys looked around her surroundings, and then at me, as I plopped down on the swivel chair at the desk and blew out a sigh of relief. 
 
   ‘Are we doing another test now dear?’
 
   ‘Um…no,’ I said, not quite knowing what explanation to offer as to why we were secondered in an overly messy office.  
 
   ‘Right,’ she said briskly, completely unfazed. ‘Then if you don’t mind I’ll have a cup of tea, some custard creams, and you can put “Neighbours” on that television.’ She gestured imperiously at Tom’s ancient computer monitor. I was about to laugh but swallowed it abruptly when the door was flung open and Tom stepped into the small space, falling over the wheelchair.
 
   ‘Fucking shit,’ he exclaimed as he went off balance and nearly fell into Gladys’ lap. ‘What the-’
 
   ‘Dr Longley,’ I said with forced calm, thinking quickly, ‘I think you’ve met Mrs Jones.’ He recovered himself and turned his shocked eyes from Gladys to me. I was still in his swivel chair and thought it best I jump up from my casual pose. When I didn’t offer any explanation, he politely smiled at Gladys.
 
   ‘Of course, lovely to see you again Mrs Jones. So glad that you’ve made the time to visit me in my office.’
 
   ‘Now you,’ she said, staring intently at Tom, ‘do not have a stupid face at all. You have a very nice face.’ A fact I am sure that females of any age and in any mental state could agree on. 
 
   ‘That is very kind Mrs Jones,’ he said, all charm, then turned to me. ‘Frankie could you possibly explain-’ I thought at this point the coast was probably clear and I needed to make a break for it. I smiled brightly at Tom and he narrowed his eyes at me. 
 
   ‘Right, got to get going then. Thank you for your time Dr Longley.’
 
   ‘What about my custard creams?’
 
   ‘We’ll get them for you once we get back to the ward,’ I muttered, pushing the chair through the piles of papers towards the door. 
 
   Just as the door was shutting behind us, Gladys called back, ‘Now you clean up that office young man, and whilst you’re at it, clean up your language too.’ I saw Tom’s jaw clench and his eyes flash just as the door thankfully pulled to, and we set off down the corridor. 
 
   When we were nearly at her room I heard Dylan call my name and saw him sprinting towards me.
 
   ‘What are you doing wheeling patients around again ladies?’ he asked, looking stern. He had caught me many a time pushing a bed or a chair up a corridor because I didn’t want to put the porters out. ‘The porters are paid to do it you know. They won’t thank you if you put them out of a job.’
 
   ‘Shut up Dylan,’ I hissed, pushing open Mrs Jones’ door and wheeling her through. Once we’d got her set up with some tea, custard creams and Charlene’s wedding, I pulled him into the corner of the room. I didn’t want to talk to him outside for fear his team would come along and overhear. ‘You referred her for an exercise test you dullard,’ I told him.
 
   ‘So?’ he asked, his brows drawing together. I rolled my eyes.
 
   ‘Dyl, we’ve just bodily lifted her onto the bed. She can’t even stand unaided. How the heck did you think she could trot along on a treadmill for ten minutes?’
 
   ‘Oh no,’ he said, his face paling. ‘This will literally be strike three for me.’ He groaned. ‘Christ, they’ll make me repeat the year.’ 
 
   I took pity on him.
 
   ‘Don’t worry you numpty. I’ll buy off the guys with chocolate layer cake, and I hid her from Dr Williams, so you’re good.’ 
 
   His face relaxed with visible relief and he snatched me up in a fierce hug. Once he released me, I smiled at him, but strangely I saw his expression cloud.
 
   ‘I don’t deserve you as a friend,’ he told me in a small voice, looking down at his shoes.
 
   ‘What are you talking about you loon?’ 
 
   ‘Why aren’t you and Tom together anymore Frankie?’ he asked suddenly, and my brows drew together in confusion.
 
   ‘What’s that got to do with anything?’ This wasn’t the first time Dylan had asked me this question, in fact he’d seemed almost panicked that Tom and I weren’t together anymore. I was just realizing that that was a little odd. 
 
   ‘Please ladies,’ he said looking straight into my eyes, ‘I really need to know.’ 
 
   Well, I thought, I suppose it doesn’t matter if I open up a little to Dylan.
 
   ‘I had an unexpected visitor two weeks ago when he was picking me up.’
 
   ‘I know that ladies, Lou told me. But it still doesn’t explain why you aren’t together.’
 
   I threw up my hands, ‘It just highlights how different we are.’ Dylan snorted, and I could tell he was about to disagree, so I cut him off. ‘It’s not only that Dyl,’ I said in a voice laced with the pain I seemed unable to hide. ‘I don’t know what he saw in me this time. Maybe it was the challenge because I was so freaking shy and he took that as me being standoffish. But I know that he will realize that I’m not right for him; it’s just a matter of time. 
 
   ‘I mean he didn’t even know who I was when he saw me again. He never noticed me before. When he kissed me at the bar in medical school he thought I was a fresher. You said so yourself.’ Dylan made a weird noise in the back of his throat, which I ignored. ‘I’d been going to Uni with him for two whole years, holding him up as my idol and weaving stupid fantasies around him, and he didn’t even know I existed.’
 
   ‘Frankie listen-’
 
   ‘I mean he even called me “Frigid Frankie” to his mates. How low is that?’
 
   ‘Ladies honestly if you’ll just-’
 
   ‘Do you remember all the crap I had to put up with because of that nickname? I didn’t even sleep with anyone until after Uni because I couldn’t know if they wanted to be with me so they could say they finally conquered “Frigid Frankie”. It was humiliating.’ 
 
   ‘Stop!’ Dylan semi-shouted and I could see that he was red in the face. ‘Just stop okay. Of course Tom knew who you were at Uni. Everyone knew who you were Frankie.’
 
   ‘W…what are you talking about?’
 
   ‘Christ!’ he bit out, startling me into taking a step back. He registered my shock and his tone softened. ‘You’re so blind sometimes Frankie. “Frigid Frankie” was just something one of the half-wit meatheads on the team called you after you kept turning Longley down; Tom never called you that. 
 
   I bugged my eyes out at him and took another step back. ‘What…wait what do you mean turning Longley down?’
 
   Dylan shifted uncomfortably in front of me. ‘Look ladies, the thing is…I might have told him you…weren’t interested.’
 
   ‘Interested in what?’
 
   ‘In him.’
 
   ‘He asked you? But he didn’t even know who I was.’
 
   ‘Okay listen,’ he said, his eyes looking weirdly like they were pleading with me. ‘I may have told a few little lies back then, to him, and to you.’
 
   ‘What are you talking about?’ 
 
   ‘Tom used to ask about you,’ he said sheepishly, ‘a lot.’
 
   ‘What?’ I shrieked.
 
   ‘Yeah, and I might have told him you weren’t interested. In fact I…I may have told him you thought he was an arrogant prick and that you wouldn’t touch him with a barge pole.’ 
 
   I felt my heart stop beating for a second then kickstart double time.
 
   ‘You did what?’ I whispered. Dylan was looking more and more uncomfortable. ‘Why on earth-?’
 
   ‘Because I was in love with you Frankie,’ he admitted in a driven tone, tearing his hands through his hair. ‘I loved you. I wanted you for myself. He was such a player at Uni and I knew how you and Lou used to obsess about him. I knew he could have you if he wanted, and I didn’t think he deserved you. I didn’t think he could love you as much as me. I didn’t think anybody could.’
 
   ‘What about the whole eff a fresher thing?’
 
   ‘I made it up.’
 
   ‘But…but we both decided to be friends,’ I told him, not ready to believe what he was saying. ‘We agreed.’
 
   ‘No, you decided that Frankie,’ he said firmly. ‘I never told you I loved you but I assumed you knew. Have you ever known me to offer an exclusive relationship to anyone else?’ I shook my head slowly letting his words sink in. ‘I understood that you didn’t see me as more than a friend eventually. Your friendship is one of the best things in my life. That’s why I’ve been a selfish bastard and didn’t tell you what I did. I didn’t want to lose you as a friend.’
 
   ‘Does Tom know?’
 
   ‘He worked it out soon after “scary drunken Frankie night” when he stayed. I think you may have let it slip that you um…liked him a little.’ I winced, how humiliating. ‘He confronted me when he got the chance. I begged him not to tell you. I didn’t think it mattered anyway. I thought you were over all that stuff and that you guys were happy together. I actually felt relieved; I’d felt so guilty for so long, especially after you got together with that scumbag in your house jobs.’ I was nodding slowly, trying to sort things out in my mind. 
 
   ‘There’s something else,’ Dylan said, looking even more worried. Jeepers, what else could there be? ‘I ginned Tom that night, made up some reason that everyone went along with.’ At our medical school, especially in the rugby club, if anyone did anything good, bad or often for no reason, everyone sang the gin song and they had to down eight shots in one (six for girls). There was little point trying to communicate with the gin recipient from about ten minutes after they downed it. First would be the gin babble (mostly consisting of telling everyone how much you loved them), then bad dancing, then the gin sweats, and then, more often than not, vomiting, followed swiftly by passing out. 
 
   It wasn’t that unusual for the rugby boys to gin each other for spurious reasons, so I didn’t understand why Dylan was treating this like another confession. ‘So what?’
 
   ‘So,’ he started and then took a deep breath, ‘I did it because he said he was going to make his move with you directly that night, talk to you himself and see if he could change your mind.’
 
   ‘Oh my god,’ I said, my hand going up to cover my mouth. It was all coming back to me: the way Tom had stumbled across the room, him slurring his words, nearly vomiting in front of me after he kissed me, only to be led away by…Dylan. I stared at Dylan in shock. My mind was overloaded. Dylan had loved me? He lied to me and to Tom? Tom had actually liked me? Was there a chance I could actually have been with Tom at Uni? Blood rushed to my head and my ears roared as I realized how much heartache I could have been saved. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 25
 
   Nun in a cucumber field
 
   ‘”Be careful of your enemy once and your friend a thousand times, for a double crossing friend knows more evil.”’ 
 
   I rolled my eyes at Ash.
 
   ‘Please, for once, spare me the proverbs okay. I don’t think Dylan is evil, he just…’ It had been two days since Dylan’s confession. I still couldn’t get my head around it. I never would have guessed that he would have lied to me and about me, and I certainly would never have guessed that he had had strong feelings for me. 
 
   After I made a hasty exit from Gladys’ room I had managed to avoid Dylan. When I did see him I’d noticed that he looked miserable and worried. 
 
   Before I talked to him, or for that matter Tom, I had decided to get some advice. The most reasonable and impartial person I could think of was Ash, so I’d gone for a drink with him after work. Unfortunately Lou was not in the mood to be kept in the dark so she’d muscled in on the drink as well, as was her way. 
 
   The three of us were sitting in the corner of the pub, and I’d just told them both everything that had happened with Tom (brushing over the sex details in deference to Ash looking supremely uncomfortable and Lou looking at little too interested), and then everything that Dylan had admitted to me. So now it was advice time.
 
   ‘In love with you,’ Lou finished for me.
 
   ‘Sorry?’
 
   ‘He was just in love with you Frankie,’ she said softly. ‘I guess that love can make you do crazy things.’ She shrugged and I narrowed my eyes at her. The Lou I knew would be swearing and promising vengeance on Dylan’s boy parts by now unless…
 
   ‘You knew, didn’t you!’ I was shocked, Lou and I told each other everything, or at least I thought we did. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’
 
   ‘Hold on Frankie, chill your beans,’ Lou said. ‘I only found out the morning Tom confronted Dylan. I was pissed off as well but he really does feel bad and he really did love you back then, even I could see that.’ 
 
   As if we had conjured him up by magic, Dylan chose that moment to come through the pub doors into the bar area. He caught sight of us and gave us a nervous smile.
 
   ‘Ah, look at him,’ Lou said affectionately. ‘He’s so cute. He looks about as guilty as a nun squatting in a cucumber field. You’ve got to put him out of his misery Frankie.’ 
 
   Ash’s face was a mixture of shock and disgust as he looked at Lou, but I was well used to her turn of phrase by now. 
 
   ‘You’re not the only one who can roll with a good proverb big guy,’ Lou told him whilst playfully punching his shoulder. Ash was not known to be that informal, and by his horrified expression I guessed he was also not in the habit of exchanging shoulder punches with crude women. Luckily Dylan chose that moment to approach our table.
 
   ‘Uh…hi,’ he stuttered quietly in a very un-Dylan-like small voice. ‘Can I get you guys anything?’ I looked up at him and it struck me that he was nervous. I’d never seen Dylan even slightly unsure in the past. That was when I made my decision. 
 
   I rose and walked around the table to him. He stood stock-still and I could tell he was bracing. When I got near enough I slipped my arms around his waist and pulled him in for a tight hug. His arms closed around me like a vice, and I felt him release a lung full of air he must have been holding into the hair on the top of my head. We stood like that for a minute then I shifted away slightly, tipped my head back and smiling.
 
   ‘I’ll have a Baileys,’ I told him. For a moment I saw his eyes glisten as a look of relief swept through his features, then he recovered his composure and made a gagging noise before he addressed the others. ‘Please tell me you lot are having beers, I don’t think even my masculinity can take that much of a hit at the bar.’ 
 
   ‘Well,’ Lou sniffed and I turned to see that her eyes were wet as well, ‘you can get me a Pinot Grigio, Valleys Boy, and be grateful.’ Nothing else was said on the subject and Dylan moved off to get the drinks (fortunately Ash did opt for a beer). When he was out of earshot I could feel Ash practically vibrating next to me.
 
   I rolled my eyes, ‘Go on then you loser. Let’s have it.’
 
   He let out a relieved breath and said in a rush, ‘”To err is human, to forgive divine.”’
 
   ‘Holy shit, you really couldn’t hold that in could you?’ Lou sounded amused. ‘It’s like a compulsion or something. You do realize that it makes you extremely annoying company.’ Ash continued his safe policy of ignoring her.
 
   ‘What are you going to do about Tom now, habibi?’ he asked me seriously. 
 
   I shrugged, ‘Um, nothing?’
 
   ‘Why not?’ snapped Lou. ‘You know now he’s always liked you. Unrequited love, yadda yadda yadda…what’s stopping you?’ I gave her a look, and her angry expression faded to that of understanding. ‘Frankie, that has nothing to do with anything between you and Tom,’ she said softly. ‘I don’t know why you can’t see that no one cares about that stuff.’
 
   I looked at my hands twisting in my lap and in a small voice I said, ‘His mum wears stuff from the “Per Una” range in M&S. His dad’s an engineer. You should see the size of the house they all grew up in.’ 
 
   Lou rolled her eyes. ‘Who cares?’ she practically shouted and I could tell she was losing patience with me.
 
   ‘What are you talking about?’ asked Ash, looking between Lou and I in confusion. 
 
   ‘Nothing,’ I said, flicking him a nervous glance. As far as I was concerned the fewer people that knew the better. I leaned into Lou. ‘It’s probably too late anyway. I’ve ignored him for over two weeks and I told you what he said…’
 
   She waved her hand dismissively, ‘He didn’t mean that Frankie, he was just salvaging some pride. You know what men are like.’
 
   ‘You must talk with him,’ Ash put in softly. ‘I would not advise this if I thought it would be for nothing.’
 
   ‘Come on Frankie,’ Lou cajoled. ‘He looks at you like a crazed “Buffy” fan would look at a pair of David Boreanaz’s used underpants.’ Ash made another disgusted noise and I snorted back my laughter. 
 
   ‘Okay,’ I conceded. ‘Maybe I’ll try and talk to him tomorrow.’
 
   ‘You don’t need to wait habibi,’ Ash told me as he stood, gripping my arm to bring me with him. Suddenly I was being propelled across the room. 
 
   *****
 
   Tom had noticed the three of them huddled together in the corner when he came into the pub, and he had also watched while Frankie gave Dylan a tight hug. He knew all about their history and had a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach that Dylan might have finally managed to win her over.  Despite the urge to vomit at the thought of Frankie with another man, it didn’t matter. After two weeks of unreturned phone calls and texts, he was done. 
 
   Or at least that’s what he was telling himself. 
 
   Now he was standing at the bar and that tosser Dylan had the gall to come up next to him, casually greet him, and order drinks as if he hadn’t just been locked in a tight embrace with Tom’s woman. 
 
   No, no, shit, not his woman he corrected. 
 
   ‘Tom,’ he heard her hesitant voice behind him and turned. He drew in a sharp breath when he came face to face with Frankie. The effect of seeing her again this close was almost painful. 
 
   She’d reverted back to her jumpers, trousers and ballet pumps for work a while ago, saying Lou’s new wardrobe made her feel uncomfortable. Tom had encouraged this; anything to cover her up and reduce the odds that he got into a punch up at work. 
 
   Now standing in front of him in flat shoes, no make up, and her hair up in a ponytail, she looked impossibly young and heart-stoppingly beautiful. He felt his hands literally itch to touch her, and he had to stretch them both out then ball them into fists to stop himself. 
 
   Ash was standing slightly behind her and to the side. He looked like he was poised to prevent her retreat, and he widened his eyes at Tom as if he was trying to silently communicate something. 
 
   Unfortunately Tom was angry. He was angry because for the first time in his life he had been dumped, and he was angry that prior to said dumping he spent the most amazing night he had ever had with a woman, then had it cruelly ripped away from him. He was also angry that Frankie had ignored and avoided him yet again since that night. He was angry that it seemed she might well have moved on. Most of all he was angry about being left feeling hollow and desolate without her. If he hadn’t been so furious he might have tried to decipher Ash’s non-verbal communication, or taken in how nervous Frankie looked; how she was twisting her hands and biting her lip. 
 
   Sadly he did not. 
 
   ‘What do you want Frankie?’ he asked curtly.
 
   ‘Um…uh, I…’
 
   Tom took a deep breath but this did not prevent him losing his patience. ‘Look,’ he clipped, ‘I don’t know what I’ve done to earn this bullshit way you pepper everything you say with, um, and uh, and mile long pauses when you talk to me, but can I please request that if you’ve got something to say to me you just fucking say it.’ 
 
   He watched Frankie blink and take a small step back. She looked like he’d punched her, and even though he’d wanted to lash out and make her feel some of the pain she’d put him through, looking at her face he almost wished he could claw his words back. 
 
   ‘Listen mate-’ Dylan had turned from the bar towards him, his face was red with anger but Frankie stepped forward and laid her small hand on his arm, shaking her head slightly. 
 
   ‘Dylan, why don’t you take the drinks to the table? I’ll be over in a sec,’ she said quietly. Tom did not like the soft way she spoke to Dylan or her hand on his arm, and he descended again into silent rage. 
 
   ‘I’m sorry for what happened Tom,’ Frankie said, once Dylan had reluctantly shuffled off with the drinks. Ash had moved down the bar to talk to one of the other registrars leaving them relatively alone. 
 
   ‘It’s fine,’ he said casually.
 
   ‘I was wondering if maybe…’
 
   Tom was in no mood to take any further blows to his pride. He didn’t want to hear Frankie ask him if they could be friends, and to be honest he didn’t think that after having her he could bring himself to be near her again and not touch her without wanting to pull his brain out through his ear.
 
   ‘Look,’ he said, cutting her off, ‘I’m just about to buy…’ he looked around the bar and caught sight of a drug rep that he vaguely knew. She was about as opposite in looks to Frankie as possible: blond hair, sky-high heels, heavy makeup. He grabbed her hand and pulled her to his side, ‘…Natalie here a drink.’ The blonde smiled and he breathed a sigh of relief that he’d remembered her name. Frankie flicked a nervous glance over to her.
 
   ‘Oh, hi Nat,’ she mumbled, looking uncomfortable but still managing a small smile. Tom felt his blood boil. Why did Frankie have to be so bloody nice to everyone? He wanted her to at least muster up some sort of death stare for this woman, just to show that she actually cared; that her insides were as torn up at the thought of him with another woman as his had been when he’d seen her hugging Dylan. ‘I hope your mum’s doing better.’
 
   Natalie moved away from Tom towards Frankie. ‘She’s so much better now, still occasional wind pains but I think it’s settling down.’ 
 
   The two women formed a huddle together and he heard them discuss, at length, the progress of Natalie’s mum’s Irritable Bowel Syndrome. He looked at the ceiling in frustration as they proceeded to completely ignore him. Eventually he cleared his throat causing them both to jump as if they’d forgotten he was even there, which only served to piss him off more. 
 
   ‘How about that drink Natalie?’ he asked smoothly, trying to get control of the situation.
 
   ‘Oh yeah, sure,’ she smiled at him.
 
   ‘I’ll just…’ Frankie jerked her thumb in the direction of the corner she’d come from, ‘be off then. See you around Nat.’
 
   ‘Call me,’ Natalie cried out to Frankie’s rapidly retreating back. ‘She is so lovely,’ she said to Tom, whose only response was to clench his jaw and signal the barman over. 
 
   He realized that Ash had overheard the exchange with Frankie when he saw him leaning against the bar in front of him. He looked utterly disgusted with Tom. 
 
   ‘”Against stupidity; Allah himself is helpless.”’ 
 
   Tom closed his eyes, trying to ignore Ash’s effective parting shot. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 26
 
   Although she be little, she be fierce – Shakespeare
 
   As Tom watched her approach, a shaft of what felt uncomfortably like fear went through him, but he told himself not to be such a pussy. To be fair, the way she was striding through CCU on those sky-high heels with a murderous look on her face, her blonde hair flying our behind her, she did look like some sort of avenging angel. 
 
   She pushed through his team and the nurses, and stopped in front of him, right in his personal space, putting both her hands on her hips. Tom knew then that he was really in trouble; one hand on the hip usually signifies an annoyed or slightly irritated woman, both hands and they’re more often than not straight out furious. 
 
   It was Christmas day. Tom was on call and had to do the ward round of CCU before heading off to his mum’s to hopefully catch Christmas lunch. He knew that Lou was the medical registrar on call, which meant she would be spending the whole day in the hospital. 
 
   Since he was in no way in charge of the medical rota, he wasn’t sure why Lou was so furious with him. Granted, he knew he hadn’t been her favourite person for the last few weeks since Frankie dumped him, which seeing as he was the injured party he thought was grossly unfair, but he didn’t think he deserved this level of fury.  
 
   ‘Where is Frankie?’ she spat at him. Tom’s eyebrows shot up and he crossed his arms in front of his chest.
 
   ‘What’s this now?’ he asked, careful to keep his toned bored and disinterested, so that it wouldn’t betray how his stomach clenched at the sound of her name.  
 
   Lou narrowed her eyes at him. ‘Is she or is she not having dinner with your family?’
 
   Tom’s brows drew together. ‘What are you on about?’ If one thing was for certain it was that Frankie would definitely not be welcome at his parents’ house. 
 
   His family had seen first-hand how heartbroken Tom had been since things ended with Frankie. He was close to them, and didn’t have to hide the way he felt to save face. They were not currently her biggest fans. His mum in particular felt that Frankie had tricked them into believing she was something she was not. She’d liked Frankie so much that Tom knew she herself had felt hurt by the rejection.
 
   Lou sighed and dropped her hands to her sides, her expression going from angry to worried. 
 
   ‘Fine, look don’t worry about it,’ she muttered distractedly, dropping her eyes from his and turning to go. Tom wished he could just shrug and forget it, but something stopped him from being able to. He caught her arm and she looked back up at him.
 
   ‘What’s going on?’ 
 
   ‘Like you care,’ Lou snapped, back to angry, and wrenching her arm away from him. 
 
   ‘She ended things with me Lou,’ he said quietly.
 
   She rolled her eyes. ‘Well you,’ she said poking him in the chest with her finger (complete with perfectly manicured sharp nail), ‘should have grown a backbone and put,’ poke, ‘up,’ poke, ‘a fucking,’ poke, ‘fight,’ double poke. She thankfully dropped her poking finger and glared at him whilst he absently rubbed his chest. Damn, that smarted; he’d probably have a bruise. He was losing patience with this tyrant and he wanted to get back to why she was so worried about Frankie.
 
   ‘Tell me what’s going on Lou. We can do this the easy way or the hard way,’ he said in a firm tone.
 
   ‘Ha!’ she snorted. ‘You sound like something out of a bad western. I could squash you like a bug Longley, and don’t you forget it.’ Tom let out a short bark of laughter looking down at this relatively small woman despite her heels. As if she could pose any type of threat to him.
 
   ‘Okay Blondie whatever you reckon…arghh!’ He started hopping on one foot, clasping the other with both hands. ‘Jesus! Are you insane! You’ve broken my foot.’ Who knew that one of those spike heels with Lou’s full weight behind it could be so painful. ‘You’ve nearly gone through the bloody leather. These are my favourite shoes.’ 
 
   He could hear the sniggers of his team and the nurses around him and straightened as he realized a girl had just bested him.
 
   ‘Don’t be such a baby,’ Lou said dismissively. ‘And those shoes have seen better days anyway. I don’t know why you insist on dressing like tramp.’ 
 
   The sniggering bastards around them were getting louder. Some (like Ash) even had the balls to outright laugh at him. He decided that sparring with Lou in front of an audience was getting him nowhere. Taking her arm, he led her out of the ward into the deserted corridor. Unfortunately he was limping which seemed to amuse everyone all the more. 
 
   ‘Right,’ he said, trying to strike a vaguely threatening pose, which was tricky balancing on one foot. ‘Tell me what’s going on, right fucking now.’
 
   ‘Look, it’s nothing for you to worry about,’ she said fluttering her hands at him as if to shoo him back in the ward. ‘I just wanted to know where Frankie is today. She told me she was spending Christmas with Dylan’s family but I phoned him to check (because she’s not answering her mobile to me), and he said she told them she was spending it with Gio and Gabriella. So I phoned them, and they said she was spending it with your family.’ 
 
   ‘Why isn’t she spending it with her own family?’ Tom asked, confused.
 
   Lou looked at him strangely for a second then sighed. ‘She doesn’t have any family left Tom. This is her first Christmas without her mum and there’s not really anyone else.’
 
   ‘I don’t understand, no aunts, cousins, uncles? What about her dad, he’s still alive isn’t he?’
 
   ‘Things with her dad are…complicated. Look I just wanted to make sure she wasn’t sitting on her own on Christmas. I can’t go to check at the flat cause I’m stuck here all bloody day.’ As if to highlight her plight Lou’s bleep started buzzing obnoxiously. ‘Arghh! See what I mean? Look, just forget about it okay. Finish your ward round and go eat mummy’s cooking. What do you care?’
 
   ‘I’ll go over there after I finish,’ he forced out, running a hand through his hair in frustration. He didn’t want to care, but the thought of Frankie sitting alone in that small flat on Christmas day made something in his chest contract painfully.
 
   ‘Don’t do me any favours Weasel. I know you don’t give a shit.’
 
   ‘Lou, for Christ’s sake of course I bloody care about her. She dumped me, remember?’
 
   Lou let out a small muted scream and poked him in the chest again.
 
   ‘Stop doing that!’ he snapped, rubbing his chest. The bitch had managed to zero in on the exact same spot.
 
   ‘No, you stop. Stop being such a pussy,’ she bit out. ‘She dumped me,’ she whined in a fake high-pitched voice. ‘Why don’t you man up already? You let her push you away you idiot.’
 
   ‘She’s not interested. She said some things-’
 
   ‘Aw, did the poor baby get his precious little feelings hurt?’ She rolled her eyes in disgust then glared at him. ‘I should knee you where it hurts for being so pathetic.’ 
 
   Tom took a cautious step back. He knew in all likelihood that this was not an empty threat. He’d already been crippled and nearly had a hole punched through to his lungs. He wasn’t going to risk his poor balls as well.
 
   ‘This isn’t getting us anywhere,’ he told her, surreptitiously bringing both his hands down to cover his boys. ‘Believe it or not I do care about her. I’ll go and check on her after I’m done. You don’t have any other options anyway.’
 
   Lou eyed him for a moment, ‘Okay Weasel,’ she reluctantly agreed. ‘But if you upset her you can kiss goodbye to your ability to sire children.’ 
 
   Tom took another nervous step back and Lou’s lips twitched. Just as she had turned to go she whirled back and pretended to make a menacing lunge for him. He let out a very satisfying girly shriek and covered his groin more firmly. She walked away with her laughter echoing around the hallway.
 
   ‘Crazy bitch,’ he muttered as he walked back to the ward round.
 
   *****
 
   ‘Frankie I know you’re up there, now open the goddamn door.’ 
 
   It was the fifth time Tom had pressed the buzzer for the intercom, and he was losing patience with being ignored. He’d seen the curtains twitch the first time he buzzed up. He knew Frankie was up there.
 
   ‘Hello?’ Finally he heard her voice through the intercom. ‘Um, who is this?’ He sighed and banged his head on the door once. She had to be the most frustrating woman he had ever met. 
 
   ‘I’m not going anywhere until you let me up Frankie.’
 
   ‘Oh, all right,’ he heard her huff and he breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
   He was starving and freezing his arse off out on the pavement. He wanted to sort this bullshit out now and get to his mum’s for Christmas dinner before those little bastards gobbled up all his turkey. 
 
   Once he’d trudged up the stairs he saw Frankie poking her head out of the flat looking uncomfortable but adorable, with her hair right up on the top of her head in a messy bun, pajama bottoms, and, to his shock, she had on one of his favourite jumpers. He had thought that his mum had finally decided to throw it away (it was years old and the wool was unraveling at the sleeves with holes in the elbows), but he now realized that this sneaky little thing had stolen it. 
 
   Suddenly his bad mood evaporated. Something about Frankie stealing his jumper and wearing it to mooch around the flat made him feel hopeful for the first time in the last three weeks. 
 
   ‘Interesting outfit,’ he said, fighting a grin. Frankie started, and then flicked her eyes down to what she’d obviously forgotten she was wearing, before looking back up at him and flushing bright red. 
 
   ‘What do you want?’ she asked, purposefully blocking his way into the flat. Tom was not about to waste time arguing in the corridor. His Christmas day starvation was fast becoming an emergency situation. He moved towards her and when she realized that he was not going to stop, with no other choice, she leapt back and he forged into the flat. 
 
   Frankie had obviously set herself up on the sofa with a duvet and was watching ‘Gone with the wind,’ something he knew she watched every Christmas as she’d confided this to him on one of the many occasions they had been cuddled up together of an evening. Her taste in films was one of the weirdest he’d ever encountered. She loved horrors and if given a choice would watch them almost exclusively, but her favourite character from any film was Scarlet O’Hara. 
 
   Tom thought this was odd considering he couldn’t think of any character less similar to Frankie. But, then again, he knew that she wished she could be more confident, and maybe she aspired to Scarlet’s unashamed arrogance. Tom himself thought that Frankie had the strength of Scarlet O’Hara without any of the bitchiness, and wouldn’t change her for the world. 
 
   In front of the sofa were a pathetic cheese sandwich and a can of diet coke. Thinking of Frankie, sitting on her own in an empty flat, eating a crappy cheese sandwich on Christmas day, made him feel a little ill. 
 
   ‘Right,’ he said firmly. ‘Get your stuff. We’re leaving.’
 
   ‘I’m not going anywhere,’ she returned, her chin going up in defiance and her arms crossing in front of her chest.
 
   ‘You lied to your friends Frankie. Lou is worried sick, and I’m not leaving you here on your own. Seeing as you told Gio and Gabriella that you were spending Christmas with my family, that’s where you’re going to be.’
 
   ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ she shot back. ‘The only reason I lied was so that I wasn’t a stupid charity case on Christmas day. People want to spend it with their families, not with some random hanging around. Plus Gio and Gabriella loved you and I couldn’t bring myself to tell them that we split up.’ 
 
   ‘You’re not just some random to your friends Frankie,’ he said, his tone softening.
 
   ‘Well, we’re not friends are we?’ she replied, the hurt she was obviously trying to hide leaking into her voice. ‘You made that clear at the pub. Even the way I speak annoys you apparently. Obviously for whatever reason you hid it whilst we were together, but now you’ve let me know what you really think of me.’ Her voice was trembling now and she sounded on the verge of tears. ‘I thought you didn’t mind my stuttering and my weird ways, you even had me convinced that you thought it was cute of all things. How ridiculous. Now, I don’t know what guilt trip Lou’s given you but I’m not some pathetic lonely loser you have to save, so you can…you can…just…jog on!’
 
   Regret washed over Tom. He really could be a bastard when he was riled. 
 
   ‘I didn’t mean that Frankie. I was just…angry.’ 
 
   She rolled her eyes, clearly not prepared to believe him. 
 
   ‘Whatever, look I’m actually um…’ she flicked a nervous glance out of the window to the street outside then back to Tom, ‘…waiting for someone, so you need to leave.’
 
   Tom frowned as he glanced at his watch. ‘Who are you waiting for? It’s already four o’clock. Doesn’t look like they’re coming.’ She sighed and looked out of the window again.
 
   ‘You’re probably right,’ she said under her breath, a heartbreakingly sad expression on her face. She lowered her eyes for a moment, and then met Tom’s gaze head on. ‘But I’ve already eaten so there’s no reason for me to go to your mum’s.’
 
   It was Tom’s turn to roll his eyes. There was no way in hell he was going to leave her here. It actually caused him physical pain to think of her alone on Christmas day with her cheese sandwich. He was also just beginning to realize that he had managed to royally screw things up with Frankie again. 
 
   He should never have let her go, and he certainly shouldn’t have said what he did. He needed to take Lou’s advice and pull his head out of his arse. 
 
   ‘Right, no more Mr Nice Guy,’ he told her.
 
   ‘Nice?’ she scoffed.
 
   ‘You either get your stuff and come with me or I throw you over my shoulder, force you into the van and then set my mum on you.’ Okay so maybe threatening her with kidnapping wasn’t the smartest first move in his bid to get her back. But he thought he might pass out if he didn’t eat soon, so he needed to hurry this along.
 
   Her eyes were wide with disbelief, ‘You…you…can’t-’
 
   ‘Watch me. Oh, and I rang mum whilst I was waiting for you to let me in, so she’ll have already set a place for you by now and it would be extremely rude-’ 
 
   He was cut off by Frankie’s loud growl of frustration. He knew that out of all the things he could have said to her, the threat of rudeness was the most effective to get her moving. 
 
   ‘Fine, fine,’ she huffed. ‘Just let me change and grab the cake.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 27
 
   Rivers of tears
 
   ‘Frankie, what do you think?’ Benji shouted in my ear. If he upped the decibel level anymore I feared he might blow out an eardrum. At least he was talking to me. The most I’d received from the adults were polite smiles that didn’t reach their eyes and muttered hellos. 
 
   The contrast to how welcoming they were three weeks ago, before dumping the prodigal son, was stark. I knew the only reason I was even allowed in the house was because they were good people and wouldn’t want anybody (even the evil woman who dared to reject their son) to be alone on Christmas.
 
   ‘Benji honey,’ I said softly, smiling down at him. ‘I’m right here. You don’t have to shout. I can’t choose for you, but I can make either cake in time for your birthday. Maybe if I sketch a Ninja Turtle cake and a Spiderman cake you can decide which you think looks cooler.’
 
   Benji shot to his feet and leapt up off the sofa. We were all sitting together after eating a massive Christmas dinner. I wasn’t at all surprised that the whole family had waited all day for Tom to arrive, or that this had made him extremely unpopular with his sister. 
 
   If I weren’t acutely aware of the fact that I was an unwelcome outsider I would have loved the warm, loving, slightly crazy family atmosphere. Tom’s family had been one of the many wonderful things about being with him. I’d never known how being part of a functioning secure family felt, but I got a glimpse for the few short weeks we were together. Some people would probably find his mum Mary’s fussing, and the unsolicited visits from her and his sister a bit much, but I hadn’t been able to get enough. 
 
   ‘Benji,’ Sarah said warningly as Benji ran back into the room, pen and paper in hand. ‘I’m sure Frankie has better things to do than make your birthday cake.’
 
   ‘Honestly, I don’t mind at all. In fact I’d really like to do it,’ I said, taking the paper and pen Benji had shoved at me.
 
   ‘I’m making the cake,’ she said firmly, giving me a tight smile. Her meaning was clear.
 
   ‘Mum!’ Benji whined, drawing out the word. ‘Last year the cake you made was rubbish. Nobody could even tell what it was and it was all splodgy and –’
 
   ‘Benji. Enough,’ Rob, Benji’s dad clipped and surprisingly Benji listened. Although, since I’d met Rob (after he came back from Somalia two months ago) I’d come to realize that if he gave an order it was rarely challenged (except by his wife). He was ex-military and now worked for a security company protecting oil tankers in Somalia. I found him unbelievably intimidating at first, but soon realized that despite his bulky frame and severe close-cropped haircut which screamed, ‘Don’t mess with me’ he was a big softy and a brilliant dad. 
 
   Other than the kids, he was the only one who had seemed pleased to see me and was being his usual brusque but warm self. 
 
   ‘Frankie, how about you sketch them out for us?’ he asked softly, giving me an encouraging smile whilst his wife glared at him. 
 
   ‘Got it,’ Tom shouted as he slammed through the front door, letting a blast of cold air through the house. In my flustered state I had left my mobile in his van earlier and Tom went out to retrieve when I realized I didn’t have it. When he reached us he must have noticed Sarah and Rob in stare down. ‘What’s going on?’
 
   ‘Nothing,’ muttered Sarah grumpily. She turned away from us as Tom flopped down next to me, chucking my mobile on my lap, and putting his arm along the back of the sofa behind me. All afternoon he’d been making possessive gestures like that, scooting my chair closer to him during the meal, sticking close to me, openly showing his irritation at the cold treatment I was receiving from his family. 
 
   I decided to ignore the whole situation and sketch the cakes. Then I was out of there. I’d had enough of this awkwardness to last me a lifetime. Obviously Tom’s family, like him, had realized I wasn’t worth the effort and were making this clear to me. After about fifteen minutes I was done. Benji was delighted with the sketches (much to Sarah’s disgust), and he settled on me making him a ‘Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle’ cake. 
 
   As I started mumbling my thanks and rose to leave, there was a loud banging at the front door, followed by the doorbell ringing an obnoxious number of times. 
 
   ‘What on earth?’ Mary muttered as she moved to the door. I was still frantically searching for my handbag, ready to use this unexpected visitor as the perfect distraction to make my getaway, when I heard a familiar hoarse male voice from the doorway. Panic shot through me. 
 
   No. It simply wasn’t possible. I got out my phone, checked the call history, and then closed my eyes.
 
   ‘Did you answer my phone?’ I asked Tom, my eyes still closed.
 
   ‘Oh yeah, sorry I meant to tell you. It was your-’
 
   ‘Francesca! Bella mia!’ the disheveled man striding into the living room shouted. Then proceeded to snatch me off the sofa and twirl me round in a fierce hug, pitching us both slightly to the side due to his very obviously inebriated state. Tom shot up and steadied us before we could careen into the coffee table. 
 
   ‘Papa,’ I wheezed, easing back slightly so I could breath. If I thought today couldn’t be anymore mortifying, when I took in everyone’s shocked expressions around the room, I realized I was very wrong. 
 
   I could smell the Special Brew on his breath, mixed with the unmistakable stale odor of someone who hadn’t washed in a goodly amount of time. Unfortunately there was also a strong scent of urine and even vomit mixed in. The effect was pretty overpowering. 
 
   ‘Where have you been? I was worried,’ I asked gently, moving my hands to cup his face and smooth back his wild, overlong, greying hair. 
 
   ‘Ah, bella Francesca,’ he rasped out, ‘always you worry cara. You know me; tough as old boots.’
 
   ‘Frankie?’ I heard Tom ask tentatively, and I realized that Papa and I had been talking in Italian, although I doubted that the others could miss the meaning of the word ‘Papa’. 
 
   ‘You are the young man I spoke to, no?’ Papa turned to Tom, smiling and showing off his yellow, decaying teeth. ‘You are looking after my Francesca?’ he questioned. Why Papa thought I needed looking after now, when he’d certainly never bothered to do it before, amazed me. 
 
   ‘Yes sir,’ Tom said firmly, giving me a warning look when I looked about to correct my father, who had clearly assumed Tom and I were something that we definitely were not, especially after today. Papa clapped him with a little too much force on his shoulder.
 
   ‘This is good,’ he declared. ‘A good strong man for my Francesca. She looks after me you know. Such a good girl. I don’t deserve her,’ he was starting to slur, and pitched slightly to the side again, taking me with him as he still had his arm firmly around my shoulders. 
 
   ‘Mr Rossetti,’ Tom’s dad stepped forward, offering his hand to Papa. I winced as they shook knowing my father’s hands likely had not seen soap in some days. ‘I’m Jack and this is my wife Mary.’ Mary seemed to snap out of her shocked silence and stepped forward. She gave Papa a warm smile. 
 
   ‘You look like you’ve been…travelling for a while,’ she said carefully. ‘Can I offer you something to eat?’
 
   I shook my head vigorously, ‘No, no, honestly. We need to get going,’ I said frantically, pulling on Papa’s arm. 
 
   ‘Papa, come on. I need to get you home to shower and some new clothes,’ I said in a low voice, wishing the others couldn’t hear me. He stumbled slightly but was otherwise immovable. I needed to get him out of here and clean. Although, given the state he was in, I knew it was going to be a struggle to get him showered on my own. But I’d done it before, many times, and no doubt I would do it again. Maybe he was the lost cause everyone assumed but I loved him. 
 
   The papa of my early childhood had been a proud man. He drank (it was practically a requirement of an Italian chef) but it was always in control. Somehow things changed around the time I was ten .The drinking took over. He couldn’t do his job properly. Gio and Gabriella kept him on as long as they could, but in the end it was impossible. I could still remember the screaming rows, Mamma pleading with him. But in the end he chose the drink over us, over everything. The ironic thing was that after he left Mamma’s drinking also began to spiral out of control. 
 
   ‘Frankie,’ Mary cut in and I turned to her. Bizarrely she was giving me her first genuinely warm expression that day as she cupped my cheek with her hand. ‘Go and help Tom make tea then we can all have some of your cake.’ This was the first time she had even mentioned the huge Christmas cake I had brought with me  - don’t ask me why I made such a massive cake just for me (and Papa if he turned up), I guess I just couldn’t help myself.
 
   ‘But, I –’ I started to protest then I saw her shoot Jack and Rob a significant look, and they moved towards Papa.
 
   ‘I think your father would probably be more comfortable if he cleaned up,’ she said in a gentle but authoritative voice, and pushed me towards the kitchen. Tom stepped forward and propelled me away with his hand at the small of my back, and before I knew it my papa was being helped (well mostly carried) up the stairs, and I was alone in the kitchen with Tom. 
 
   Tom went to the kettle and started filling it whilst I stood next to the cake on the counter, nervously wringing my hands. 
 
   ‘I need to take Papa home,’ I said, totally panicked. My brain was completely unable to process Papa in Tom’s family’s gorgeous home. I mean he’d made the house smell and he was so obviously drunk. I wasn’t sure about family Christmas protocol at the Longleys’, but I was sure it didn’t normally involve a homeless alcoholic invading their living room. 
 
   I mean there were children here for goodness sake. Although thinking back on it I had to admit that, instead of shocked, the kids (especially of course Benji) looked fascinated. To my horror I felt the wet on my cheeks and realized I was crying. I rarely cried unless I was alone, but now I’d started I didn’t seem to be able to stop. 
 
   Something was building up in my chest, a feeling I couldn’t identify. It was a mixture of panic and despair and loss, and it felt like the feeling was overtaking me and I would burst at any second. My shoulders started shaking and before I knew it I had released a small sob. 
 
   Suddenly I wasn’t leaning against the counter anymore. I was crushed against a warm, hard chest, my tears soaking into his shirt. 
 
   Rivers and rivers of tears. 
 
   I was crying for Papa, whom however hard I tried I never seemed to be able to help, for Mamma, and for the loss of everything I had with Tom. Thinking of Tom jerked me out of my hysteria and made me conscious of my position. My face was planted firmly in his chest and my hands were clutching his shirt like I was trying to burrow into him. I pulled away. He tried to hold me to him, but I jerked viciously until I was free of his arms, then flew across the kitchen and spun around to face him. Everything was building up and I felt like I was going to explode.
 
   ‘I have to leave,’ I gritted out, my arms straight down my sides and my hands balled into tight fists.
 
   ‘Frankie,’ he said cautiously, taking a step towards me, but I held my hand up to ward him.
 
   And that was then I lost it.
 
   ‘Don’t you think I’ve been humiliated enough today? Are you satisfied now? Have you paid me back enough for dumping you yet?’
 
   ‘What-?’
 
   ‘You bring me here like a bloody charity case to your family who obviously can’t stand me. You…you confuse me all day with sitting close and your stupid arm at the back of my chair. Then, just to round off the whole demeaning day, you answer my phone to my pissed-up father and give him directions to your house.’
 
   ‘I didn’t bring you here to humiliate you Frankie. I didn’t want you to spend Christmas alone, I- ‘
 
   ‘Pity then,’ I cut him off, throwing my hands up in exasperation. ‘So much better.’ 
 
   ‘Not out of pity,’ he said his gentle voice losing some of its patience. ‘I care about you.’
 
   ‘You don’t even like me,’ I said dismissively.
 
   ‘Frankie don’t-’
 
   ‘Oh, you had me fooled for a while you know,’ I said. ‘All that persistence, all that faked interest, making me think my shyness was cute and not ridiculous. God, you’re so unbelievably gorgeous my hormones just did the rest of the work for you.’
 
   ‘I didn’t fake anything with you,’ he clipped, his patience now completely gone.
 
   ‘Whatever, I bet you’re all delighted to be rid of me now. What a lucky escape.’
 
   ‘Of course I’m not glad. I bloody love you!’ he shouted. 
 
   I felt the blood run out of my face and I took a small step back. A few seconds that felt like hours passed until I managed to muster a response to his latest outrageous assertion.
 
   ‘Don’t…don’t say something you don’t mean,’ I whispered, fear threaded through my voice. ‘You…you said you didn’t care about me; you told me the other day how annoying I can be.’
 
   ‘Jesus, Frankie,’ he raked both his hands through his hair and took a step towards me, but stopped when I held up my hand, warding him off again. ‘Why do you always believe the bad stuff and forget the rest? You said yourself what a spoiled brat I am-’
 
   ‘I didn’t mean-’
 
   ‘I know you didn’t,’ he said softly. ‘I know you said it to push me away. I recognize your dad from that night outside your flat. Why did you think you couldn’t tell me? Did you think it would make a difference to me? I don’t care who your dad is or what he does. Its you I care about.’
 
   ‘You say that, but if we’d stayed together do you think your family would be happy having a cozy Christmas with me and my drunk, homeless papa?’
 
   ‘Yes,’ he flashed back immediately, totally assured that this would be exactly what would happen. ‘They love you too Frankie.’
 
   ‘They don’t know me. You don’t know me,’ I said, my voice breaking as a fresh wave of tears threatened. ‘You’re a good man. Your family are good people. I’ve never had…’ I took a deep breath. ‘Gio and Gabriella tried after Papa left and Mamma lost it, but I’ve never known how amazing a real family can feel. None of you deserve someone like me making things…complicated.’
 
   ‘I like complicated. I like anything that comes with you.’
 
   ‘Do you know how my mamma died?’ I asked frantically, and Tom’s head jerked at the abrupt change of subject. I didn’t let him answer. I knew Lou wouldn’t have said anything and I had always skirted the issue when it came up. ‘Liver failure. Alcoholic liver disease. Papa’s going the same way; I can feel it. Do you know he comes into A&E? Head injuries, choking on his own vomit. Lizzy knows to call me down. I have to drag him home, clean him up, and convince him to stay for a few days if I can, with me sleeping on the sofa. Are you keen to take on someone with that kind of baggage following her around?’
 
   ‘You love your father?’ His question threw me and I frowned, cocking my head to the side.
 
   ‘Of course I love him,’ I rasped tears still streaming down my face. ‘Deep down he’s the same fun, caring wonderful Papa I knew as a child, but it’s buried under addiction.’
 
   ‘Then I’ll love him too,’ he returned, crossing his arms across his chest, a stubborn expression on his face. ‘And I have a spare room. When you move in with me you won’t have to sleep on the sofa when he stays.’ I opened my mouth to speak but he was far from done. ‘I’m tired of hearing you put yourself down Frankie. You are not weak and pathetic; I’d say you’re the strongest person I’ve ever met, along with the kindest, most stubborn-’
 
   ‘I don’t…I can’t…’ I broke off, staring at him in shock and trying to absorb his words.
 
   ‘Now, I know your self-confidence is an issue, but I’m afraid it’s something you need to sort out before we have children. They can’t learn to have confidence in themselves without their mum setting an example.’ My mouth dropped open at this latest pronouncement and Tom started moving towards me again. ‘I want at least three by the way,’ he added for good measure. My jaw was working soundlessly but I couldn’t form words. My brain was frozen on the images of gorgeous miniature Toms swarming around my feet. I didn’t even have the wherewithal to protest as he took me into his arms, brushed his lips against mine and then smiled down at me. ‘They’ve got to be girls though.’
 
   ‘What?’ I breathed, totally losing the train of the conversation.
 
   ‘Need to even out the numbers,’ he explained. 
 
   Just then I heard a high-pitched shriek. The kitchen door swung open, and a very obviously eavesdropping Sarah and Mary fell through. 
 
   ‘I told you not to lean too heavily on it,’ Sarah snapped at her mum. They both grin sheepishly at me as they picked themselves up off the floor. I noticed that Mary’s eyes were filled with tears and she was swiping self-consciously at her cheeks. 
 
   She looked at Tom and I for a moment then stepped forward, pulling me out of his arms and snatching me up in a fierce hug. Sarah also ended up losing the battle with her tears and threw her arms around both of us. After a minute Mary disengaged and started swiping at her face with more vigour, trying to regain her composure. She was a non-nonsense Englishwoman and I doubted that she often gave in to emotional displays. 
 
   ‘Lemon juice,’ Sarah said into the silence.
 
   ‘W-what?’ I stammered.
 
   ‘Lemon juice,’ she stated again. ‘It helps create a hostile environment for the male sperm,’ she explained. ‘Got to use it in your foof though, and you’ve got to do the whole timing-sex-thing-’
 
   ‘Sarah for goodness sake!’ Mary snapped, although her face looked suspiciously curious, and I had no doubt that she planned on doing her own research in order to ensure a female grandchild. ‘Right Tom,’ she clapped her hands at him. ‘Get on with the tea will you, we’re all waiting.’
 
   When we all emerged from the kitchen it was to a much sweeter smelling Papa, dressed in Tom’s dad’s clothes and looking a good deal more sober. To my surprise he had Finlay on his knee, and was bouncing him singing an Italian nursery rhyme. In fact all the boys seemed to love him and I could see some of my old Papa in the way he was with them. 
 
   At the end of the day Mary announced that Papa was staying with them that night, telling me, ‘Oh, it’s all sorted dear. The spare room is made up and he’s promised to help me with the church jumble sale tomorrow.’ 
 
   By that stage I had realized that the Longleys had all claimed me, and they were not letting me go. Having heard me describe looking after Papa and sleeping on my sofa when he stayed, they made it clear that they were going to share that burden despite how I demurred. 
 
   ‘Thomas G. Longley wants my babies,’ I said into his chest when we were curled up in my bed later that night. 
 
   ‘Maybe we should just practice for the time being,’ he said, a satisfied grin on his face matching my own. ‘We have to wait until we’re married before we start firing them out you know or my mum will kill me.’
 
   ‘Married?’ I breathed.
 
   ‘Of course,’ he said, lazily dragging his fingers up and down my arm resting on his chest. ‘I don’t want to deal with any wedding bullshit though. Let mum organize it and I’ll show up on the day wearing a morning suit.’
 
   ‘Are you...are you asking me to marry you?’
 
   His brows drew together and he shifted so he could see my face, ‘No.’
 
   ‘No?’
 
   ‘No, I’m not asking; I’m telling.’ My eyebrows shot up into my hairline.
 
   ‘You are the most arrogant, assuming-’
 
   ‘You love it,’ he said cheekily and I huffed, shoving my face back into his chest.
 
   ‘I love you,’ I admitted softly after a minute’s pause.
 
   ‘I know,’ he said smugly and I rolled my eyes. ‘You told me when you were pissed, ages ago,’ he explained. ‘Although, that was when I was still acting like a tosser. Now that you know the real wonderful me in all my glory, I expect you’ve got a little shrine to me hidden somewhere around here.’ 
 
   ‘Loser.’
 
   ‘Loser that you love.’
 
   ‘Whatever.’
 
   As I was drifting off to sleep something occurred to me that I’d wanted to ask for the last ten years.
 
   ‘What does the G stand for?’ I asked.
 
   ‘What?’ he rumbled sleepily.
 
   ‘The G in your name; what does it stand for?’
 
   ‘Sleeping now,’ he grumbled, patting my face to encourage me to do the same.
 
   ‘No, please just tell me.’ 
 
   He sighed.
 
   ‘If you must know, Mum thought I looked like such an angel when I was born that she called me Gabriel,’ he finally said reluctantly, and I burst out laughing into his chest. 
 
   ‘That’s almost worse than Gankface,’ I told him through my laughter.
 
   


  
 



Epilogue
 
   A beautiful life
 
   ‘Gabby,’ Frankie said in a low warning tone. 
 
   That tone of voice was one of the many changes Tom had noticed in her over the last two years. Gone was any trace of hesitancy or any fearful looks over his reactions. Gone was the underlying tension in her that he hadn’t even noticed was there before. But now that it was gone, and he had all of her with no holding back, the difference was huge. 
 
   It had taken a while, but once she saw that he wasn’t going anywhere she gradually relaxed. Even last night, when their door was hammered on at two in the morning, and they had to get a fairly steaming Marco into the spare room without waking the baby, she hadn’t flinched. In the early days an incident like that would have sent her into a tailspin, but now she just shrugged it off and put it behind her. 
 
   Even now with Marco still hung-over upstairs she didn’t seem to give it a second thought, more focused on the fact they were late. Tom had only realized the full extent of Frankie’s support of Marco once he had convinced her to move in with him. She gave him a regular allowance and he would turn up at her flat at all hours if he needed a place to crash. 
 
   Frankie, Tom, Gio and Gabriella, and Tom’s parents had all tried to convince him to sober up and get his life back to no avail. But since the arrival of Lucy, Tom had noticed a change in him. This week Marco had even announced his intention to go to an AA meeting. It could all come to nothing; Tom knew that the stats were against Marco. But maybe, just maybe having his first grandchild around had given him some inspiration. 
 
   ‘You are not going like that,’ she was standing in front of him, blocking the door, glowering at his shirt, and then down at his flip-flops. Sometimes, Tom thought, it would be nice to have the old more amenable, nervous Frankie back. Lucy started waving her chubby arms and blowing raspberries and Frankie smiled at her on Tom’s hip, and then frowned. ‘Did you give her that chocolate cake?’
 
   ‘Um…’ Tom belatedly looked Lucy over and realized she might be a tad bit covered in chocolate icing, ‘No?’ Frankie rolled her eyes and snatched Lucy out of his arms.
 
   ‘You’re lucky your sister is a maniac and bought three christening outfits for her,’ she mumbled as she grabbed the baby wipes and started swiping at a less than impressed Lucy, who was frantically trying to twist away and avoid any attempts at clean up. 
 
   In Tom’s opinion his daughter was the most beautiful nine-month-old he’d ever seen. She had thick dark hair and eyelashes like her mother, and his blue eyes. Despite the fact that Frankie’s foo-foo was lemon juice free when they conceived (the conception being somewhat of an accident before the wedding) she still managed to give birth to a much-awaited Longley girl, to everybody’s unbridled delight. 
 
   ‘You,’ Frankie pointed at him, ‘upstairs, shirt, tie, actual shoes. And you,’ she pointed at Lucy who was now secured to her hip. Frankie’s stern expression melted into a smile, ‘Kisses,’ Lucy obediently leaned into her and planted a big kiss on Frankie’s lips (her new trick), ‘and change. Then we’ve got to go, Lou is going to kill us.’ Her stern expression was slightly ruined by the copious amounts of icing Lucy had transferred onto her face. 
 
   ‘But it’s sunny,’ Tom whined.
 
   ‘Even if it was forty degrees and the christening was actually being held in Hawaii, a Hawaiian shirt and flip flops would still be pushing it. In an Welsh village church in spring, no chance.’ 
 
   Tom sighed and scuffed his shoe on the floor grumpily, ‘I don’t even have to wear a stupid tie at work why does it-?’
 
   ‘Tom,’ Frankie said firmly, ‘there aren’t any infection control issues at “All Saints church” that I know of. Everyone else will be wearing a tie and your mum will-’
 
   ‘Okay,’ Tom cut her off. He knew exactly what his mum would do if he turned up like this. ‘I’ll change but first…kisses?’
 
   Lucy launched herself into his arms and gave him a huge icing covered kiss/headbutt. He turned to Frankie. ‘I’m waiting.’ She rolled her eyes and leaned in, no doubt with the intention of a quick kiss but Tom snatched her around the waist and lifted her up, spinning both her and a giggling Lucy around. Something Lucy was well used to in her short life.
 
   *****
 
   Benji shifted on his seat. Churches were boring, boring, boring. Mummy had told him to sit still and wait, but he felt like he’d been sitting on the bench for days now. Uncle Tom and Auntie Frankie were late, which Benji knew meant he’d have to sit still for even longer. He twisted around for what felt like the millionth time to look at the back doors of the church, and leapt to his feet when he saw Papa Marco. 
 
   Ignoring Granny who was shouting for him to sit back down, he raced to the back of the church and grabbed Papa Marco’s hand, dragging him back to where he was sitting. 
 
   Benji loved Papa Marco. He was fun, and wise, and really, really old, and had the best stories ever. Sometimes he smelt funny, and Benji knew that he was ill cause he’d seen him getting sick in the toilet at Uncle Tom’s house and at Granny’s house before. But today Papa Marco smelt okay and didn’t look sick, so Benji decided that if he had to sit still in a boring church for ages he was going to do it next to Papa Marco. 
 
   ‘Tell me about the donkey again Papa Marco,’ he demanded as he pulled him down into the pew between him and Jack.
 
   ‘Let me see,’ said Papa Marco with his funny accent. ‘Where were we? Ah yes, my donkey Mario had just kicked my suocera in the bottom-’
 
   ‘What’s suocera?’
 
   ‘It is my wife’s mamma, and if anyone deserved to be kicked in the bottom it was this woman. She was…ah, boys we are starting, look.’ Jack and Benji both looked up to the front of the church. 
 
   The large congregation had fallen silent and he could see Uncle Tom at the front of the church; he had Lucy in one arm and his other around Auntie Frankie. Standing up at the front with them were Lou and Dylan on one side, and Mummy and Daddy on the other. 
 
   Lou and Dylan were also on Benji’s list of favourite people. They were both over at Uncle Tom and Auntie Frankie’s house all the time, and now that Tom had to do loads of stupid baby things for Lucy, Dylan played tons of rugby with Benji in their garden. Lou made Benji laugh so much that he even peed himself a little bit once (something he had to hide from Jack who if he’d known would have told everyone, he was such a tattletale). 
 
   Unlike Jack though, Benji was not a tattletale. In fact, only yesterday he had seen Lou and Dylan kissing in the kitchen (which, by the way, was gross and weird especially as they seemed to fight most of the time). Dylan had caught him and sworn him to secrecy. Benji was happy to keep a secret, especially if it meant he knew something Jack didn’t (and the tenner Dylan had slipped him didn’t hurt either; as far as blackmail went this was not Benji’s first rodeo). Yes, Benji thought with a smug little smile, this situation could work out pretty well for him if they wanted him to keep quiet; there was that new hot wheel track he’d had his eye on for a while now. 
 
   ‘She’ll cry in a minute you know,’ he told Papa Marco.
 
   ‘She will?’ he asked, his eyebrows going up.
 
   ‘They all do,’ Benji declared ominously. He was an expert on christenings. Baby Thomas had screamed his head off when the vicar poured water on him, so much so that in the end he had actually puked. The vicar covered in puke, and the chaos that ensued was in Benji’s opinion by far the best bit of the whole thing. On cue Lucy started wailing as the vicar poured a cup of water over her forehead from the font. 
 
   ‘I baptize you Luciana Mary Longley…’ the vicar droned on above the screaming. To his shock he noticed that Papa Marco had also started crying. What could have made him sad?
 
   ‘Um…Papa Marco? You okay?’ he asked tentatively. 
 
   ‘Yes, yes. I am fine Benito.’ Benji had no idea why Papa Marco called him Benito but he had given up trying to correct him. 
 
   ‘But…’ Benji paused, looking at the tears streaming down Papa Marco’s face. ‘You’re crying,’ he whispered, not wanting to alert anyone else to this mortifying fact and thus embarrass Papa Marco.
 
   ‘Happy tears Benito, happy tears,’ he reassured him, giving him a watery smile. ‘You know I once knew a Luciana. She was the most beautiful girl in my village in Italy. I dreamed of her, and only her, from the moment I realized what girls were really for.’
 
   ‘Girls aren’t good for anything,’ Benji told him confidently. ‘They’re boring and they have nits cause their hair is so long.’ 
 
   Papa Marco chuckled softly. ‘One day Benito you will be singing a different tune,’ he sighed deeply. ‘It will be your downfall but also your salvation. My Luciana gave me a beautiful life and a beautiful daughter. She forgave me many things. Not least, my dear Benito, a donkey kicking her mother in the arse.’ Benji snorted with laughter and earned a glare from Granny who was in the pew in front. ‘Now she lives on still and this makes me happy.’
 
   ‘I think you’re also a little sad,’ Benji said in a small voice. He was a perceptive child.
 
   ‘That too,’ Papa Marco conceded with another sigh. ‘Ragazzo intelligente.’
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘Did anyone ever tell you, you are clever boy?’
 
   ‘Granny calls me an evil genius,’ Benji said proudly and Papa Marco chuckled again. 
 
   When Benji looked back up at to the front he rolled his eyes when he saw the Auntie Frankie was crying as well. What was with everyone today? Although he wasn’t that surprised, Auntie Frankie was really soppy. When Uncle Tom curled her into him and kissed the top of her head Benji was glad. Auntie Frankie was one of his top best favourite people of all time. She was pretty, funny, kind, and told the best bedtime stories ever. Benji was glad she had Uncle Tom to look after her when him and Jack weren’t around. 
 
   As Dylan walked back to his seat he caught Benji’s eye and winked. Benji noticed that Lou sat on the other end of the pew and avoided looking at Benji or Dylan. 
 
   Yes, Benji thought to himself, a new hot wheel track was definitely on the horizon.
 
    
 
   Thank you so much for reading ‘Broken Heart Syndrome’. If you have a moment please leave a review; they are so unbelievably important and really appreciated. 
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Chapter 1
 
   Silent tears
 
   The first sensation that Dylan registered was the warmth under his hand. As he swam up towards full consciousness he also noticed the softness on his face and the delicious smell surrounding him. His head was buried in soft wavy blond hair with an incredible, yet weirdly familiar, fresh citrusy scent, and as he looked down he saw that his hand was splayed possessively over a toned female stomach. 
 
   He groaned. Why oh why was he continually as horny as a three-balled tomcat? Whoever it was he’d shagged last night he knew it would bite him in the arse. If he weren’t careful he would succeed in alienating the entire female staff of every hospital in South Wales before his rotation was over. The last three months he had been at his most prolific, spurred on by the mind numbing boredom of elderly care. 
 
   Could he make a stealthy exit without waking her up? As he started shifting on the bed he felt her begin to stir. So much for a ninja-style-stealthy-minimal-confrontation-escape. He closed his eyes in resignation, and felt the stabbing pain behind them and the telltale badger-mouth, which explained his memory loss and recent stupidity. 
 
   Why didn’t he stop at a few social wets? Especially on a mess night out. Another wave of recognition swept through him as he breathed in the citrusy scent and his eyes shot open. He started sweating what was most likely pure alcohol as he stared down in horror at the woman who was now turning to nuzzle into his shoulder and drape her arm across his stomach, making a little low noise of contentment. 
 
   Christ, he’d really gone and ruddy done it now.
 
   Or had he?
 
   He frantically wracked his brain for his memory of the night before. Lou and Frankie had been completely smashed. He remembered doing a couple of shots with them, telling Lou to dial it down and being poked pretty painfully in his chest for his trouble. He remembered snogging that physio he’d had his eye on for a while, but getting distracted by all the blokes around them openly leering at Lou and Frankie on the dance floor. 
 
   From that point on everything was a little hazy. He had a few flashes of half carrying Lou through the bar whilst being furious with her for getting in that state and essentially cock-blocking him, seeing as he had to drag her home. 
 
   Her breasts were pushing up against his chest now and her leg had draped itself over his under the duvet, which only served to intensify his alcohol sweats. Dylan wasn’t blind, he knew that a half-naked Lou was most men’s idea of a wet dream, and yes, of course he himself had on occasion had the odd impure thought when it came to her. 
 
   To be honest there were very few females that Dylan hadn’t at some stage visualized having sex with. Even his piano teacher when he was twelve, Mrs Allcock, despite her graying hair, dodgy front teeth and penchant for congealed bright red lipstick, was not completely safe from the odd dirty thought (although Dylan thoroughly blamed her name for the direction of his daydreaming whilst trying to muddle through his scales under her watchful, heavily made-up eye). 
 
   However this particular female, who was currently plastered over his front, was very much off limits. There was a huge difference between thinking about doing something (or someone) and actually doing it. 
 
   Weirdly in the last three months since working with Lou he had been having more and more disturbing thoughts about her. He blamed her proximity and the sheer boredom of the job he was being forced to endure. Hell, the daily multidisciplinary team meeting was enough time for Dylan to construct an elaborate fantasy involving a much more amenable Lou than was typical, and a conveniently empty treatment room/office/registrar computer room/the underneath of the ward clerk’s desk/the store cupboard on the geris ward. 
 
   Okay so it had recently become somewhat of an obsession with Dylan, but that didn’t mean that he should ever have actually followed through. Lou was a big pain in the arse, but she, together with Frankie, were his best friends. Yes it was a bit weird to have female best friends, but Mike (his male best friend and not male partner as might be suggested by the whole female best friend thing) lived in London now, and the four of them had been inseparable at Uni. 
 
   At first, after falling head over heel for Frankie, Dylan had pushed the foursome thing to spend more time with her. But after two years of getting nowhere he realized that he had three best friends who knew him better than anyone, and that two of them were female. 
 
   When he got over Frankie he was actually pretty pleased with the dynamic. Mike had a girlfriend from school throughout Uni, and was so loyal and in love with her (they were now married) that he may as well have been a eunuch, so none of the four of them had ever shagged or even snogged. However much Dylan fantasized about sex with Lou he wouldn’t risk the friendship, and to be quite honest she would be a high maintenance nightmare as a girlfriend. He liked quiet, slightly shy, softly spoken women, not obnoxiously posh, brash, foul-mouthed, bolshie ball-breakers. 
 
   Terror flooded him as he watched her eyelids flicker open. She was smiling slightly, and looked so unbelievably beautiful and somehow vulnerable, that for a moment he couldn’t quite believe she was the same harpy he knew. She squeezed his stomach, and her head slowly tipped back so her eyes could meet his. 
 
   ‘Bloody hell,’ he swore, his voice loaded with regret. Her smile faded and that look of vulnerability was quickly replaced by her familiar defiant, take-no-bullshit expression. 
 
   ‘Please tell me we didn’t…?’ he started to plead. Something flashed across her face, and for a moment she looked almost in pain, but her next words were said in a reassuringly careless way. 
 
   ‘Calm down Dildo. As if I would allow my lady parts to have any contact with your disease ridden toothpick size excuse for a wiener.’ 
 
   He heaved out a heavy sigh of relief. He most certainly did not need another balls up to add to his cluster fuck of a personal life at the moment. 
 
   ‘Babes,’ he said patiently, ‘you and I both know that the junk in my trunk is most definitely the real deal; you’ve seen it often enough.’
 
   ‘Ugh.’ Lou pushed away from his chest and sat up in bed next to him. ‘Only because you and your rugby buddies are such narcissistic freaks that you think everyone in the bar wants to see you drinking pints with your trousers down, and then wrestling half naked on the sticky floor. You do know it smacks of repressed homosexuality don’t you? All those showers and baths together…’
 
   ‘Babes, calm yourself,’ Dylan interrupted, patting her on the head. ‘You don’t want to get yourself all worked up imagining all that lush man flesh whilst we’re having a cwtch* in bed. I wouldn’t want you to pounce on me in my weakened state.’  
 
   ‘Gah! You. Are. A. Disgusting. Sick. Deluded. Pervert.’
 
   ‘Don’t get all gushy on me babes, you know it only embarrasses me.’ Lou snorted and crossed her arms under her chest as Dylan ran his hands down his face. ‘My head feels like there’s a Frenchman living in it.’
 
   ‘Series two,’ Lou put in quickly. They were both well used to this game now and if either of them ever missed a quote they would never hear the end of it.
 
   ‘Episode?’
 
   ‘Chains.’
 
   ‘Well played.’ 
 
   They sat in silence for a moment staring at the opposite wall.
 
   ‘Jesus, you’ve still got that collage up of our elective,’ Dylan said suddenly, making Lou jump. ‘That must have been eight years ago now.’
 
   ‘Well those views were gorgeous,’ Lou said defensively.
 
   ‘Yes babes, yes they were,’ Dylan replied, and Lou rolled her eyes at his smug expression.
 
   ‘I mean aside from the loser whose fat head is blocking half the shot in some of them.’
 
   ‘Some of them?’ Dylan spluttered. ‘I think you’ll find I’m the main attraction of that whole collage, in fact it’s like a montage of me.’ 
 
   He felt Lou stiffen beside him and he laughed. Above all things he loved to wind her up. Sometimes it felt like winding Lou up was his life’s calling. He’d even found himself wishing that he were at Lou’s flat winding her up of an evening when he was out with a girl. This for Dylan was beyond bizarre since he also considered sex one of his life’s callings, and him thinking a night of guaranteed no action would be more fun than an (admittedly boring) evening ending in the horizontal tango was just plain weird. ‘That beach was awesome mind. All those freaky pink shells. Remember the time we watched the sun come up after we’d stayed up in that little beach bar?’
 
   ‘Mmmhmm,’ was Lou’s only response but he saw her nod her head.
 
   ‘Where were Frankie and Mike again?’
 
   ‘They were tired I think, you guys had just climbed Killy.’
 
   ‘Pussies.’ 
 
   Lou snorted, ‘Yeah.’
 
   Then Dylan had another flash of memory. A drunk Frankie swaying on the dance floor came to mind.
 
   ‘How pissed was Frankie last night?’ he asked. ‘She never lets herself get that steaming.’ Dylan had practically made an art of watching Frankie over the years, and he knew that slamming back shots and letting drunk cardiothoracic surgeons maul her on the dance floor was not her style. Hardly surprising really, what with her mum and Papa Marco. He suddenly tensed with worry. ‘She did make it home okay didn’t she Lou?’
 
   Lou sighed. ‘I’m not a completely crap friend you know. I wouldn’t have left her there in the state she was in. Truth was that Weasel Gankface got to her first and practically carried her home. Far as I know he’s still here.’ 
 
   Dylan let out a breath that he didn’t even realized he’d been holding. Caring for and worrying about Frankie had become somewhat of a religion to him, and even though he’d given up long ago on her loving him back it was still a tricky habit to break. 
 
   ‘He cares about her you know,’ Lou said quietly into the silence that followed. ‘You should tell her.’
 
   ‘Yeah, I know,’ Dylan replied in a small voice. Of all the stupid things he did at Uni keeping Frankie and Tom apart was by far the worst (and that was saying something seeing as he had once been caught rolling around in profiteroles, barking like a dog at the Dean’s wife, with his testicles hanging out at one of the rugby balls). 
 
   ‘She’ll forgive you,’ Lou continued. ‘You know she will, that’s just her nature.’ 
 
   Yup: sweet, caring, quietly funny, insightful, beautiful, forgiving. 
 
   Argh! He almost went to smack himself on the forehead. 
 
   Must not obsess over Frankie anymore. 
 
   It’s been years. 
 
   Enough. 
 
   It seemed like Lou was going in for a reassuring hug, but she chickened out at the last minute and performed an awkward head pat instead, much like he had done a minute ago. For some reason Dylan found physical contact with Lou awkward, even more so over the last few months. His eyes drifted down to her pink lace encased breasts (her nightwear was like something you’d expect a Vegas show girl to wear during a burlesque performance) and unfortunately he felt his body start to react.
 
   ‘Right,’ he blurted out, scrambling off the bed and making a grab for his phone. ‘It’s bloody half five in the morning. I better go sleep on the sofa or we’ll have the piss ripped out of us all day. How did we end up like this anyway? We must have been really outers to fall asleep together.’
 
   ‘Yes, well at least neither of us remember too much about it,’ Lou said stiffly. She had her arms wrapped round herself on the bed now and wasn’t meeting his eyes. Dylan had the nagging feeling that he was missing something. 
 
   ‘Look, babes are you sure that nothing…?’
 
   ‘Of course not you numpty,’ Lou gave him a bright smile, which he thought somehow looked slightly forced. ‘Don’t get your knickers in a twist; you know I wouldn’t touch you with a barge pole.’ Dylan hesitated then decided that his uneasy feelings were most likely the result of hung-over paranoia. 
 
   ‘Oh, well thank Christ for that,’ he huffed out whilst pulling on his trousers and searching around for his t-shirt. ‘That really would be the bloody last thing we need at the moment.’
 
   ‘Yeah, absolutely,’ Lou agreed, her voice sounding slightly raspy.
 
   ‘You getting a cold babes?’
 
   ‘No just standard hung-over hedgehog shat down my throat,’ she replied. ‘Now can you please bugger off so I can get some sleep.’
 
   ‘I’m going now…’ 
 
   ‘In a minute,’ they both said together. ‘Your turn of phrase is so predictable Dildo. I do hope that you and your countrymen realize that “now, in a minute” makes no real sense.’ 
 
   Dylan held his hands up in front of him in surrender, finally located his t-shirt and pulling it over his head. Having dismissed him he saw Lou turn away and sink back down under the covers. 
 
   He closed the door softly and was about to make for the sofa when his stomach started grumbling and he noticed the cake on the stand. 
 
   What did Frankie say about that cake stand? He thought as he sidled up to the kitchen counter. The bloody thing was huge; surely she wouldn’t miss a couple of slices. He used a surprisingly lifelike looking sugar-flower to scoop up some frosting and popped the whole lot into his mouth, before scouring the kitchen for some milk and a knife.
 
   *****
 
   Lou waited until she heard Dylan leave, and then sat up. After staring blankly at the collage on her wall for a minute she quietly swung out of bed and padded to the door. She carefully turned the lock and after she was sure it was secure she crept over to her wardrobe. Pushing the mountain of clothes that had accumulated on the floor of it aside, she extracted a small dog-eared shoebox, which she took back to bed. 
 
   Once she was sitting up with her legs under the covers she pulled off the lid and started delicately pulling out the tattered photographs, which she laid out around her. At the bottom of the box was a small pink and white shell. She turned it over and over in her hands for a moment before gripping it firmly in one of her fists, which she brought up to her chest. With her other hand she reached for one of the photos and traced the shape of the face dominating it with her index finger, before grabbing the pillow that Dylan had been sleeping on and bringing it up to her face. 
 
   She hugged the pillow and inhaled deeply before letting the silent tears track down her cheeks. For the longest time she remained absolutely still except for the deep breaths she took from the pillow as her tears started to soak into the material. Her eyelids started drooping as the first light of dawn began to shine through her window, and she finally succumbed to sleep lying in the middle of her photos, holding the small pink shell, with her face buried in the pillow she was still clutching like her life depended on it.
 
    
 
   Click below to view ‘Sticks and Stones’ on Amazon.
 
   http://www.amazon.co.uk/Sticks-Stones-Susie-Tate-ebook/dp/B00Q51UC5G/ref=sr_1_11?ie=UTF8&qid=1416994705&sr=8-11&keywords=sticks+and+stones
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