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Chapter 1
 
   Don’t worry about it; I’ll order curry
 
    
 
   ‘Auntie Katie?’
 
   ‘Yes, honey.’
 
   ‘What’s the point of this?’
 
   Katie sighed. ‘The point is that there is no point,’ she replied, feeling the cold seeping through her coat into her back.
 
   ‘You’re weird,’ Jack said, his tone that of a patient but exasperated parent (a little insulting, seeing as he was in fact only eight years old).
 
   ‘You’re the weird one. You’re a kid for Christ’s sake; you’re supposed to love doing stupid stuff. Anyway it’ll be worth it when Benji freaks out.’
 
   ‘Auntie Katie, I don’t think you’re supposed to say “Christ” in front of us when you’re babysitting, and you’re definitely not supposed to be trying to freak us out.’
 
   ‘Oh come on,’ she scoffed, ‘you can’t wait to see the look on his face either.’ 
 
   ‘Flap flap. Flap flap,’ squealed Baby Thomas, who was lying sprawled on his back on top of Katie’s stomach and chest, his arms and legs spread wide inside his snowsuit like a cute, chubby starfish. The title ‘Baby Thomas’ was slightly misleading seeing as he was actually a very well built two-year-old; but until the next Davis child was born he was stuck with it.
 
   ‘Okay, gorgeous,’ Katie said, kissing the top of his bobble hat as she resumed flapping her arms and legs up and down through the snow. 
 
   Three-year-old Finlay giggled from her other side. ‘Auntie Waitie funny,’ he said, squirming up to a half-sitting position so he could plant a snotty kiss on her mouth, then flopping back into the snow. Before she could recover from that particular assault, a handful of snow was dumped onto her face, covering her eyes and nose. With a snot-filled mouth and an ice-filled nose, breathing became an issue and she was forced to struggle up to a sitting position (tricky, as Baby Thomas was fairly solid) so she could wipe off her face, spit out the snow and snot, and take in some much needed oxygen. 
 
   ‘What on earth?’ A woman’s voice cut through Katie’s splutters. 
 
   When she managed to clear the snow from her eyes she was confronted by a very large pair of black boots planted in the deep snow directly in front of her. Katie blinked in confusion; the owner of the boots was quite obviously not the owner of the voice. Her eyes travelled up the long, jeans-covered legs and over the bulky torso clad in only a black jumper. When they finally came to rest on his face, she took in a deep breath of exasperation. Dark eyes were staring down at her like she was a particularly nasty strain of Ebola just waiting to strike. His strong, stubble-covered jawline was clenched tight, and Katie could almost feel the disgust radiating off him at being this close to her. The height difference between them had always made her feel intimidated, but now, with her sprawled on the floor at his feet, she felt at even more of a disadvantage. 
 
   ‘Katie,’ he forced out, managing a semi-polite nod in her direction. His expression softened as he looked down at the children, the side of his mouth pulling up into a small smile. ‘Boys.’ 
 
   ‘Uncle Sam!’ Jack shouted, scrambling up from his position lying in the snow to greet his hero. Finlay wasn’t far behind and they both flew upright, rushing over to Sam’s legs and colliding with them head on. Only Baby Thomas remained loyal, and that was simply due to the fact Katie still had him hugged against her chest, despite his squirming. 
 
   ‘Sam?’ Katie heard the woman’s voice from before ask, and now looked over to see a tall blonde standing next to him in the snow. She was everything Katie would expect to see next to Sam: perfectly made-up face; sleek, immaculately styled hair; and at least five-foot-eleven in her heels. Of course that was still no match for his height, but they looked ridiculously suited nevertheless. There was something familiar about her face and Katie racked her brain to think where she’d seen her before. Realizing she was still sprawled at their feet, she pushed herself up to standing rather awkwardly, whilst attempting to brush the remaining snow and snot off her face and keep hold of a wriggling Baby Thomas. Uncharacteristically, Sam steadied her with his hand on her elbow, but when it was clear that she was on stable ground and that Baby Thomas was secure on her hip, he pulled back so quickly it was as if it had burned him to touch her. 
 
   ‘Sam, aren’t you going to introduce me to this … person and her delightful children?’ The woman’s posh accent cut through the air again and Katie looked up at her. The way she’d said ‘delightful’ was belied by the revulsion in her eyes as she looked down at Katie and the boys. Katie sighed. Unfortunately this was not an unfamiliar scenario for her: being looked down on by Sam’s numerous Amazonian, cold women had been a regular occurrence over the six years she had known him. If she was honest though, she actually preferred to be sneered at by these supermodel types than have to have a conversation alone with Sam, as that always seemed to be worse. 
 
   ‘They’re not her boys,’ Sam said without even glancing in the woman’s direction. 
 
   Finlay started shouting ‘Up! Up!’ stretching his chubby arms in the air, and Sam gave him a big smile, before sweeping him up into his arms and turning him upside down. 
 
   ‘Where are they?’ he asked, turning back to Katie as he swung a delighted Finlay like a pendulum. 
 
   ‘Rob’s popped out to pick up the wine and Sarah’s having a sleep,’ she explained, dusting the snow off the back of the boys’ coats and trousers.
 
   ‘They said seven,’ he muttered through gritted teeth, turning Finlay the right way up and setting him on his feet. 
 
   ‘Oh no, the party’s not till eight,’ she told him. ‘I volunteered to cook, see. That’s why I’m here this early. Then Sarah was flagging so I said to I’d look after the maniacs so she could lie down.’ 
 
   ‘Lying bastard,’ Katie just about heard him say under his breath, and she took a small step back in response to the fury pouring off him in waves. Amazonian Supermodel Lady seemed oblivious to Sam’s murderous mood and took a step closer to him, curving her hand through the crook of his arm. 
 
   ‘Sam, darling,’ she purred up at him, and he gave a small start, like he’d forgotten she was even there. ‘It’s freezing out here and you still haven’t introduced me.’ Judging by the tension in Sam’s broad frame, Katie guessed that an intro was not top of his agenda and decided to forge into the breach. 
 
   ‘Hi,’ she said, smiling up at the tall woman and sticking out her hand awkwardly, as it was the one holding Baby Thomas on her hip. ‘I’m Katie.’ 
 
   Amazonian Supermodel gave Katie a tight smile and took her hand for the briefest possible moment, saying, ‘Lydia,’ before leaning back into Sam and eyeing a very obviously snotty Baby Thomas, who had reached up to touch her hair. 
 
   Sam looked between Katie and Lydia, then down at the snow-angel imprints in the snow, his face completely blank. He then turned on his heel, taking the boys with him, and stalked up towards the front door of the house. Amazonian Supermodel, a.k.a. Lydia, valiantly kept hold of his arm throughout this manoeuvre (she was pretty nippy for a girl in four-inch-heeled boots). Katie followed along after them feeling like a small yapper-type mongrel following two gorgeous, purebred Alsatians. She nearly ran into Sam’s back as he stopped suddenly in front of the door when he realized he had no way of getting in. Stepping around Sam and the boys, who were still bouncing around his legs, she put the key in the door. 
 
   As soon as the door opened, Katie smelt the burning and swore under her breath as she pushed past them all to get to the kitchen. 
 
   ‘Hot,’ Baby Thomas pointed out helpfully as she pulled the burnt pork joint out of the oven. 
 
   ‘Auntie Katie, you said a bad word,’ Jack said, looking seriously impressed as he rushed into the kitchen, his eyes as wide as saucers.
 
   A light, musical laugh came from behind him, and Katie looked up to see Sam and Lydia striding into the kitchen, her hand still firmly clasped around his arm. ‘I’m not sure what’s de rigueur in terms of home-help nowadays, but it seems a bit of a poor show to attempt to give all the children hypothermia whilst burning the meal and then corrupting their young minds with foul language.’ 
 
   Right, yes, of course, she thinks I’m an employee, Katie thought, and on reflection she couldn’t really blame Lydia: after all, Katie wasn’t exactly dressed for a dinner party, what with her jeans, trainers and huge puffa coat which Rob often commented made her look like a cross between the Michelin Man and a sleeping bag on legs. Put that with the fact that her chocolate brown hair was piled on top of her head in a messy knot, and her mascara was no doubt a thing of the past after the run-in with the snot and snow, and she could understand why Lydia would not even consider that Katie could have a place at a dinner party glamorous enough to attract the likes of Sam. 
 
   Katie would have loved to have offered her a cool smile and explain in an equally posh voice that she was in fact Sarah’s best friend and thus ranked higher in the pecking order than Lydia in many ways. But she knew that her undoubtedly beet-red face and her thick Welsh accent would ruin any attempt at putting this woman in her place. Confrontation was not one of Katie’s strong points. But she did decide to at least defend herself against the hypothermia charge. Didn’t this bitch ever make a snow-angel as a child? Was she actually spawned as the well-groomed, condescending piece of perfection in front of Katie now? 
 
   ‘The boys were wearing their waterproofs,’ she said defensively, as Jack and Finlay came barrelling into the kitchen in just their pyjamas, blonde hair sticking up in all directions after the confinement of their hats. Katie sat Baby Thomas up on the counter in front of her so that she could untangle his podgy, wriggly little body from the confines of its snowsuit. ‘It was just a joke.’ She shrugged. ‘Kind of like a crop circle but in the snow. You see, Benji – that’s their other son – is into aliens and I thought maybe I could make him think for a second that they had landed in the front garden … and … well …’ Katie trailed off, feeling like an idiot.
 
   ‘You were trying to scare a child?’ Lydia’s perfectly sculpted eyebrows were now in her hairline. 
 
   ‘To be fair, he probably had it coming,’ Sam put in as he raked his hands over his face and, as always, avoided eye contact with Katie. She was surprised that he would defend her, but to be honest there was little argument that Benji did indeed have it coming; anyone who had spent any significant time with him would know that. 
 
   ‘I really did,’ Benji said as he sauntered into the kitchen wearing his Angry Birds pyjamas. He put the iPad up on the counter. ‘But you know you’ll have to do better than that, don’t you, Auntie Katie?’ He smirked at her and jumped up onto the counter next to Baby Thomas. ‘I mean, aliens? I was born six and three quarter years ago, not yesterday.’ 
 
   Katie narrowed my eyes at him. ‘I’ll get you back, you little punk.’
 
   ‘Not bloody likely,’ he said, sticking his finger into the icing of the cake Frankie had dropped off earlier and shoving it into his mouth. 
 
   ‘I have my ways to torture the likes of you,’ she told him ominously before lunging in and grabbing him so she could blow raspberries into his neck. 
 
   ‘Get off! Get off me!’ he shrieked, and when Baby Thomas started giggling Katie transferred the raspberry-blowing to his tummy. 
 
   ‘Katie,’ Sarah said as she breezed into the kitchen, totally unfazed by the chaos in front of her. ‘Everything under control as usual I see.’ 
 
   Katie made an eek face at Benji, who just continued to smirk at her. She then swept Baby Thomas off the counter and back onto her hip before facing Sarah. ‘Sare, I –’
 
   ‘Oh Sam!’ Sarah exclaimed, cutting Katie off. ‘You made it. I’m so gl …’ She stopped abruptly as she caught sight of who was holding onto his arm. Sarah frowned and looked between Sam and Lydia for a moment, an expression of exasperation and, bizarrely, even disappointment passing across her face. Katie had no idea what was going on although it was obvious that Sarah had not expected him to bring a date.
 
   ‘Sarah, this is Lydia,’ Sam said, his feet planted wide apart and his eyes stony, almost as if he was challenging her to say something. For the first time since Katie had seen them together, he voluntarily touched Lydia, laying his hand over hers on his arm. Sarah looked for a moment like she was going to rip both their heads off. But years of practice dealing with her children had given her infinite patience, and after a few beats she managed to plaster a fake smile onto her face. 
 
   ‘Lydia, hi. Of course I know who you are. Great work on Hollyoaks by the way,’ she said, extending her hand. 
 
   That was where Katie recognized her from: she was an actress – if you could call Hollyoaks acting – and she was continually in the gossips magazines. Katie thought she could remember seeing a recent picture of her with a really famous Hollywood actor. What was she doing in South Wales? ‘Always a pleasure to meet one of Sam’s girls.’
 
   Lydia frowned at the obvious put-down, but took Sarah’s hand with a fake smile of her own. 
 
   ‘I’ve actually stopped the soaps now,’ she told Sarah whilst they shook hands. ‘I’ve moved into film, you might have seen –’
 
   ‘Katie, why don’t you go and get changed?’ Sarah asked, cutting Lydia off mid-sentence and taking a slowly drooping Baby Thomas off Katie’s hip before transferring him to her own, with his little legs splayed wide to accommodated her bump. Katie eyed the pork joint guiltily and Sarah rolled her eyes. ‘Don’t worry about it. I’ll order curry.’ 
 
   As Katie turned into the corridor she heard Lydia’s voice saying, ‘I’m so sorry but I mistook her for the help; I didn’t realize she was related.’
 
   ‘Oh no, she’s not really their auntie,’ said Sarah. ‘She’s –’
 
   ‘Goodness, I’m so glad,’ interrupted Lydia. ‘I must say I was surprised. I mean, the way she’s dressed … and that accent … makes much more sense that she’s an employee and not a –’
 
   ‘She’s my best friend,’ Sarah cut Lydia off, her voice vibrating with anger. 
 
   Katie stifled a giggle as she trotted off down the corridor. There was no point being offended, and she was sure Lydia would pay for that comment by the end of the night. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 2
 
   Give up on me already
 
    
 
   Katie huffed as she walked back down the corridor in her stocking feet, brushing an unruly curl out of her eyes whilst approaching the sitting-room door. Of all possible items she could have forgotten, it would have to be her bloody hair-straighteners and her heels. Since the birth of GHD in 2000 she had rarely allowed her hair to break out into its natural state. The results could be, quite frankly, alarming. But before she had realized her fatal mistake her hair was wet from the spare room shower and there was no going back (Sarah didn’t own hair straighteners: she barely had time to shove her hair back into an elastic band most days). 
 
   Katie tried to strap the thick mass of curls back into some kind of semblance of order, but it would not be contained, and she had to settle for the ‘Sideshow Bob’ look. If her appearance wasn’t already comical enough, she had also forgotten her heels, without which she would barely even come up to Sarah’s shoulder. 
 
   She caught sight of herself in the hall mirror and stopped for a second, trying to think what she reminded herself of. Depressingly she concluded that she looked like the product of her Great Aunt Gwen’s teacup poodle and an Oompa Loompa, given the fact that her dress was bright orange. She sighed; it wasn’t as though there would be any single guys here tonight anyway. 
 
   ‘What do you think you’re playing at?’ 
 
   Katie jumped when she heard Rob whisper-shout through the open door of the kitchen, wondering what she could possibly have done to put him in that bad a mood. Rob was a pretty mellow guy in her experience. 
 
   ‘Don’t know what you’re on about, mate. Got my invite, I’m here. What more do you want?’ Katie relaxed when she realized that it wasn’t her who had incurred Rob’s wrath but a rather unrepentant-sounding Sam. Feeling a bit guilty to be eavesdropping on their likely work-related barney, she started tiptoeing down the corridor, but came to an abrupt halt at what she heard next. 
 
   ‘Don’t be a prick. You knew why we wanted you to come. How do you think Katie’s gonna feel when she works it out?’
 
   ‘Neither of you said I couldn’t bring a date,’ Sam threw back at him. ‘If I want some guaranteed pussy at the end of my night then that’s my business. Fob her off on one of your other mates. I’ve told you before: I’m not goddamn well interested in someone like her.’
 
   Katie froze. 
 
   Someone like her. What did that mean? She felt her chest squeeze and bile rise into her mouth. Before she knew it two tears had fallen onto her Oompa Loompa dress. Sam might be surly, mean, uncommunicative, and generally a bit of an arsehole, but he was without question the most beautiful man she had ever laid eyes on. The first time she saw him, six years ago, she had thought she was hallucinating. Nobody that attractive could possibly be in her little corner of Wales. The scar that ran from the outside corner of one of his eyes down through his cheek all the way to his jaw was more prominent back then, but that only seemed to add to his appeal. So the fact that he seemed to find her physically repulsive shouldn’t have come as much of a shock. (The first time he laid eyes on her, his were carefully blank before he looked her over and took a rapid step back like she was diseased.) Benji was a baby at the time and he’d been perched on her hip. When she’d shifted him in an attempt to shake Sam’s hand she’d nearly dropped him, causing him to let out adorable baby giggles, and in her embarrassment she had laughed a touch over exuberantly, and then, to add to her mortification, she’d actually snorted. 
 
   Snorted!
 
   And not in an excusable, elegant way. No, this was a wildebeest-like, full-on, room-shaking snort. 
 
   Since then he seemed to have made an art of avoiding her. When he was forced to be in her company he largely ignored her, and he certainly never touched her. In fact he was the only person in her life that she had no physical contact with. She was a touchy-feely person. She hugged, she kissed, she shoulder-patted. But with Sam she had learnt to keep her distance. She only ever saw him through Rob and Sarah. From what she could tell he wasn’t the most social guy, but he was certainly tight with Rob; they’d served in Special Forces together and he was the first man Rob brought in when he was setting up his security company. Now, although they were apparently partners in the business, Sam seemed to be a mostly silent one – always disappearing off for months on end on missions unknown and untalked of. 
 
   Sarah had told Katie that Sam would take the most dangerous security assignments for the company, in addition to ‘freelance stuff’. Katie wasn’t sure whether that was why Sarah had so much respect for Sam and seemed to really care about him and tolerate his often sullen, antisocial behaviour, or whether there was something else. Whenever Katie had questioned her, she had said there was more to Sam than meets the eye and had encouraged her to give him a chance. 
 
   As far as Katie was concerned he could be the toughest commando since Rambo, but moody and brooding were not on her list of top ten attributes in people to spend time with. The strange thing was that despite Sam’s obvious dislike for Katie, Sarah and Rob seemed to often engineer situations where it would be impossible for them not to spend time together. 
 
   The day of Sarah and Rob’s wedding had been one of the most uncomfortable days of Katie’s life. Katie had only met Sam a few weeks earlier at the engagement party, even though Rob and Sarah had been together for two years and had two children. Back in those days Rob and Sam were still with the army and were both away more than they were actually in the country. Add in the fact that Katie had been living in London and going to medical school, and had her own unfolding drama to deal with, she didn’t manage to get back home very often and always missed Sam’s visits. The initial, disastrous meeting with Sam was enough to rapidly create a barrier between them. For him it appeared to be dislike at first sight. 
 
   She had thought that at the wedding, seeing as she was the maid of honour and Sam was the best man, it might be appropriate to breach the ‘no contact rule’ that had developed between them. So, when those involved in the ceremony had met beforehand at the church and she’d done the rounds of literally every other person with hugs and kisses (even the vicar), she made the mistake of approaching Sam. Katie just dived straight in and gave him a hug, whilst reaching up to kiss his cheek. His big body stiffened as she wrapped her arms around him. After a few seconds it became clear to her and everyone else present that he had no intention of moving his arms to hug her back, or of allowing her to kiss his cheek (and let’s face it, with the height difference she had no chance of actually reaching his cheek unless he leaned down somewhat). In fact he reared back from her attempted kiss so violently that she nearly fell flat on her face. 
 
   After she’d recovered and was standing safely back next to Sarah, Katie noticed Rob staring up at the ceiling in what looked like exasperation, and Sarah, who by rights should have been Katie’s staunch defender, was instead looking at Sam, her features a mixture of annoyance and concern, but definitely soft. Katie had felt that if anyone deserved some concern it was her, right? She was the one who’d been completely humiliated. Since then, she’d been careful to avoid any physical contact whatsoever, and Sarah had seemed to lay off with her attempts at encouraging some sort of friendship. 
 
   Well, her reprieve was obviously over, humiliation-wise.
 
   ‘If you’d told me that we were the only two single people coming tonight I would have definitely told you to bugger off.’
 
   ‘Mate, you told me to bugger off anyway. I had to blackmail your arse to get you here.’
 
   ‘Yeah, well, if I wasn’t so shit scared of Goodie I could be at home, balls deep in some seriously willing pussy by now.’
 
   Jeepers, thought Katie, I had no idea how much these guys swore when they thought they were alone. Was this how all men talked to each other or was it just the whole forces thing?
 
   ‘Balls deep in some seriously stuck-up, cold-as-fucking-ice pussy, you mean. What’s wrong with you, man?’ 
 
   ‘Better than some vertically challenged, mouthy, annoying little –’ 
 
   Thwack. Katie heard what sounded like a punch to the face and peeked through the crack in the door to see Sam fall back onto one foot, his hand to his jaw. 
 
   ‘That’s one, man,’ Sam growled at Rob. ‘You get one free because you like the little squirt. Next time I pummel your arse.’ 
 
   They stood facing off for a few seconds before Rob reached out towards Sam. Katie thought he was going to punch him again, but was surprised when he curled a hand around the back of Sam’s neck and pulled him forward so their faces were inches apart. He started mumbling to him, too low for her to make out the words. When he was done he released his neck and gave him a few manly slaps on the back.
 
   As Katie turned to get out of there before she was discovered, she heard Sam say in an oddly broken voice, ‘Give up on me already.’
 
   ‘Never,’ she heard Rob return with real feeling, before she had to tiptoe-jog down the corridor when she heard them move toward the door. By the time she’d reached the sitting room, which was now full of people, she’d managed to blink back the tears and even slap a smile on her face. She headed straight for the booze; she had a feeling she was going to need it. 
 
   ‘Hi Katie, you okay?’ Katie heard Frankie’s soft voice beside her as she frantically filled up the nearest wineglass. She turned to look up at her (yes, it was galling that she had to look up at even average-height women like Frankie), then gave her a one-armed hug and a kiss before taking her first gulp of pinot. Frankie was married to Sarah’s brother Tom, and over the last two years Katie had developed quite a soft spot for the introverted woman.
 
   ‘I’m fine, perfect,’ Katie told her, her fake smile starting to make her cheeks actually hurt. ‘How’s Lucy?’ 
 
   Frankie’s face lit up at the mention of her baby daughter, and she was just showing Katie her latest photos on her phone when Lydia’s laugh cut through the relaxed atmosphere.
 
   ‘Oh you’re too kind.’ Her voice carried from across the room and Katie glanced over to see that she was in the centre of a small group, looking like a queen addressing her subjects. ‘Gosh, do you know what? This is just like Notting Hill, isn’t it?’ 
 
   You could have heard a pin drop in the silence that followed. 
 
   ‘You know,’ Lydia continued, completely oblivious to the stony atmosphere, ‘when Julia Roberts goes to that dinner party? Haven’t you seen it?’ 
 
   ‘Never heard of it,’ Katie heard Lou deadpan, and could see Dylan’s shoulders shaking in silent laughter next to her.  
 
   ‘What’s up, small stuff? Been tangoed, have you?’ Dylan managed to get out as he moved across the room towards Katie, his voice shaking with suppressed laughter. 
 
   ‘Bugger off, you big valleys idiot,’ she said as he gave her a firm hug, lifting her feet off the floor and spilling some of her wine in the process. Unfortunately her first genuine smile of the evening died at the sight of a violently scowling Sam across the room, rubbing his jaw with his dark eyes fixed on Dylan’s back in a weirdly aggressive way. Katie made brief eye contact with him over Dylan’s shoulder, which was a mistake. He stared at her for a moment like he actually wanted to kill her, before turning away and moving to Lydia on the sofa. Great, Katie thought as Dylan lowered her back to the ground. It wasn’t as if she was the one bashing him in the face. Why should she get the bloody blame?
 
   ‘If a man can’t pick up the odd bright-orange Welsh girl in his life then what’s the point?’ 
 
   Katie huffed and punched Dylan in the shoulder. ‘You don’t understand. If I had the shoes then the whole outfit would make more sense. See, they had this orange stripe down the heel and they …’
 
   ‘Wait there a minute,’ Dylan said, holding up his hand in front of her face. ‘Yes … oh yes, I’ve actually fallen into a persistent vegetative state with boredom. Well done.’
 
   ‘You might want to pick your shoe-description audience a little more carefully Katie,’ Lou said as she moved to Dylan’s side, her wavy blonde hair sliding over her shoulders as she shook her head. ‘Unless he’s stealing them he doesn’t seem to take much interest.’
 
   ‘Stealing them?’ Katie asked, giving Lou a shy smile. 
 
   To be honest she was more than a little intimated by Lou. When she briefly went out with Dylan eighteen months ago, Katie had no idea that she had been standing in the path of true love, and anyone standing in Louise Sands’s path was likely to be bulldozed. 
 
   In the end, however, no bulldozing had been required. Lying in Dylan’s arms one night and hearing him whisper, ‘Louey, my Louey,’ in his sleep had put a swift end to that particular relationship, and ironically it was Katie who convinced Lou to give poor Dylan a chance. Like everyone, Katie was upset by the brutal attack Lou suffered at the hands of a patient’s relative a few months ago, and she thought both Lou and Dylan deserved to be happy together. But since then Katie still had a fair way to go to feel truly comfortable around Lou. In all honesty Katie was surprised how little reaction Lou had shown to Dylan lifting her up just then. Yes, Lou had come across the room and snaked her arm around his waist, but Katie didn’t think that was out of possessiveness, just natural affection. And Lou hadn’t scowled or frowned at Katie like she had in the past. Maybe Dylan’s stunt last month in the lecture theatre had worked and they were finally happy. 
 
   ‘Yes, he steals my shoes. It’s a little fetish he has. Pathetic really, but we all have to get our ya-yas somehow.’
 
   ‘Yes. Lou’s into watersports herself,’ Dylan said, then jumped back slightly to avoid a punch in the stomach from Lou. 
 
   ‘Watersports?’ asked a confused-looking Frankie, bless her. ‘But you hate water …’
 
   ‘Seriously, you guys,’ Katie interrupted before Frankie’s innocence could be completely shot to pieces. ‘There is such a thing as too much information.’ 
 
   ‘Ugh!’ Lou groaned. ‘He talking about Wet-Pants Ewan.’ 
 
   ‘Yes, he was her uni crush.’
 
   ‘What?’ The change in the direction of the conversation had completely flummoxed poor Frankie. ‘You never said.’
 
   ‘I did not fancy Wet-Pants Ewan. It was a misunderstanding.’
 
   ‘Oh, and then of course there’s Bernard. Let’s not forget Bernard,’ Dylan put in, warming to his theme.
 
   ‘I did that to get back at you, not because I –’
 
   ‘Did you or did you not take a well-known bed-swamper home at uni in order to satisfy some sick urges you were harbouring?’
 
   Lou growled at him. ‘I took Bernard back to your flat so he could swamp your bed to get you back for being an unbelievable wanker, something which you have been unrelentingly for the last twelve years.’ 
 
   ‘Ah, babes,’ he cooed, pushing the thick fall of her hair back and kissing her neck. ‘You get me such thoughtful gifts.’ Lou rolled her eyes but allowed him to pull her in close to his side. 
 
   Tom moved into the group chuckling, and gave Katie a quick kiss, before wrapping his arms around Frankie and tucking her head under his chin. As Katie looked around the room she noticed that all the couples were cwtched* up together in various different ways, and she fought back a flinch at the sudden feeling of loneliness that seared through her. It was then she realized why Rob was so angry with Sam. She and Sam were obviously supposed to make up another couple at the table. He was the ‘single friend’ Sarah had promised her for the evening. There were supposed to be eight but now there were nine, and, as always, Katie was the odd one out. 
 
   Frankie, being the most perceptive person Katie had ever met, was the first to try to move away from her man when she noticed the situation. But Katie gave her a small smile and mouthed, ‘It’s fine,’ before grabbing her wineglass and chugging it back. She had a feeling she was going to need it. 
 
    
 
   *cwtch – cuddle / hug
 
   


  
 



Chapter 3
 
   What kind of scooter do you think I’m talking about?
 
    
 
   Okay, so Katie could safely say that this was not one of those situations that improved with alcohol; but the fact that she was steaming had at least numbed her humiliation to manageable levels. Sam had spent the entire evening being pawed by a smug Lydia (she also seemed to have chosen the path of inebriation, which succeeded only in making her even more annoying. Calling the Gower a ‘backwater’, sneering at the fact they were eating a takeaway curry for the main course, and then refusing any of Frankie’s frickin’ delicious cake had not gone down well with anyone) and scowling at Katie frequently, as if he wished she would disappear in a puff of smoke. So, being bloody-minded, and certainly not about to disappear any time soon (plus the fact she was … well … completely smashed), Katie had decided not to shrink into the background in deference to Sam’s hatred of her. The fact that she was not the quietest person in the world may also have contributed to this decision. 
 
   As there were one too many females, a boy/girl seating arrangement had been impossible. Katie sat down first, not wanting any awkwardness, and to her surprise Lou came straight over and sat down next to her. Seeing as the ice between them had been well and truly broken, and that neither she nor Lou were particularly introverted, Katie actually started to have some fun despite Sam’s glower and the general embarrassment of the situation. 
 
   ‘But how would you even consummate a marriage like that?’ Sarah asked, her wide eyes fixed on her brother, who had just shared his knowledge of a man and a woman in America, married to a rollercoaster. 
 
   ‘I don’t know, Sarse,’ Tom replied, and at that point Katie, in her drunken state, decided to canvas opinion on the matter. 
 
   ‘Right, everyone,’ she semi-shouted, and all eyes swung to me. ‘Sarah here wants to know how you would screw a rollercoaster.’ 
 
   Rob frowned and turned to Sarah. ‘Well, honey, it would be tricky but I reckon if you held on to the side of the car I could somehow –’
 
   ‘Nonononono,’ Katie slurred. ‘Not shag on a rollercoaster. Shag an actual rollercoaster. As in get it on with that metal bad boy, teach him or her who’s boss.’ 
 
   Lou was laughing so hard at this stage that she snorted a fair amount of wine out through her nose. In fact everyone at the table was laughing, other than Sam (yes, you guessed it – still scowling) and Lydia, who was curling her lip in disgust. 
 
   ‘I’d take it from behind,’ put in Dylan confidently. 
 
   ‘You’re such a freak,’ muttered Tom through his smile. 
 
   ‘Oh am I? Or is it just that only a real Welshman could be man enough to show a rollercoaster a good time?’ 
 
   ‘Are you really bragging about your ability to bonk an inanimate object, Dildo?’ Lou snapped, chucking her napkin over the table to hit him squarely in the face. 
 
   ‘It’s all just in theory, babes,’ Dylan returned after throwing the napkin back at her. ‘You know I’d never really cheat on you with a rollercoaster … although … if I did somehow get locked in Oakwood Theme Park overnight and somehow a romantic candlelit dinner was provided and then Megafobia made her move, I’m not sure I would be responsible for my actions.’ 
 
   This time when Lou threw back the napkin, it had unfortunately fallen into her bowl beforehand, and the copious amounts of chocolate sauce it was coated with were transferred to Dylan’s face. After Katie had laughed so hard that wine had come out of her nose (and caught another disgusted look from Lydia), she decided that it might be time to leave. 
 
   ‘Right, well, before this degenerates into a full-on food fight, I think I’m going to scoot off.’ She stumbled as she stood up whilst experiencing an unexpectedly strong head-rush, and Lou caught her arm. When she recovered her footing and looked up, she was surprised to see that Sam was also standing. Katie shot him a confused look before she moved around to kiss Sarah and Rob goodbye, doling out various hugs along the way and even giving Lydia a small wave and a smile (much more than she deserved, in Katie’s opinion). 
 
   ‘Is anyone else going to say something?’ Sam bit out, and all eyes swung to him. 
 
   ‘About what, mate?’ Rob said in a steady, almost challenging tone, which Katie thought was weird although she didn’t pretend to understand their relationship or what had been going on that night. 
 
   Sam blew out a frustrated breath. ‘She’s not driving like that,’ he informed everyone, not even sparing Katie a glance. 
 
   ‘Oi, Rambo,’ Katie snapped, and his eyes shot to her. ‘You can address me directly, you know. I am standing right here.’
 
   ‘Maybe I would, if I thought you were in any fit state to have a conversation about anything more serious than banging a rollercoaster. Since you clearly are not, there seems little point.’
 
   Katie sniffed. ‘I’m not in a state, thank you,’ she returned snottily, but slightly ruined the effect by stumbling again on her way to the door. ‘And anyway, it’s none of your business what state I’m in or how I intend to get home.’
 
   ‘You’re not driving,’ he said, crossing his arms over his chest. Katie then realized that this unexpected interaction must be the result of him, as an upstanding citizen, protecting others on the road from a crazy, drunk Oompa Loopa behind the wheel. 
 
   ‘Look, Rambo, I’m know I’m not driving, okay? I’m scooting.’ Katie had turned away from him, fully expecting, now that the threat to other road users had been neutralized, that he would sit down and go back to ignoring her. So a large hand enveloping her upper arm came as a shock. 
 
   ‘You’re not scooting either,’ he told her, and she looked up at him blankly. Her heart was slamming in her chest and she wasn’t sure she could still form words. 
 
   ‘W-what?’ she whispered. 
 
   ‘Christ, you’re annoying,’ he muttered, clearing some of her lust-induced haze. ‘Woman, scooters are more dangerous than sodding cars.’ 
 
   Katie tilted her head to the side. ‘What kind of scooter do you think I’m talking about?’
 
   ‘Don’t care what make it is. They’re all dangerous. You shouldn’t even be driving one sober.’
 
   She jerked her arm out of his hold, stormed into the corridor, grabbed her pink scooter and scooted it back into the dining room. ‘This is my scooter. Seeing as a six-year-old could ride it quite happily I think you’ll find it’s not beyond my capabilities.’ Sam looked down and blinked. Katie was standing on a neon pink push-along scooter with pink ribbons trailing from the handlebars. Russell had got it for her for Christmas, and although she wasn’t entirely convinced it was intended for adults, it fitted her perfectly and she loved it. Seeing as she only lived five minutes from Rob and Sarah, the scooter came in very handy for nights like this, and she had made many a drunken trip home on it before with no problems. 
 
   He opened his mouth, closed it again, looked down at the scooter, and then back up at Katie. After a moment his confused expression cleared, and for the first time since the kids had gone to bed, he smiled. 
 
   ‘I think that might be the most goddamn ridiculous thing I’ve ever seen,’ he said through his smile, and it was her turn to glare at him for a change. She heard a snort in the background and saw that Sarah had her napkin up to her mouth, her eyes were dancing and her shoulders were shaking with suppressed laughter. 
 
   ‘Well, I think it’s awesome, Katie,’ Lou chipped in through her own wide smile. 
 
   ‘She scoots to the practice on it, you know. Scoots right into reception and everything,’ said Sarah, having lost her battle with laughter. ‘She even goes to her home visits on it.’
 
   ‘Jesus Christ,’ said Sam, his bemused voice threaded with laughter. 
 
   ‘Right … well, thanks for that, everyone.’ Katie sniffed and gave Sarah the evil eye. ‘Laugh it up all you want but I’m going home.’ The amusement in Sam’s expression died as she started to swing her scooter away. He turned to Rob and Sarah. 
 
   ‘You’re not letting her roll away on that thing are you? It’s late and she can’t even walk straight.’ 
 
   ‘She’ll be fine, Sam,’ Sarah said gently. ‘She’s used to scooting everywhere.’
 
   He frowned at her in annoyance and then ran both his hands through his hair. It looked like he was fighting some sort of internal battle with himself. 
 
   Suddenly he threw his hands up. ‘It’s dangerous to be prancing about on a … whatever the hell that thing is, this late at night. It’s not safe. What if she got attacked?’
 
   ‘We live in a safe area, Sam,’ Sarah told him firmly, and he growled. 
 
   Yes, he actually growled. 
 
   Katie thought this was the most emotion she’d ever seen him display. Totally bizarre. ‘I’m going,’ she said, having had enough of the strange tension in the room. 
 
   Sam looked at her, then back at Sarah and Rob like he was hoping for them to step in. When Rob only shrugged and Sarah just looked down into her coffee cup, smiling an oddly satisfied smile, he let out another growl and grabbed onto the front of the scooter to stop her. 
 
   ‘I’m taking you home,’ he said, and she blinked. 
 
   ‘W-what?’ 
 
   ‘Driving you and your goddamn ridiculous pink thing home,’ he told her. He was scowling at her again like this was the height of inconvenience for him. 
 
   ‘For God’s sake, I’m fine,’ she said in confusion. ‘ I don’t need to be driven, I’ve done it a thousand –’
 
   ‘Get. In. The. Bloody. Car,’ he bit out, and Katie decided at this juncture not to argue. After all, he was double her size and for some reason he was seriously pissed off. She could handle a couple of minutes in the car with him, surely. 
 
   She stepped off the scooter and Sam picked it up, hustling her down the corridor.
 
   As they moved to the front door, Katie heard Lydia shout, ‘Hey! What about me? How am I going to get home?’ Sam’s head jerked in surprise, like he’d forgotten she was even there. He strode back into the dining room dragging Katie’s scooter with him, as if he was afraid she would bolt on her foolhardy mission if he released it for a second. Once there, he pulled a tenner out of his wallet and chucked it across the table at an open-mouthed Lydia. 
 
   ‘That should cover a taxi home,’ he muttered, before moving back to the front door with Katie and scooter in tow, ignoring Lydia’s spluttered protests. 
 
   ‘I’m sure there’s a broom you could ride home on somewhere,’ Katie heard Lou say just as Sam closed the door behind them. 
 
   *****
 
   ‘Um … right, well, thanks for that, I’ll just be …’ Katie trailed off, annoyed with herself for breaking the uncomfortable silence and being too polite to be able to tell him to bugger off and then remind him that she hadn’t actually asked for a lift home in the first place. For his part Sam didn’t even spare her a glance as he jumped out of his Range Rover, slamming the door in her face. 
 
   ‘Rude,’ she muttered under her breath, then started as her door was wrenched open. 
 
   ‘You don’t have to –’
 
   ‘Out,’ he clipped, cutting her off, then turning to retrieve her scooter from the back. 
 
   ‘Bossy,’ she muttered, then jumped about a mile high when she realized he was right next to her again. Given his size, he was pretty silent on his feet; it was beginning to freak her out. She took a breath, preparing to inform him, yet again, that she was in fact an adult and capable of making it to her own front door unaided, but was silenced by one of his trademark scowls, after which he jerked his head in the direction of her small cottage. Katie decided to take the path of least resistance, and, rolling her eyes, she jumped out of the car. 
 
   Unfortunately the pavement was slick with ice, and despite the fact that her trainers were disgustingly sensible and ugly, their grip had long since worn away, so she slipped when her feet hit the ground, falling face first into Sam’s chest. It was the closest contact she’d had with him since the disastrous Attempted Wedding Hug Incident, and she had forgotten just how big and solid his body actually was. 
 
   ‘Sorry, sorry,’ she mumbled into his chest, before pushing against him to take a much needed step back. Unfortunately she still had no traction on the ice, and both feet shot out from under her, her arms windmilling as she started to fall backwards. Before she could hit the ground, a strong arm around her waist hauled her back up against Sam’s body. 
 
   Tucking her into his side, she heard him mutter, ‘Fucking liability,’ under his breath as he straightened them both up and headed towards her front door, with Katie sliding along helpless beside him. When they reached the more stable ground of her porch, he pushed her away, taking a rapid step back before unceremoniously shoving her scooter into her arms. 
 
   ‘Right … well … um …’ she trailed off as she dug around in her coat pocket for her keys and he stood watching her with his arms crossed over his chest. The atmosphere was so thick that she nearly cried with relief when she finally closed her fingers around them; but before she could unlock the door she noticed the familiar cream envelope tucked under the knocker. 
 
   Atmosphere forgotten, brooding, grumpy man forgotten, she froze. Automatically she reached for the envelope and tore it in half and then half again, before dumping it into the recycling bin next to the door. She took in a shuddering breath, trying to get a handle on the cold fear that had invaded her body.  When she glanced over at Sam, who was no doubt questioning her mental stability, he raised his eyebrows in a silent question. Goodness, she thought, this guy has non-verbal communication down to a tee. 
 
   ‘I didn’t want to read it,’ Katie told him, and left it at that. The last thing she wanted was to explain anything to somebody who had already branded her ‘ridiculous’. No doubt he would think her a freak for her overreaction about the note – and an arrogant one at that. 
 
   ‘No shit,’ he returned, another smile tugging at the corners of his lips. She huffed out an annoyed breath and finally unlocked the door. 
 
   ‘Right … well … you know … I better get inside; I’ve got natty scooters to put away, insane Oompa Loopa outfits to burn, more letters to rip up, so …’ 
 
   He jerked his chin at her in response and, assuming this was his non-verbal form of saying goodbye, she flashed him a small smile before slipping inside and closing the door. 
 
   *****
 
   Sam stood on the small porch in front of the crazily small cottage and listened as she turned the locks. At least she locked the bloody door, he thought, surveying the isolated location with annoyance. He stepped over to the bin, yanked open the lid, and retrieved the cream pieces of paper from inside, before tucking them in the inside pocket of his jacket. Turning back to the door, he felt his fists bunch at his sides, resisting the urge to wrench it open and prove just how flimsy he suspected her locks actually were. He took in a deep breath through his nose and let it out through his mouth, leaning his forehead on the wood of the door for a moment, pain etched across his features. After a couple of minutes his years of training and discipline kicked in, and he straightened up before spinning on his heel and striding back to his car. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 4
 
   trust me; you want me to be seeing good things
 
    
 
   ‘Come on lovely, kind Katie, pleeaaase!’ Russell was begging Katie for what seemed like the five hundredth time, his hazel eyes assuming puppy-dog proportions. She knew she was going to cave, and so did he; it was just a matter of time and emotional manipulation. 
 
   ‘Russell, I don’t want to go all the way to the Gower on my afternoon off. I didn’t even agree to this crap idea in the first place. We always said we wouldn’t do any private work.’
 
   Russell shifted on his chair, looking uncomfortable. ‘You try saying no to “The Hot Brigade”. They scrambled my brain with their whole broody-but-yummy-but-could-kill-a-man-with-their-bare-hands-and-not-even-break-a-sweat thing they’ve got going on. Honestly, I was just concentrating on keeping my tongue in my mouth; I wouldn’t have had the wherewithal to say no if my life depended on it.’
 
   ‘Russ,’ she said warningly, ‘I had already said no to Rob, if you recall. The last thing we need is to have to trek out to the Gower at a moment’s notice. My ovaries, unlike your dangly bits, are firmly under my control. It would take more than a few stacked ex-special forces guys to scramble my brain.’  
 
   ‘Well, you were outvoted, if you remember, two to one. The money is amazing – it’ll double our income for this quarter. We’ve got to diversify, K.K., or the practice will go under.’ Katie sighed: the gradual reduction in NHS earnings, combined with an increased workload, was a problem most practices faced every day, and they were no different.  ‘Anyway, we could get to see all the stars close up. Anyone else would jump at the chance to go down to that set and have a nose around.’
 
   ‘Fine, so why aren’t either of you guys going? I’ll tell you why, you know as well as I do that they’ll be bloody nightmare demanding patients, ready to sue at the drop of a hat.’
 
   ‘Kate, come on, I would love to go but I have a important prior engagement.’
 
   ‘Picking up your latest squeeze from the station is not an important engagement. Tony could make his own way to your bed.’
 
   ‘Um, its actually Steve this weekend,’ Russell muttered, dragging a hand through his sandy blonde, too long hair. ‘You know I have to bus them in from London, there’s not much of a gay scene here in deepest darkest Aberllwellyn – I get lonely.’ Aberllwellyn was a relatively big village but Katie would admit that it did lack a vibrant gay scene, although Swansea and Cardiff weren’t that far away. 
 
   The small practice Katie was a partner in with Russell and Dafydd served nearly the whole community. Unfortunately, what with Katie being the only female partner, Dafydd nearing retirement and taking on as little work as possible, Russell’s active social life, and the fact that Katie was a pushover, a lot of the work got dumped on her. 
 
   Bugger, she could feel herself cracking. Why was she was feeling sorry for Russell missing out on one afternoon of nookie when she dreaded to think how long it was since she’d had any action between the sheets? 
 
   ‘Fine, whatever. You’re such a weasel. You better make this up to me. In fact I want morning Red Roaster for a week,’ she declared.
 
   ‘There’s a perfectly decent coffee shop across the bloody road, Katie, and there’s no difference. Red Roaster is all the way into Llandough.’
 
   ‘There’s a world of difference, you lazy bastard, and you know it.’
 
   ‘Fine.’
 
   ‘Fine.’
 
   ‘Thanks, Katie Matey.’ He gave her an affectionate squeeze and kissed the top of her head; a move she was well used to, being perpetually the smallest person in any room. Even Russell at five-foot-ten towered over her.  
 
   So, that’s how she ended up on a freezing, windswept stretch of the Gower with her hair being blown into epic proportions and her nose stinging with cold. She had been told that someone would meet her at the entrance to the set, but all there seemed to be were hundreds of kids milling around, being corralled by frazzled looking minions. So, feeling cross and more than a little put out, she knocked on the door of the biggest trailer she could find. 
 
   Katie realized her mistake as the trailer door was flung open and she was confronted by the fifth sexiest man on the planet according to GQ magazine, Cole Jackson: light brown hair, six foot, bright blue eyes.  
 
   ‘Um, sorry, I think I got the wrong trailer. I’ll just be mooching along to the –’
 
   ‘Mooching?’ He looked her up and down, his lips tipped up in a small smile. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone mooch before. You one of the PAs? Wanna mooch over to the coffee truck and get me a latte?’
 
   ‘Cole?’ Suddenly a short, heavy-set, dark-haired man, who must have been in his mid forties, joined them. His voice was deep, with an unmistakable air of authority. ‘What’s going on?’
 
   ‘This lovely young lady was just mooching, Frank,’ Cole replied with amusement, and then turned to Katie. ‘How would you like to be my PA, sweetheart? I’m sure whoever you’re looking after won’t mind and I promise not to be too demanding.’ He was smirking now as Katie’s heels started sinking into the mud. Suede high-heeled boots may not have been the best choice for this venture. 
 
   ‘Um, I really think –’ she muttered quietly. 
 
   ‘Look, darling,’ Frank cut her off, ‘what Cole wants he gets, right? You better learn early that in this business you gotta keep the talent happy. So why don’t you run along and fetch whatever he’s askin’ for? We could replace you little PAs in a second.’ Frank started to move into the trailer, leaving Katie out in the cold.
 
   ‘Frank.’ A familiar voice barked from behind Katie, making her jump about a mile in the air. ‘This is the goddamn doctor, you prick.’ 
 
   In no mood for any further humiliation, and definitely not in the mood to deal with Sam, Katie made a quick, albeit cowardly, decision. Drawing her mobile out of her pocket, she pretended to study the display, and then said: ‘Sooo … really sorry but I just got a text from the practice and I might have to head back there. I’ll just, um, get going … I’m sure we can rearrange another time soon –’ 
 
   Frank’s face drained of colour and he quickly exited the trailer, to take Katie’s arm and steer her away from a bemused-looking Cole.
 
   ‘Dr Kendrick, I’m so sorry, please come with me. Davey is just over here.’ He was all sweetness and light now. Katie was slowly coming to understand the importance of the patient she had come to see, and how desperately they must have needed her to stay so they wouldn’t lose any precious set time. She knew they had approached a fair few local practices before enlisting Rob (his firm was in charge of security on the set) to use his local knowledge to find some GPs gullible enough to agree to being on call for a set in this remote location. 
 
   ‘Why don’t you stop dragging her along and run and get her a ruddy latte, Frank. I’ll see her to the trailer.’ He moved Katie away from Frank with a hand on the small of her back. 
 
   Well, even though she was savagely intimidated, she just knew that they would have a posh coffee-maker on set, and if there is one thing she was slightly obsessive about, it was her coffee. She figured she was in a good bargaining position, so what the hell. 
 
   ‘Um –’ both men turned to her and she caught Frank’s eye ‘– mocha please, cream on top, chocolate sprinkles.’ He was looking a little stunned. ‘Oh, and a shot of cinnamon, if they have it.’ Katie bit her lip, Frank’s face was turning slightly purple, and she could feel Sam shaking by her side with silent laughter. 
 
   ‘Bloody brilliant,’ Sam muttered as Frank moved away. He was smiling; Sam was actually smiling. And he’d laughed. It might have been silent, but it still counted. Katie was so shocked that she couldn’t even find the words to tackle him over the crack about her height. ‘Not sure Frank Anderson has ever fetched coffee for anyone, let alone the most complicated drink on the planet.’ 
 
   Katie attempted to get it together, reminding herself that, rare as his laughter was, it had been directed at her. ‘So you’re in charge of security here today I assume? Didn’t seem too secure when I wandered onto the set,’ she said smugly, and then watched as the shutters came back down and his blank mask returned, causing an inexplicable heavy feeling in her chest.
 
   ‘Invisible presence,’ he told her as he propelled her forward to a large trailer. 
 
   Great, they were back to one- or two-word answers again. How fun.
 
   ‘I’m so sorry but I’m afraid I don’t speak ex-military badass weirdo language, so if you would care to –’
 
    ‘Clocked you, let you roam a bit – see where you ended up.’ This annoyed Katie enough to temporarily forget how intimidated she was by this man. 
 
   ‘You let me wander around and knock on bloody Cole Jackson’s door! Do you know how embarrassing that was?’ She had stopped dead and was scowling up at him. ‘Anyway I could have a submachine gun under my coat for all you know, ready to unleash vengeance on film star types.’
 
   His lips tipped up again just barely, and she felt her chest lighten at the sight. ‘Not sure much else would fit under that coat, seems pretty snug to me. And that colour is not exactly conducive to covert ops.’
 
    Katie flushed red with embarrassment and turned to carry on walking, his hand still resting on the small of her back to direct her. They arrived at a fairly big trailer inside which were a few plush chairs, a desk and a bed, which she presumed would be her makeshift examination couch. A massive shelving unit stood at the side, with all the equipment she could possibly need, transported from her practice. Suddenly two young women with clipboards bustled in, casually dressed in jeans and both blonde and stick-thin. They took control of the situation and Katie’s huge escort departed with a chin-lift to her. She noticed both blondes staring after him – no surprise there.
 
   ‘Isn’t he delicious,’ one of them breathed. 
 
   Once they had both completed the no-doubt-urgent task of staring dreamily into space after Sam, they eventually remembered Katie’s existence and went back to their clipboards.
 
   ‘Right, I’ll go get Davey,’ Blonde number one put in, before darting out of the trailer. No wonder they were called runners, Katie thought. She returned with a child who couldn’t be more than eight years old. He was cute and Katie recognized him from a recent apocalyptic blockbuster. A stern-looking middle-aged man, with a thin face and pinched appearance, accompanied him. His dad? He didn’t look related. 
 
   ‘Hi, Davey.’ Katie smiled at the child. ‘You not feeling so good?’
 
   He looked flushed and his mouth was open, his breathing noisy.
 
   ‘My throat hurts, a lot lot lot,’ he croaked. 
 
   ‘Okay, let’s take a look, sweetheart.’ His temperature was sky-high and his tonsils were massive and covered in pus. 
 
   ‘You must be feeling pretty rubbish, honey,’ she said softly. ‘Where’s Mummy today?’
 
   The thin man piped up then. ‘His parents are in contract negotiations this afternoon. I’m Mr Saunders, his tutor.’
 
   ‘Right. Mr Saunders, I want you to go and get his parents for me now, please,’ Katie said firmly.
 
   ‘I will relay the outcome to them, Dr Kendrick. You may proceed,’ he returned.
 
   ‘No, you won’t. You’ll go and get his legal guardians for me now.’ She was not going to be messed about by this guy, and there was no way she wasn’t speaking to this kid’s primary caregivers. 
 
   ‘Fine,’ he grumped, ‘but they wont like it.’
 
   After he had trudged out, Katie went to the fridge, got a Lucozade and some Calpol for Davey, and gave him a dose of penicillin from her bag. Then she tucked him up in the bed. He looked ready to cry. After searching around for something to entertain him, she remembered her phone with her Kindle app. 
 
   ‘Have you ever read The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, Davey?’ He shook his head. ‘It was my favorite at your age; want me to read it to you?’ He nodded quickly and scooted over in the bed. Katie got in and started reading, and by the second chapter his temperature had come down and he was nearly asleep. 
 
   The door to the trailer opened and a deep voice rumbled, ‘How’s the kid doing?’ Sam filled the doorway and then ducked inside.
 
   ‘I can still speak, Sam,’ Davey croaked. Sam sat on the edge of the bed and ruffled Davey’s hair.
 
   ‘I know, kid, but I hope not as fast as you could before, huh? Maybe I’ll get some peace for a bit.’ 
 
   Davey smirked. ‘Not likely! I’ll be up and about soon, and then you promised me you’d teach me to kick butt.’ He was really croaking now and looking tired, but obviously trying to tough it out in front of his hero. ‘Did you know that Sam was in the SAS and that they are the toughest, most badass guys in the whole world, and –’ 
 
   ‘Okay, maniac, I think Dr Katie here has heard enough of my credentials. Let’s say you rest a bit, get ready for some butt-kicking, yeah?’ 
 
   ‘Okay,’ Davey muttered sleepily, and snuggled down in the bed.  
 
   Just after Davey had drifted off, the door was flung open and a harassed-looking couple stepped into the trailer. 
 
   ‘Hi, I’m Carole, Davey’s mum,’ the woman said to Katie, giving her a tight smile and barely even glancing in Davey’s direction. ‘The director really needs Davey this afternoon. It’s all set up; they’ll lose thousands if they have to delay. He’s okay, isn’t he?’ Her voice was starting to rise and Katie directed them out of the trailer so as not to wake Davey.
 
   ‘I’m sorry, your son is very ill with tonsillitis. He was dehydrated and his fever’s only just come down,’ Katie said firmly. ‘If he hadn’t responded to the Calpol and managed to drink some fluid I would consider admitting him; he looked pretty toxic when he arrived. He needs rest, fluids, antibiotics, ice cream, and lots of cuddles for the next few days.’
 
   ‘Shit,’ the dad clipped as Frank joined them.
 
   ‘Fixed him up, doc?’ Frank asked. ‘He’s ready for the scene now, yeah?’
 
   ‘No, sorry,’ Katie said carefully. ‘He’ll be too sick to do anything for the next few days.’ Everyone stared at Katie in shock and there was an uncomfortable silence. She could feel heat at her back, and realized that Sam had taken up position behind her.
 
   ‘Sorry, doc, but that’s impossible. We can’t delay this shoot.’ Frank was getting visibly agitated now.
 
   ‘I’m afraid a bad case of tonsillitis can be quite serious and he’s very unwell at the moment.’ Katie was starting to feel a little uneasy about the whole situation. The parents still hadn’t moved to look in on Davey in the trailer. They seemed more concerned with lost set time. Alarm bells were ringing for her. 
 
   ‘Look,’ Mum said in a conciliatory tone. ‘We’ll let Davey sleep for twenty minutes, then I’m sure he’ll be okay to get on with filming.’ 
 
   What? She hadn’t even looked at her son properly yet. Katie stared at her for a beat, making her decision. 
 
   ‘I’ve changed my mind,’ she said slowly. ‘I’m afraid that I’m going to have to admit Davey today, I’ll go and arrange things now.’ She reached into her pocket for her phone. 
 
   ‘Whoa! Wait just one minute, doc!’ Frank boomed, ‘You can’t do that, you just said he would be fine here.’
 
   ‘The situation has changed,’ Katie told him.
 
   Frank took her arm and led her away from the group, followed closely by Sam. His tone was now cajoling. ‘Listen, doc, we’re all good here. Thanks for seeing him. You can get back to your practice now, no problem.’
 
   Right, she’d had enough at this point and she was not going to be a pushover when a child’s health was involved. 
 
   ‘No, Frank, you listen to me,’ Katie said quietly. ‘I do not see good things here – and trust me, you want me to be seeing good things. The parents are focused on your deadlines rather than their son, and did not accompany him to his appointment – this is not normal behavior. None of you are listening to me. Medical advice is being ignored. Considering I’m the Child Protection Lead for the local area, you do not want to be garnering my concern.’ She leaned into him, her voice still quiet but her tone now fierce. ‘I could bring such a shit-storm on your operation that you would find yourself shut you down before you could even blink. Do not piss me off; you better make sure I start seeing good things.’
 
   Frank stared at Katie, obviously weighing up his options, then nodded. ‘Message received, doc, message received.’ He turned, hurried over to the parents, and formed a huddle with them. After conferring with Frank, Mum looked up at Katie with tears in her eyes before quickly moving into the trailer. Dad walked over to her. 
 
   ‘Seems we’ve been a little confused about what’s important. Honest, doc, he means the world to us. It’s just the pressure, you know?’ No, Katie did not know. She did not know many parents who wouldn’t put their child’s health first. 
 
   ‘I understand that this is high-stress stuff, but he’s still just a sick little boy,’ she said firmly. ‘I’ll visit him tomorrow and a health visitor will pop by as well.’
 
   ‘Okay, thanks,’ he muttered, moving towards the trailer.
 
   Katie really hated confrontation in any form and she was shaking slightly, her nose stinging. She needed to get out of there pronto. As she turned and took a step forward, she came up against a solid warm wall, and large hands closed over her upper arms to steady her.
 
   *****
 
   Step back, Sam told himself as he searched her small, defiant, utterly beautiful face. Her cheeks were flushed; her blue eyes appeared even brighter with the unshed tears. Get a grip and take your goddamn hands off her. He felt like he was drowning, being pulled under by a current so strong that it almost overwhelmed his reason. 
 
   Almost. 
 
   Christ, he’d known she was good. She cared about people; that was obvious. He just hadn’t realized how brave she was, or how magnificent she would be when she was riled. He had thought he would have to step in with Frank – no way was that kid going back to work today. But there was no need. No, this tiny scrap of a woman had proceeded to scare the shit out of one of Hollywood’s most hardened businessmen. He closed his eyes and shook his head. The break in eye contact was enough to force himself to let go of her arms and take a step back. Breathing in deeply through his nostrils and then letting out a long breath through his mouth, he opened his eyes to see her staring at him with that adorable confused look on her face again. He jerked his chin at her, not trusting himself to speak, and strode off into the maze of trailers. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 5
 
   I’m not a total sad case you know
 
    
 
   Rob stared down at the piece of taped-together paper on his desk in front of him and then up at Sam. 
 
   ‘So?’ Sam prompted impatiently. 
 
   ‘Look,’ Rob said, leaning back in his chair and studying Sam with a contemplative expression on his face, ‘I don’t know what to tell you, man. I’m in the dark about this as much as you are. All I know is that she had some trouble with a bloke at uni and he went a bit stalkerish after she left. It’s creepy but it never got that out of hand. I didn’t know she still had any communication from him; but if she’s not bothered, then I don’t see why –’
 
   ‘Not bothered?’ Sam interrupted furiously. ‘You should have seen her goddamn face: she was petrified. Didn’t even read the bloody thing, just ripped it up and chucked it, so caught up in her fear that she forgot I was even there.’ Sam slammed his hand down on top of the letter, the force of the blow echoing around the room. ‘What I want to know is what you intend to do about it?’
 
   Rob leant back in his chair again, surveying an extremely agitated Sam. He thought about the robotic version of Sam that had replaced his friend six years ago, and realized that as far as real emotion was concerned this might be the first time in a long time Sam had displayed anything other than his customary cool. No, Rob corrected himself, that wasn’t completely true, was it: Sam wasn’t exactly in control at the end of dinner the other night either. Dumping a guaranteed shag to take Katie home (a woman he claimed to find intensely annoying), and practically dragging a bewildered Katie out of the house. 
 
   ‘What are you smiling about now, you smug prick?’ Sam thundered at him, and Rob cleared his expression. ‘Do you think this shit is funny? Do you know how many of these stalkers end up hacking their targets to pieces when they don’t get what they want?’ 
 
   ‘Now, now, boys,’ Goodie said as she walked into the room unannounced. Her blonde hair fell in short layers around her face, her perfect features devoid of make-up but stunningly beautiful nonetheless. ‘What’s the matter? On your periods again?’ She was sporting the smallest of smiles. It was only down to the fact that Rob knew her so well that he could even detect it. Goodie found the loss of control in others amusing, as it was not something she herself ever suffered with. Her dog, Salem, had followed her into the room and now sat at her feet. He was large, just a bit bigger than an Alsatian, with long black and brown fur. For a mongrel from a war zone he was beautiful. 
 
   ‘How’s the kid?’ Goodie asked, and Rob narrowed his eyes at her.
 
   ‘Don’t push it, Goodie.’
 
   ‘I’m just asking,’ Goodie said innocently. Goodie had met Benji a couple of times before at Rob’s office. She seemed to have this eerie ability to assess people at warp speed and she had realized that Benji was seriously above average intelligence almost instantly. Last time, Rob had become distracted and had found Goodie in the break room with Benji showing him how to disassemble and reassemble an illegal semi-automatic weapon. Sarah had not been happy. Goodie had just shrugged and claimed that it could come in useful one day; exactly how, Rob dreaded to think. ‘You know, in Russia in my day he would already have been scouted for recruitment.’ 
 
   Rob sighed. 
 
   ‘We’re not in Russia, Goodie, and it is not those days any more. Stay away from him.’ 
 
   She shrugged. ‘You have job for me?’ she asked, her slight Russian lilt filtering through the words. When she had to, Goodie could speak in whatever way and whatever language she wanted, but with them she allowed her natural accented English to come out. 
 
   ‘Yes,’ Sam answered, and Rob frowned at him. Sam snatched up the paper from the table and shoved it at Goodie, who carefully looked it over. 
 
   Rob felt dangerously close to smiling again, but ruthlessly squashed the impulse: Sam was already less than amused, another smile out of Rob could tip him over the edge completely and Rob didn’t fancy explaining a black eye to his wife. 
 
   ‘Sam,’ he said, managing to just about keep the amusement from his voice. ‘Don’t you think that Goodie might be overkill with this one?’ Sam scowled and Rob spread his hands, shrugging his shoulders in mock confusion. ‘I thought Katie was “an annoying little freak” anyway, why the rabid concern all of a sudden?’
 
   ‘She is annoying,’ Sam mumbled, a streak of red appearing across his cheekbones as he bent to scratch Salem behind the ears. ‘That doesn’t mean I want to see her hacked to pieces. I’d do the same for anyone.’
 
   Rob doubted that. He doubted that Sam would overreact in this way if it were that pretentious bitch he’d brought to the dinner party who was in trouble.  
 
   ‘Have you two finished with your lovers tiff yet?’ Goodie asked impatiently, crossing her arms and tapping her toe. Salem’s ears pricked up. ‘Who am I hunting then?’ Goodie asked. 
 
   Rob sighed. ‘Goodie, it’ll be tracking not hunting ... this is South Wales, not Afghanistan.’
 
   *****
 
   Red-faced, Katie finally stumbled to her feet to look in the full-length mirror in her bedroom, kicking piles of clothes out of her way so that she could see the boots to compare. One foot was shod in a sensible UGG boot with a good grip on the sole; the other was a leather FMB with a four-inch heel. The FMB had taken the best part of twenty minutes to get on, so despite the carpet of snow and ice outside she would probably have to go with the least sensible option (that, and the fact that she was not in the mood to look like a hobbit, even if she was only going to the church hall).  Just as she was about to begin her search for the matching boot, the doorbell rang. After scrabbling around for another minute or so on the floor of her wardrobe, it went again. She sighed, and gave up the search to limp downstairs.
 
   ‘What the … ?’ she exclaimed when she’d pulled open the front door to be confronted with Sam’s large frame filling her tiny porch. ‘I mean … um … hi.’ She did a pathetic little finger wave at him, feeling totally intimidated. His face was blank of all emotion, but that was what she had come to expect from him; then for some bizarre reason he turned to look at where her hand was resting next to the lock on the inside of the door, and he scowled at it. 
 
   ‘Can I … ?’ Katie began, but was cut off when he took a step inside and she had to limp backwards. Once she had backed away from the door he shut it behind him and turned to look at the lock again. 
 
   ‘Unbelievable,’ he muttered under his breath, and Katie’s eyebrows drew together. When he got over his random bout of anger at her door, he directed his furious expression at her. Katie hadn’t quite salvaged her hair situation after her scoot back from work. She was well aware that curls were sticking up all over the place like an electrocuted poodle. She had her short, bright blue jumper-dress on, with thick purple tights, but as his gaze swept over the entire crazy ensemble he stopped at her feet. His lips twitched in what might just have been a small smile before he masked it. Katie pushed her curls out of her eyes, securing her hair behind her ears, and then crossed her arms defensively over her chest, all the while balancing on the high-heeled boot to gain some much needed height, whilst her UGG-clad foot dangled in mid air. Once his eyes had made their way back to hers, he had blanked his expression again. 
 
   ‘I’ve come to look at your alarm system,’ he said. 
 
   ‘Um … my alarm system?’ Katie asked, scrunching her nose in confusion. Sam’s eyes dropped to her scrunched nose, and then she noticed his jaw clench hard and his hands ball into fists at his sides. ‘I don’t have an alarm system,’ she told him, shifting uncomfortably under his gaze. 
 
   ‘Yeah, but you will,’ he said, moving through to her tiny living-room area, where he picked up one of her cat-themed throw cushions and stared at it. With perfect timing Lady Mufflington le Foof came strolling into the room and started winding his way around Sam’s legs. Sam looked from the cushion to Lady and back again. 
 
   ‘Why is this ugly cat’s face on every piece of soft furnishing you have?’ he asked – and it was obvious again that he was fighting a smile. 
 
   ‘Lady Muff is not ugly,’ Katie objected, sweeping the big ball of ginger fur up into her arms defensively, then watching in utter fascination as Sam lost his battle and a huge smile broke out across his face. 
 
   Having always found Sam a bit threatening, and having never seen him sport such a wide smile, Katie was unprepared for how it transformed his face. Before, she had always been able to see that he was attractive: dark hair cropped short, dark eyes, weathered skin but in a good way, permanent dark stubble across his strong jaw, only interrupted by a thick scar curving from the corner of his eye, down through his cheek and into his neck. Yes, okay, objectively he was pretty lush; but the grim set of his features, his sheer bulk and the animosity he always seemed to emanate around her meant that Katie had viewed him as vaguely menacing rather than pin-up material. But on seeing his face lit with a wide smile, she actually took a small step back with the impact of how handsome he was underneath the intimidating aura. 
 
   ‘Your pussy-cat is called Lady Muff?’ 
 
   ‘Um …’ Katie fought against her sluggish brain, which was still struggling to process Sam’s beauty. What had he asked? ‘Um … well …’ Sam glanced down at Lady, raising an eyebrow. Ah yes – the cat. ‘His official title is Lady Mufflington le Foof,’ she told him, and then watched in fascination as his chest started moving with silent laughter, before an actual chuckle escaped his lips. A chuckle. Before this last week, Katie hadn’t even been aware that Sam had the capacity to smile, leave alone chuckle. What on earth was going on? 
 
   ‘He was named Tigs, but Russell had him whilst I was away on hols and decided to rename him. When I got back, Lady wouldn’t respond to anything else. Makes it a bit uncomfortable when I have to shout for him out the back door, but then that was what Russell was going for, the evil bastard.’ Sam chuckled again, still staring at Lady Muff’s squashed face. ‘– What are you doing here?’ Katie blurted out, then felt her chest constrict as she watched the amusement drain from Sam’s features. In that moment she realized that she would give anything to make him laugh again. Although why, she had no idea. 
 
   ‘I told you,’ he said, moving through the living room into the small kitchen area and then inspecting the back door, with another furious scowl on his face. ‘I’m sorting out your security.’
 
   ‘But … but what’s it got to do with you?’ 
 
   I mean, Katie thought, we aren’t exactly best buds. Why should he be bothered about my home security?
 
   ‘Look,’ he said impatiently, pulling on the flimsy, glass back door and scowling even more furiously when the lock gave way and the door popped open. ‘I’m doing a favour for Rob and Sarah, okay? They can’t sort this shit out; they’ve got enough on their plates with the baby coming and the firm expanding.’
 
   ‘They’ve never been fussed about my security before,’ Katie told him. 
 
   ‘You want me to ring them?’ he asked, shoving the door back into the frame is disgust. ‘You want me to tell them that you’re not happy about me sorting this lot out? Have to tell you, I think that pregnant nutcase is pretty close to the edge as it is. Extra crap to deal with like this could push her over it.’ 
 
   Katie pulled her lips between her teeth, trying to decide the best course of action. No way did she want Sarah any more stressed; she would agree that she wasn’t far from blowing. Sam focused for a moment on her mouth until she released her lips. She watched the muscle in his jaw tick again, before he turned away and strode to her back door. He pulled a tape measure out of his pocket and started measuring the door, then took out his phone and typed something into it. All the while shaking his head and looking supremely pissed off. He then skirted around Katie like she was diseased to walk back through the living room to the front door and repeat the process, with Katie limping along behind him. 
 
   ‘May I ask what exactly you think you are doing?’ Katie said, releasing a now squirming Lady Muff, who leapt down onto the floor with a loud thud and made his way over to Sam to resume winding around his legs. Obese traitor, Katie thought furiously, whilst Sam surprised her by reaching down to rub Lady behind her ears as the sounds of her chainsaw-like purring filled the room. 
 
   ‘Measuring the doors,’ Sam said slowly, like she was some sort of mental deficient. 
 
   ‘I can see that,’ Katie replied, fighting to control her temper. ‘Why are you measuring my doors?’
 
   ‘So I can replace them,’ Sam told her, moving on to her windows. Katie started shaking her head, and then realized his back was turned to her and he couldn’t see her negative response. 
 
   ‘You’re not replacing my doors,’ she told him, her mouth setting in a stubborn line and her shoulders straightening. It was, however, tricky to look dignified and determined when balancing on one precariously high heel. ‘Look, I don’t know why you’re here but you can’t stay; I’m going out.’ That seemed to get his attention and he spun round from the window to frown at her. 
 
   ‘Out?’
 
   ‘Yes, out. It is Saturday night, and I’m not a total sad case, you know,’ she retorted, her face flushing red and her fingers crossing behind her back. He didn’t have to know who it was she was going out with, or where they were going. He scowled at her, tape measure forgotten. 
 
   ‘You’re going out on date?’ he asked. Katie found the disbelief written across his face pretty insulting, and stupidly she rose to the bait. 
 
   ‘Yes, a date. Just because some men think I’m “vertically challenged, mouthy and annoying ” doesn’t mean that the whole male population of Wales is of the same opinion.’ Her chin went up and she tried to stretch a couple of extra inches on her heel, but only succeeded in stumbling to the side. Before she could fall, a strong hand shot out to take her elbow and steady her. When she looked up he was standing inches away staring down at her. 
 
   ‘I’m sorry, Katie,’ he said softly. Katie felt her breath catch in her throat, and then stopped breathing altogether when his eyes started searching her face. It was the first time she had ever heard him use her name, and at the sound of it in his low, rough voice she felt her stomach hollow out and a warm feeling spread through her chest. This close up, he looked almost too beautiful to be real. He leaned in further, and just before she thought he was about to kiss her, he closed his eyes again, clenched his jaw and stepped back so suddenly that she was left tottering without the support of his hand. He took a deep breath and his hands bunched into fists at his sides again before he opened his eyes, his expression reset to the standard blank mask she was used to. 
 
   ‘Right, well,’ Katie said, feeling out of her depth and flustered, ‘I’m already late and Bryn doesn’t like to be kept waiting, so …’
 
   ‘He’s not picking you up?’ Sam asked, his eyebrows drawing together in disapproval. 
 
   ‘Um … well …’ Katie twisted her hands together, racking her brain; lying was not one of her strong points. ‘He doesn’t live far. I’m just going to pop round and pick him up, then …’
 
   ‘You’re walking?’ He was really frowning now. She shrugged. 
 
   ‘What’s wrong with me walking?’ 
 
   Sam took a deep breath and rubbed the side of his face in what looked like a gesture of frustration. ‘You’ve got to be kidding me?’ 
 
   ‘What?’ 
 
   ‘It’s dark. The road is covered in ice. You’re alone. We’re totally isolated. There are no streetlights. Any of this seem like a problem to you?’
 
   Katie rolled her eyes. ‘We’re not exactly in the backstreets of a war-torn, drug-infested ghetto, Sam. I think the worst crime Aberllwellyn has seen recently was when Mrs Gwilliam tapped into the Jones’s electricity supply to power her Christmas lights. Not exactly teeming with rapists and murderers.’
 
   Sam totally ignored her rant and focused on what to him was probably more relevant. ‘Tell me you’ve decided on the snow boots.’ 
 
   ‘They’re not snow boots, they’re UGGs,’ Katie said snottily. ‘And it’s none of your beeswax what I wear anyway.’
 
   ‘Beeswax?’ he asked, his angry expression clearing again for a second to make way for another lip-twitch. Katie decided that she had had enough of his confusing body language and facial expressions to last her a lifetime. Glancing at her watch, she realized she was running late and that Bryn would have started to get worried by now. He was a stickler for punctuality. 
 
   ‘I don’t have time for this,’ she said, turning away from Sam and limping off in the direction of her bedroom in as dignified a manner as possible. She turned back just as she was about to disappear to find her boot. Sam’s huge frame was still dwarfing her tiny living room, and when she looked up at his face she realized that her walk across the living room might not have succeeded in the dignity stakes: his lips were still twitching, and he looked like he was holding in more laughter. 
 
   ‘You can see yourself out,’ she told him, and slammed the door behind her.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 6
 
   He’s not right
 
    
 
   ‘Ugh,’ Katie groaned when she turned to see Sam following her on silent feet. For such a large man, he certainly had the whole stealth thing down. ‘Honestly you don’t have to follow me. He only lives next door, for goodness … Whoa!’ After picking her way carefully down her drive and feeling quite proud of herself, as soon as her boot made contact with the slick pavement it shot out from under her. Before she could hit the ground she was hauled up by her coat at the scruff of her neck and suspended in mid air, before being placed carefully back on her feet. She heard a cough behind her, which sounded suspiciously like a suppressed laugh, and she turned to scowl at him. 
 
   ‘Get off me,’ she said, giving the hand that gripped her coat a pointed look. 
 
   He shrugged. ‘No problem.’ 
 
   Katie realized her mistake when, on being released, both her feet shot in opposite directions and she felt her body careering towards the snowy bank. Yet again she was yanked back up by the scruff of her neck and placed in an upright position. But this time the hand at the back of her coat did not let go – which, she conceded, was probably the most sensible option. She may as well have been wearing ice skates, the amount of grip her boots were giving her on the icy pavement. 
 
   ‘It would seem that I may have made an error of judgment footwear-wise,’ Katie informed him, trying to maintain a lofty tone despite her ridiculous predicament. Again she heard the suppressed laughter behind her and, having not heard even a hint of amusement from Sam in the last six years, she was annoyed that when his austere veneer finally cracked it would have to be down to hilarity at her expense. She moved forward cautiously again, and was still slipping all over the place, the only thing keeping her upright being the hand on the back of her coat. After a few yards of very slow and unsteady progress, she was spun around to face him and, to her shock, unceremoniously hauled up over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. 
 
   ‘What are you doing?’ she screeched, once she got her breath back. 
 
   ‘This is quicker,’ Sam told her, his voice still laced with amusement and his long strides eating up the distance between her house and Bryn’s. Before she knew it, she had been deposited back on her feet on Bryn’s doorstep, her face flushed bright red and her hair having worked its way free under her hat to spill down her shoulders in complete disarray. 
 
   ‘I … well … I … you …’
 
   ‘Jesus, woman, this has to be the first time I’ve ever seen you lost for words,’ Sam said, his eyes dancing. ‘How about: “Thank you Sam for not letting me fall on my backside repeatedly on the way over here.”’ Katie scrunched her nose, torn between telling him to bugger off and knowing that he probably had saved her from a very bruised arse. Sam’s eyes dropped to her scrunched-up nose and the amusement was wiped from his expression. 
 
   ‘Right, well, thanks then,’ Katie said grumpily, pulling her hat back down over her ears and self-consciously rubbing her nose (his staring making her paranoid that there was something marking it). She straightened her shoulders. ‘You’d best get going now though. Bryn is extremely possessive. He won’t like another man bringing me to his door and I wouldn’t want things to get physical.’
 
   Sam’s eyebrows drew together. ‘You scared of this guy?’ he asked, and Katie chewed her lip, thinking that maybe she’d laid it on a bit thick, although the last thing she wanted was for Sam to actually see Bryn. Then the gig would really be up, and she had her pride. Sam’s gaze had dropped to her mouth, his expression weirdly intense before he masked it again, shaking his head and dragging his eyes back up to hers with visible effort. She sighed, releasing her lip and looking to the side whilst she tried to come up with something that would get rid of Sam. She jumped about a foot in the air when he reached past her and rapped three times on the door, ringing the doorbell for good measure. 
 
   ‘Okay,’ Katie said, in a flat panic now. ‘I’m sure I’ll be safe from the murderers and rapists of Aberllwellyn in the minute it takes Bryn to get to the door.’ She gritted her teeth and forced a strained smile. ‘Thank you for your assistance but could you please just go. I’m not –’
 
   ‘Katie?’ Bryn’s shaky voice came through the door, interrupting her. ‘Is that you out there cariad*?’ Katie closed her eyes and then leaned forward to bump her head against the door once in frustration. 
 
   ‘Yes, Bryn, it’s me,’ she said through the door in a resigned voice. ‘You okay in there?’ She glanced back at Sam and saw that his head was cocked to the side.
 
   ‘Um … I’ve got myself in a bit of pickle.’ Katie lifted her head as she heard the tremor running through Bryn’s words. 
 
   ‘Don’t worry, I’ll be in now in a minute,’ she reassured him whilst punching the code into the key safe beside of the door. She was totally focused on Bryn and his obvious distress now, all thoughts of saving face and her pride forgotten. When she finally made it through the door, she barely noticed the large figure in her wake. 
 
   ‘Oh no,’ she breathed as she rounded the corner into Bryn’s cramped living room. He was lying on the floor next to his adjustable chair, his frame nowhere in sight and his white hair sticking up in all directions. The bow tie that he had obviously been attempting to tie hung limply around his neck. Katie leaned over him and took his hand. 
 
   ‘Hey,’ she said softly, smoothing his crazy hair across his head. ‘What? You were going to stand me up, were you?’ Bryn managed a weak laugh whilst Katie felt down his sides and pressed practiced fingers over his hips. 
 
   ‘Any pain?’
 
   ‘Nothing hurt but my pride,’ Bryn muttered. 
 
   ‘Where’s your frame?’ she asked, pulling him up to a sitting position with great difficulty. 
 
   Bryn shrugged, avoiding her eyes and saying, ‘How’s a man to woo any ladies if he’s hobbling about on a bloody Zimmer frame? I’ve my eye on Carys Evans, see. Her lemon cake’s the best this side of LLandough. Who’s this?’ Bryn, who was now sitting up in the middle of his living room, was staring across at Sam, whose gaze was fixated on Bryn’s mantelpiece which housed all his old army photos. Sam turned to Bryn and then, bizarrely, he tensed, stood poker straight, almost as though he was going to salute. 
 
   ‘Lieutenant Colonel,’ Sam said, still holding himself rigidly at his full height, his head now nearly brushing the low ceiling. ‘Sam Clifton, sir.’
 
   ‘At ease soldier,’ Bryn chuckled and Katie could have kissed Sam for cheering Bryn up to that extent. ‘Nobody’s called me that in a long time.’
 
   ‘Permission to assist you, sir?’ Sam asked, moving forward and crouching down next to where Katie was leaning over Bryn. 
 
   ‘None of this “sir” business, laddie. Bryn’ll do, and I’ve got to be honest with you, I reckon I could do with a bit of a hand up; don’t think our Katie here has quite the oomph I’ll need.’ Sam moved forward and lifted Bryn expertly into his chair whilst Katie scrambled to her feet open-mouthed. 
 
   ‘I like this one, Katie,’ Bryn said, once he was settled comfortably back in his chair. ‘Military man; just what you need.’ Katie looked up at the ceiling, shaking her head in exasperation. ‘Which company do you serve in, boy?’
 
   ‘Not serving now,’ Sam told him. ‘Honorable discharge six years ago, but I used to be SAS.’
 
   Bryn expelled a loud breath. ‘Crikey, lad, impressive stuff. You must have seen some action, mind.’ At that comment the atmosphere in the room grew tense for some reason. Sam’s face, which had been sporting the most open, friendly expression Katie had ever seen from him, suddenly blanked and he gave a jerky nod. 
 
   ‘More that your fair share I’d be guessing,’ Bryn said softly, watching Sam’s reaction carefully. ‘What do you do as a civilian?’ 
 
   ‘Freelance security work … mostly,’ Sam told him, holding Bryn’s eyes and maintaining his blank mask. 
 
   ‘Overseas or here?’
 
   ‘Some here, most overseas.’
 
   ‘Still using your skill set then?’ Bryn asked, cocking his head to the side in curiosity, and Sam gave him another jerky nod. 
 
   ‘I see you served in Korea,’ Sam said, obviously keen to redirect the conversation. Bryn’s chest puffed up and Katie rolled her eyes, knowing what was coming: she had been subjected to Bryn’s war stories way too many times. She stood behind Bryn’s chair widening her eyes at Sam and making a silent eek face with her mouth; but Sam just flashed her an amused smile and nodded for Bryn to continue. ‘Now I’ll get to Korea in a minute, but D-Day, 1944: that was where I saw my first bit of action. Just a sixteen-year-old scrap of a thing at the time; lied about my age, see. Take a seat, boy. Katie, off you trot and get my frame. It’s round the back.’ 
 
   Katie had to fight her way through Bryn’s cluttered corridor and kitchen to make it into his garden, where he had chucked the frame into the snow for some strange reason. When she made it back to them she heard low voices as she dragged the frame behind her, which stopped abruptly when she stumbled into the room. She had the distinct impression that there was more going on between them than she was aware of, and that Bryn for once in his life had not wanted to reminisce about his wartime experiences: he looked as though, when it came to Sam, he had other fish to fry. Sam glanced up at Katie and then stood abruptly from his place on the sofa. 
 
   ‘Right,’ he said, nodding to Bryn and then heading past Katie to the door. She breathed a sigh of relief; the last hour in his company had been quite enough for her. As the door slammed behind Sam, she moved to Bryn’s chair. 
 
   ‘Okay then, handsome, you ready to get going?’ He shrugged and shrunk back into his seat, eyeing his frame with disgust. 
 
   ‘Maybe it’s better I just stay by yur*,’ he suggested, his voice now small – and he was avoiding eye contact with her. ‘Can’t get myself into any more pickles that way then, can I now.’ 
 
   Katie crouched down next to Bryn’s chair and took his hand. ‘Hey, what’s this?’ she teased softly. ‘How about that cwtch* you’ve got saved up for Carys? How’re you going to get your mitts on her Welsh cakes sitting on your arse in your living room?’ 
 
   He shrugged again. ‘I’m too old to be cavorting about the valleys,’ he mumbled. ‘Look at the state of me.’
 
   ‘Right, okay, let’s look, shall we?’ Katie asked, irritation lacing her tone. ‘From where I’m sitting I see a brave, funny, strong-minded man who served his country, who contributed to society his whole life, who looked after his family, who loved his wife and misses her every day but still won’t give up on life, because he knows it’s worth living. But I guess I could be wrong.’ Bryn turned to look at her and rolled his eyes. She bumped shoulders with him and he chuckled.
 
   ‘So what’s it gonna be, old man? You want to stand me up or are you going to show me a good time?’
 
   ‘Bossy bloody woman,’ he muttered under his breath, but didn’t resist as she helped him to his feet so he could take hold of the frame. 
 
   ‘Oh sh … sugar. I’ll have to go get the car. It’s like an ice rink out there and I don’t think we … What the?’ Katie broke off as headlights swung into the drive. 
 
   ‘You didn’t think he’d leave, did you?’ Bryn asked, raising his eyebrows. ‘That boy’s not going to be in the mood to take his eyes off you for a good long while.’ 
 
   Katie frowned at Bryn. ‘Crikey, maybe I should do that dementia screen on you again.’ Bryn sighed and started shuffling forwards on his frame. But as they heard the engine shut off and saw the lights go out he turned to her and grabbed both her hands, causing him to lean into her heavily. 
 
   ‘You listen to me now, Katie-girl,’ he said, his voice now clear and strong compared to earlier, and suddenly Katie could hear the tone of authority of a commanding army officer coming through. ‘Women like you are the reason men go into the jaws of hell to fight for their country’s freedom. That boy, he knows that. But Katie, he’s left a piece of his soul back there. He’s not right; he’s damaged … but if anyone can help him, you can.’ His eyes were staring into hers so intensely that Katie was rendered speechless for a moment, until a loud slam of the front door made her jump. Bryn’s hands jerked in hers and his voice dropped to a whisper. ‘Be careful. I respect him, I respect what he’s done, what he had to do, but I’ll not let him destroy you whilst he’s trying to claw his way out of the darkness to your light.’ 
 
    
 
   *cariad – Welsh endearment meaning sweetheart
 
   *cwtch – cuddle / hug
 
   *yur – Welsh pronunciation of ‘here’
 
   


  
 



Chapter 7
 
   Turned off the old hearing aids a while back
 
    
 
   ‘Honestly, you don’t have to stay,’ Katie told Sam for what felt like the thousandth time as they made their way into the church hall. Bryn had set off – at great speed, for somebody reliant on a frame – towards Carys Evans and her lemon cake. The format of the evening was a tea dance for those who could manage, and lots of sitting, chatting and cake-eating for those that couldn’t. Since his hip replacement two months ago Bryn had lost confidence, and once Katie found out he wasn’t going to the tea dance any more she decided she’d pick him up and take him herself. So every Saturday night that’s what she did, which in her opinion was more than a little sad, and also kind of like overtime, as most tea dance frequenters were her patients. 
 
   Last week alone she had diagnosed two cases of atrial fibrillation, a fungal skin rash (which Carys had not been shy about exposing to Katie in the middle of the dance floor despite it’s location in her groin – this however did not seem enough of a social faux-pas to dissuade Bryn of her charms), and a case of dementia, which could have come to a crisis had Katie not been able to arrange urgent support for the patient at home. Katie was by now resigned to her fate and she liked their company in a lot of ways, but she did not think that this was Sam’s preferred way to spend a Saturday night. As they made their way into the main hall, she spotted Olwen making a beeline for them. 
 
   ‘Dr Katie,’ Olwen said as she drew near. ‘I’ve been having those dizzy spells, dear. Could you do the thing again? You know the bendy thing where you …’ Olwen trailed off as she noticed Sam. She had been stooped over on her cane so far during her approach that she must not have seen him, but once she had, there was no stopping her. Olwen shoved her cane in Katie’s direction and grabbed hold of Sam’s arm for support. From the look of her white-knuckle grip it didn’t seem like she was going to relinquish his arm any time soon. 
 
   ‘Olwen, this is Sam,’ Katie said, and Olwen craned back her neck to look up at his face. 
 
   ‘Hello, young man,’ she said, leaning heavily into him. ‘Not often we get tall drinks of water like you down at the church hall.’ Sam smiled down at her and Katie felt her mouth drop open. 
 
   ‘It’s great to be here, Olwen,’ he said, his tone the softest Katie had ever heard it. 
 
   Olwen made a face, sucking in a breath through her teeth. ‘Uh-oh – Saesneg*. Well you can’t be that good looking and not have some flaws.’ Sam’s deep chuckle turned several heads around them. Katie could feel the slow ripple of excitement spreading through the hall. Tall gorgeous young male specimens were in general a bit thin on the ground in the church hall, the vast majority of its users being elderly females. The new minibus driver caused quite a stir last week and he was balding with a pot belly; Sam didn’t stand a chance. 
 
   ‘Yes, English I’m afraid.’
 
   ‘English and Crakcach,’ she muttered accusingly. 
 
   Sam looked at Katie, raising his eyebrows in question, and she mouthed: ‘Posh, she means posh,’ then she made an apologetic grimace, saying, ‘Sorry.’ Cut-glass English accents didn’t always go down that well in rural Wales. 
 
   ‘I suppose you can take me to get a drink though,’ Olwen said graciously, and sniffed. ‘Come on.’ She dragged him off in the direction of the tea stand, leaving Katie with her stick so that she could continue to lean heavily into Sam. 
 
   ‘I think I can finally feel that HRT you prescribed for me kicking in,’ Katie heard from her other side, and smiled, turning to face Angharad, one of the organizers. 
 
   ‘Drink!’ she heard shouted from behind Angharad, and glanced down to see Alun settled into one of the frayed armchairs, a furious scowl on his face. 
 
   ‘Uncle Alun,’ Angharad said with infinite patience. ‘I got you a drink two minutes ago.’ 
 
   ‘Ffwcin* tea! Get me a drink, woman.’ Angharad ducked Alun’s stick, which he’d swung out in her direction, and quickly fished out a can of Stella from her capacious handbag, handing it over to Alun, who snatched it away and grunted unappreciatively. 
 
   Angharad shook her head and led Katie out of the firing line. ‘So who is this man you brought who seems to have single-handedly kick-started my ovaries?’ she asked; but before Katie could answer they were interrupted by a group of particularly spritely old ladies all intent on dragging Katie onto the dance floor, shouting: ‘Do the dance! Do the dance! Come on, Dr Katie, teach us the moves again!’ 
 
   Katie flushed to the roots of her hair and snuck a quick peek at Sam, who, despite still being firmly in Olwen’s grip, was watching Katie closely; his blank expression was back in full force. Why had she decided to hook up her phone to the sound system last week and attempt to liven things up with a bit of Beyonce’s ‘Put A Ring On It’? She’d made the mistake of dragging Russell along that evening and they had both got the ladies (and even some of the men) up and dancing the dance. But she’d certainly not envisaged having to perform it in front of Sam. After plugging in her phone, a huge crowd formed on the dance floor in preparation. 
 
   Right, fine, whatever, Katie thought, you’ve been more embarrassed than this in your life, suck it up. And anyway once the music was going and everyone was doing the routine, with hilariously mixed results, she didn’t really care any more. That was until Bill’s unstable angina interrupted the proceedings and Katie had to lead him off and sort him out with his GTN spray. 
 
   *****
 
   Sam clenched his jaw and tried to concentrate on the road ahead so that he could drown out the relentless chatter from the back seat, most of which was thankfully directed Bryn’s way. The change in the old man from the beginning of the evening, when he had looked every one of his eighty-seven years, to now, with his face alight with humour and his chest puffed up with pride, was startling. Katie’s ability to affect those around her with the sheer force of her personality was astounding. She had literally transformed that entire dingy hall the minute she’d walked in, infusing energy and hilarity into the previously staid atmosphere. They all treated her as a combination of friend, confidante, doctor, and partner-in-crime rolled into one. Sam did not think this was common practice for GPs or indeed any young woman in her twenties, but Katie seemed to take it all in her stride. 
 
   She flipped from Welsh to English frequently, depending on who she was talking to, almost as if she didn’t notice she was doing it; another trait that Sam tried and failed not to think of as goddamn adorable. Why couldn’t he just have arrived at her house, measured up for the alarm system, and been on his way? Well, he reasoned, she wouldn’t have got very far in those heels without his help and would probably have put her back out trying to get Bryn up off the floor. But why was that Sam’s problem? She was like some sort of drug or maybe a kind of infection, working its way under your skin and festering, chipping away at the walls he had up to guard against any real emotion. 
 
   Christ, he’d actually laughed tonight. Him, laughing in a sodding church hall surrounded by a bunch of old people – somewhere that should by rights have been pretty depressing, but with Katie there he had been in the lightest mood he’d experienced in over six years. 
 
   His hands clenched around the steering wheel as he swung into Bryn’s drive. There was a reason he normally tried to avoid this woman. He should have thought of that before he agreed to any of this. 
 
   ‘I’ll help you inside, Bryn,’ he said abruptly once he’d parked the car, cutting off some bollocks Katie had been banging on about: something to do with ‘new feminism’ and how Bryn was actually a secret feminist. Bryn was nodding along, smiling benignly – Sam found out why when he helped him into the house and Bryn shared that he had ‘turned off the old hearing aids a while back, son. Trick I learnt with my wife, bless her.’ 
 
   Unfortunately Sam had no such defence to fall back on when she began to convince him that he was a latent feminist. For some reason she had dragged Emma Watson into her argument. What possible bearing that bird from Harry Potter could have on her chosen subject he had yet to determine. He drew up as close as possible to her doorstep and jumped out of the car whilst she was mid sentence. When he opened her door she looked vaguely surprised that they had arrived outside her house, then looked down uncertainly at the snow-covered drive. 
 
   Sam rolled his eyes, reached into the truck and plucked her out. Instead of planting her in the snow he lifted her up by her hips and walked her over to her front door, depositing her unceremoniously on the porch. She blinked in shock and looked up at him. Her ridiculous woolly bobble hat was pulled down over her forehead and ears, her curls tumbling out from beneath it. Her wide blue eyes looked up at him and for some reason she shivered. 
 
   ‘Um … ’ she murmured awkwardly, shoving her hands into the pockets of the bright purple fluffy coat she always wore, ‘… so I guess, thanks?’ It seemed like she was asking if she should thank him or not, which almost – almost – made him smile for what felt like the hundredth time that night, a far cry from the sour expressions he was normally so scrupulous at maintaining. 
 
   He lifted his chin and was about to turn and leave when it happened. She did that thing with her face again. Her small, turned-up nose, complete with five (yes he had counted) freckles, scrunched as she frowned. Something snapped in him, and the control he exercised in all things eluded him for a moment; a moment that was long enough for his body to move into hers and his large hands to cup either side of her face. He hesitated for a beat, but when he was sure her face was awash with just confusion and no trace of fear, he moved his mouth to hers. 
 
   Then he was kissing her. He was finally, finally kissing her. 
 
   She stiffened for a moment in shock, but after a few seconds she relaxed against him. Her hands wriggling out of the pockets of her coat and reaching up into his hair cut through his stupor, bringing him back to reality. He tore his lips from hers and his hands fell away from her face to the wood of the door, which he used to push himself away from her almost violently. He watched as her thick dark lashes blinked open. She had a faraway look in her face for a moment, but once she’d registered the distance he had put between them and the look of horror in his face, she frowned. 
 
   ‘Shit,’ Sam muttered, closing his eyes as he dragged his hands through his hair. Six years of control shot to hell with one scrunch of her nose. He opened them when he heard her key turning in her front door. Her back was to him and her shoulders were practically in her hairline with how rigid she was holding her body. He sighed at the first evidence of his not being good enough for someone like her. Katie was open, warm, friendly; he’d never seen her body language so closed and defensive. 
 
   ‘Look,’ he said, laying a hand on the arm that was now pushing the door open, and then gritting his teeth as she flinched away from him. For some reason Katie shying away from him in any way felt wrong, almost painful. Something in his chest was clawing for him to stay with her, but he fought it down. He had been building a wall against experiencing any real emotions for so long that it was second nature. She threatened the blanket of numbness he kept over his mind, the one that helped him forget. He knew that given the chance she could work her way underneath. She could make him feel again, and he was not going back there. 
 
   Not even for her. 
 
   He had to make sure that she wouldn’t want that chance. He had to make himself safe from her. Ironic really, a well over six foot ex-SAS-turned-mercenary, terrified of a five-foot nothing little scrap like her, but he knew it was fear that drove him to say his next words. Before she could escape into her cottage, he turned her to face him. She peered up at him, and although her eyes were still guarded, there was also a small flicker of what looked like hope. 
 
   ‘It’s been a strange night,’ he told her. ‘I don’t know what got into me, but it’s probably best we just forget about this and –’
 
   ‘You kissed me, arsehole,’ she fired back, her hands on her hips and her face a mask of fury. He had to bite back another smile and ruthlessly force himself not to kiss her again; she was the most adorable angry woman he’d ever seen. Like a puffed-up hissing kitten. 
 
   He shrugged. ‘Well, you didn’t exactly put up much of a fight, did you?’ He watched in fascination as her beautiful face flushed bright red with embarrassment and anger. Deciding to drive his point home, he started rubbing his neck and pretended to wince in pain. ‘Bit of a crick now, though. Maybe try someone more your own size next time.’ 
 
   She stared at him for a second and the hurt look in her eyes had him almost wishing he could claw his words back. Before he could say any more, she spun on her heel and slammed the door in his face, locking the weak-as-shit useless lock (which he was replacing tomorrow whether she liked it or not). As he turned to go he heard her mutter ‘Over-sized, roidy, grumpy, sodding wanker,’ as she walked away from her obviously way-too-thin front door (something he had just decided was getting replaced tomorrow as well). 
 
   He closed his eyes tight and clenched his fists at his sides to stop him tearing open the door and diffusing her anger in a very different way. It cost him to walk away. It cost him but he knew that if he lost himself in her, the cost would be higher, for her and for him. 
 
   When he opened his eyes he found himself staring at another small cream envelope slid underneath the doorknocker. He scrubbed his hand down his face, sighed, and snatched it off the door before sliding it into his pocket and stalking back to his truck. 
 
    
 
   *Ffwcin - fucking
 
   *Saesneg – English 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 8
 
   Regrettable but unavoidable
 
    
 
   There she was again. Katie shook her head and focused on the blonde woman sitting at the back of the waiting room. What was she waiting for? And she was so still, almost unnaturally so. Katie didn’t think she’d seen the woman move once all morning. It was seriously spooky and Katie was not up to dealing with spooky after two nights of zero sleep. The first she could blame on ‘Weird Rambo’, as Russell had now dubbed him. She hadn’t wanted to talk to Sarah and Rob about Sam, so she’d phoned Russell instead, and unfortunately they had spent half that night at her cottage drowning her sorrows in cheap white wine, and making up names for Mr I-Could-Kill-A-Man-With-My-Bare-Hands-But-I’m-Still-A-Grumpy-Tosser (their second favourite). 
 
   Katie narrowed her eyes at the blonde: she was wearing brown knee-high boots over skinny jeans, a cream high-neck jumper and a short brown leather jacket. Her almost white blonde hair was short and layered; but what really stood out about her was her face: she had high cheekbones, bright blue eyes framed by long dark lashes, with slightly smudged eyeliner her only make-up. She was the most stunning woman Katie thought she had ever seen in real life. If that wasn’t odd enough Katie had felt all morning like the blonde was somehow watching her, even though she’d yet to actually catch her looking directly. 
 
   Yes, spooky, seriously spooky. 
 
   ‘Hannah,’ Katie called, smiling as a small dark-haired girl scooped a baby out of its car seat and shuffled after Katie into her room, her head bowed and her hair covering her face. 
 
   ‘So,’ Katie started as she tapped the computer to get into Hannah’s notes. When she turned to face Hannah she froze, focusing first on the swollen, multi-coloured skin around one of Hannah’s eyes, and then letting her gaze drop down to Hannah’s wrist, where her sleeve had ridden up to reveal four perfectly defined, elongated bruises, corresponding to what could have only been a large hand. A tear slipped out from Hannah’s bad eye and she sniffed. 
 
   ‘I did go to the police this time,’ she said, cradling her baby to her chest defensively. ‘And I moved out so he won’t know where we are; we’re in the refuge now. I haven’t used, I swear. I swear I haven’t,’ Hannah told her, frantically pulling up her sleeves to reveal more bruising but no track marks. Katie swallowed, fighting back her own emotion and laying her hands over Hannah’s to still them. 
 
   ‘Well done, honey,’ Katie said softly. ‘That was brave, really brave. Look, I know you love Morgan. I’m on your side, okay? Everyone is on your side with this: Maureen, Stella, whoever your key worker is at the refuge, they’re all on your side.’
 
   ‘Sue’s my key worker,’ she mumbled into Baby Morgan’s head. ‘She’s nice.’ Maureen was our health visitor and Stella was Katie’s social worker. They had all been afraid of something like this happening for ages. 
 
   ‘Did he hurt Morgan?’ Katie asked cautiously, and Hannah shook her head. ‘No, no, he would never …’ She trailed off, blinking back tears. Hannah had been an IVDU (intravenous drug user) when Katie first met her two years ago. At that time a strong gust of wind could have blown Hannah over, her hollowed-out cheekbones and the dead look in her eyes giving her the eerie appearance of someone hovering between life and death. Every so often Hannah would have relatively lucid periods where she would come in to get her groin abscesses or pneumonias treated by Katie, but other than that she’d rarely attended the surgery; that was, until she found out she was pregnant. 
 
   Discovering she was carrying a life inside her tripped some sort of switch in Hannah’s mind and she somehow managed to find the strength to undergo rehab and claw back the tattered remains of her soul. Katie had watched as Hannah’s face filled out, her hair gradually recovered its shine, and her eyes came alive. Hannah’s relieved family took her back in and the social workers and health visitors were all happy for her to keep the baby after it was born, albeit under strict supervision. The problem is that when you live in a cesspool of humanity for long enough there are people there unhappy to see you leave. Unfortunately for Hannah, one of those people was her pimp and the father of her baby. 
 
   Once Hannah had calmed down, Katie went through the post-natal check, as that was the actual reason for the appointment, and performed a baby check on little Morgan. She took them back out to the waiting room and signalled Gweneth, one of the receptionists, over. 
 
   ‘Hannah needs a cup of tea, somewhere quiet to sit and maybe a little cwtch, okay?’ she said, and Gweneth, who was a grandmother many times over herself, chivvied them off to the staff room with Baby Morgan transferred to her ample bosom. 
 
   Two patients later and still very much unnerved by Mystery Blonde, who was yet to move an inch, Katie went out to call her next patient and heard a crash. Hannah was standing next to the reception desk with her hand out to ward off a large, rapidly approaching, skin-headed man whose bloodshot eyes were completely wild and his movements jerky. He had already overturned two chairs in the waiting room to get to her regardless that there had been people occupying the chairs who were now sprawled on the floor. Whatever was fuelling this guy was definitely not of the natural, organic variety. 
 
   Katie lurched forward when she saw he was about to make it to Hannah with his hand back, obviously ready to strike, but she stopped in her tracks as his hand was caught in mid air and twisted around behind his back. He let out a howl of pain and the small blonde woman that had been freaking Katie out all day smiled slightly as she pulled back on his arm more, taking him down to his knees. She then planted a high-heeled boot in the middle of the back of his chest, putting more weight through his arm. He started twisting and jerking viciously to throw her off, but she took this all in her stride, looking almost bored. She then leaned forward and whispered something into his ear before using her other arm to hold him around his neck. A few moments later he went bright red, then purple, then collapsed onto the floor. The blonde looked up at Katie, her face completely deadpan, winked, and then spat on the man, putting her booted foot in the middle of his back and straightening to stand. Applause erupted from the waiting patients as Gweneth bustled over to pull Hannah into a hug. 
 
   ‘The police?’ Mystery Blonde asked Marney – the other receptionist behind the desk – raising her eyebrows in question. 
 
   ‘I … I called them soon as I clocked him coming in,’ Marney stuttered, and Mystery Blonde gave a sharp nod. The man groaned and shifted slightly under Mystery Blonde’s boot, which she swiftly transferred to the side of his face as he tried to raise his head. 
 
   ‘Stay down,’ she barked, and her voice was so commanding that most of the waiting room fell into a slight squat on hearing it. 
 
   *****
 
   ‘Rob,’ Katie said slowly into the phone. ‘Why is there a terrifying blonde lady in my waiting room? Why has she been here all day and why …’ she broke off to take a peep out of her consulting room door, to see Mystery Blonde sitting back in the same place she’d been for hours (that was until she’d taken a brief time out to take down a large, aggressive, drug-addled pimp onto the floor of the waiting room) ‘… is she still here?’ 
 
   ‘Shit,’ Rob muttered, and Katie frowned, taking another sneaky peek out at the blonde. Jesus Christ, she really didn’t move. Katie hadn’t even seen her eat or drink all day. 
 
   ‘What do you mean, shit?’ Katie asked. ‘I’m presuming she’s a mate of yours, Rob. Do you know how I know that? Because I know for a fact that nobody else I know would have friends that can put a man twice their size in a bloody sleeper hold.’ 
 
   ‘Oh no,’ Rob groaned and Katie rolled her eyes.
 
   ‘Look, honey,’ she said softly, ‘it’s not that I don’t appreciate it. But I told you a while back that that whole … situation is sorted.’ She crossed her fingers as she held the phone. ‘You don’t need to worry about me. I don’t know what’s sparked all this concern but –’ 
 
   ‘Put me on the phone to Goodie,’ Rob interrupted. 
 
   ‘Goodie?’
 
   ‘The blonde nutcase in your waiting room. I want to speak to her.’ 
 
   ‘Um …’ Katie hesitated, took another peek out of the door at ‘Goodie’, then quickly retreated back into her room. ‘That’s an unusual name.’
 
   ‘Short for Good night,’ Rob returned nonsensically.
 
   ‘Is that her second name?’
 
   ‘No.’
 
   ‘Um …’
 
   ‘Look, Kate, sweetheart, just get her.’
 
   ‘She’s a bit scary. In fact she’s freaking me out. Totally. I’m not even sure she’s human. I mean she hasn’t ingested anything all day. Is that normal?’
 
   ‘Hello, Davis.’ Katie whirled around as her phone was deftly removed from her grip and Mystery Blonde a.k.a. Goodie calmly spoke into it. ‘Regrettable but unavoidable.’ Goodie paused and Katie could here Rob’s raised voice but was unable to make out what he was saying. Goodie looked Katie up and down slowly, her face remaining completely blank. ‘She had already noticed me.’ Another pause. ‘That is not your decision to make.’ Katie noticed that Goodie’s English had a hint of an accent but she couldn’t quite place it. Maybe Russian? ‘I finished that assignment; that’s one of the reasons I’m here.’ She abruptly handed the phone back to Katie and stood back, crossing her arms over her chest and waiting. 
 
   ‘I’m afraid you’re going to have to put up with her for the moment,’ Rob told her, and Katie flicked an anxious glance at Goodie with a small smile that was not returned. ‘She’s just checking the security at the practice and she’s got the alarm system to install at your place. Don’t argue with her. It won’t get you anywhere.’
 
   ‘But I don’t want a goddamn alarm system,’ Katie said through her teeth with what she considered infinite patience; then she gave Goodie another small smile before turning away from her to whisper furiously, ‘What’s with all the sudden concern? I hope you haven’t been bloody well stressing out Sarah with this nonsense; that’s the last thing she needs. I can’t afford an alarm system and I don’t sodding need one; Aberllwellyn is hardly the backstreets of Bagdad.’
 
   ‘Enough,’ Rob said firmly, cutting her off. ‘Don’t worry about the money, it’s all covered by … business expenses. Actually saves me money.’
 
   ‘But …’
 
   ‘And Katie,’ Rob cut in again and Katie rolled her eyes – God save her from bossy, interfering men – ‘don’t lie to me again.’
 
   ‘I don’t know –’
 
   ‘Yes you do. Don’t do it again.’
 
   ‘But –’
 
   ‘And don’t try to Katiefy Goodie.’
 
   ‘What are you – ?’
 
   ‘I mean it, Katie; leave her alone. No grilling her, no feeding her, no hugs. She’s not social.’ The phone cut off and Katie stared at it.
 
   ‘He put the phone down on me,’ she said in disbelief.
 
   Goodie shrugged. ‘He’s busy and you talk a lot. Let’s go.’
 
   *****
 
   Goodie sighed and gave the fat cat another gentle shove with her foot to try and encourage the animal to back off. Finally the ball of ginger fluff sloped away and started in on Salem. Salem tolerated the fluff ball nuzzling into his side and then curling up between his huge paws without moving a muscle, but did fix Goodie with a pained expression. He was already put out over the wait he’d endured outside the surgery, so this was adding insult to injury. Goodie shrugged, and stroked his head once, before going back to wiring in the alarm panel. He wasn’t that hard done by; he’d had bacon and sausages that morning. 
 
   ‘That’s a beautiful dog you’ve got there.’ 
 
   Goodie closed her eyes. This  woman never shut up. It was insane. 
 
   ‘Is he an Alsatian?’
 
   ‘Mongrel, probably,’ Goodie said, keeping her back to the tiny doctor. 
 
   ‘You don’t know? Where did you get him from? A shelter?’ 
 
   Seriously, any more questions and Goodie was going to punch her in the face.
 
   ‘Bagdad,’ Goodie replied, putting increased effort into getting the system installed. 
 
   ‘Crikey, Bagdad,’ Katie breathed in awe. ‘I picked up Lady Muff in Merthyr Tydfil, and that was a bit of a trek.’ A timer went off in the kitchen and Goodie heard Katie squeak as she scurried off to check something. Saved by the bell. 
 
   After Goodie had reviewed the security at Katie’s surgery – there wasn’t any, unless you counted an alarm on the computer system which when pressed would trigger the middle-aged lady and the teenager at the reception desk to stumble their way to the consulting room (that was if they weren’t engaged in the perpetual activity of making tea. Endless tea. How the British drank so much tea Goodie would never comprehend) – Goodie had followed her home to start on the alarm. Throughout all this Goodie did not think that Katie had once paused for breath. Even now she was wittering on from the kitchen about something to do with Mexico and Mexican food and had Goodie ever been to Central America. Luckily Katie’s verbal diarrhoea seemed to need very little input from Goodie. Yes, Goodie had been to Central America. She went to Belize on a very lucrative private contract. Goodie took no notice of the food she ate whilst she was there, and the things she had done in that month would turn Katie’s hair white. 
 
   ‘Right,’ Katie said, coming through into the living room with a plate of what may have been chilli, but could equally pass for industrial waste. ‘I know you haven’t eaten all day and I’m a feeder, so …’
 
   ‘I don’t need to eat,’ Goodie told her firmly, pushing away the damn cat again. ‘And I’m nearly finished.’ 
 
   ‘Come on,’ Katie wheedled, actually coming up to Goodie and giving her a small hip-bump before she knelt down to deposit a bowl of water in front of Salem. Salem looked to Goodie who nodded before he started drinking.
 
   ‘Gosh, he’s so well trained,’ Katie said. ‘I can’t even train Russell to put his Milky Way wrappers in the bin.’ 
 
   Goodie sighed and stepped back, frowning down at the small woman in front of her. Between her and her cat they were driving Goodie slowly round the bend. The walk from the surgery to Katie’s house should have been minutes, but of course, as with everything with this woman, it was not that simple. Goodie told Katie she would follow her home but Katie idled along next to her on her ridiculous pink scooter asking endless questions: 
 
   ‘Do you work for Rob’s company?’
 
   ‘Sometimes.’
 
   ‘Do you go to Somalia?’
 
   ‘Sometimes.’
 
   ‘Do you help with security on the film set?’
 
   ‘Sometimes.’
 
   ‘Were you in the army with Rob and Sam?’
 
   ‘Yes and no.’
 
   The fact that Goodie gave mostly one-word answers and the fact that she asked no questions of her own was not enough to put Katie off. Goodie had vaguely mused that in the breaking of terror suspects this tiny woman with her pink scooter, ridiculous fluffy mittens-and-hat combo (Goodie had had to endure a scolding on her lack of such items – she decided not to tell Katie that she was already missing two toes from a stakeout during a particularly bitter Siberian winter, and that this Welsh weather was not enough to faze her) could well be just as effective a spot of water-boarding. 
 
   In fact when Goodie had finished, and after she’d shown Katie how to use the alarm, she was literally forced to sit down and eat the chilli-like substance (and that was being generous, but to Goodie food was food; she had spent enough of her life hungry to not be fussy), with the cat pressed up against her side and Katie’s ongoing gentle interrogation and constant chattering. Salem, the traitor, had even rested his head on Katie’s lap as she played with his ears, despite never having allowed anyone but Goodie and Sam to so much as pat him before. (Salem, like Goodie herself, had not had the best start in life and did not trust humans easily, so this behaviour was unusual to say the least.)  
 
   Being in that bright, cosy living room – despite the cat-themed throw cushions, which were bizarre – and feeling the warmth of a purring ginger ball of fur from one side and Katie’s natural warmth from her other, Goodie had an odd aching feeling in her chest and her throat felt tight. When she finally managed to extract herself, Katie surprised her yet again by enveloping her in a hug. Nobody hugged Goodie, not if they wanted to keep their arms. But instead of shaking her off, Goodie just found herself standing there and allowing it. After she pulled away she started blinking when she felt a prickle behind her eyes. Goodie hadn’t cried since childhood. 
 
   She cleared her throat, which still felt tight. ‘You will be safe,’ she told Katie. Katie just nodded and smiled. 
 
   ‘I know, cariad,’ Katie said, and Goodie blinked again. She knew that cariad was a Welsh endearment, and nobody used endearments with Goodie. Not ever. 
 
   ‘This I swear,’ Goodie told her with conviction, and it was Katie’s turn to blink. 
 
   ‘Okay,’ Katie said slowly, her smile faltering. 
 
   Goodie gave a jerky nod and surprised herself again by saying, ‘Thank you,’ before yanking the door open and stalking out, Salem following on her heels. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 9
 
   Tell me you did not put makeup on my boys
 
    
 
   ‘Um … K.K., honey – did you actually get any of the cake mix in the tin?’ Russell asked, surveying the kitchen with a look a horror. Every surface, including the toddler clinging onto Katie’s leg and the smaller one in her arms, was covered in sloppy brown splodges. 
 
   ‘God, you’re so anal,’ Katie said, rolling her eyes as Baby Thomas planted a big chocolate-covered kiss on her cheek. Russell zeroed in on a particularly large splatter and scooped some of it up cautiously with his finger as if it was a radioactive substance. 
 
   ‘You do know that cake mix is not exactly supposed to look like this?’ he asked as the gloppy, lumpy mixture slid back onto the counter. ‘Did you measure anything?’
 
   ‘Measuring? Ugh … measuring’s for losers. I’m more of an expressive, avant-garde baker.’ 
 
   ‘Did you even mix it properly?’
 
   Katie shrugged. ‘It all cooks together, for goodness sake. What’s the difference?’ 
 
   Russell peered into the oven. ‘Um … looks pretty burnt, K.K.’
 
   ‘It can’t be burnt, I only put it in – oh, sh … I mean sugar. The stupid oven has turned itself onto grill.’
 
   ‘Not sure an oven can turn itself onto grill, sweets. Ovens are not malicious sentient beings intent on ruining your experimental baking.’ 
 
   Katie faced away from Finlay and gave Russell a one-finger salute behind Baby Thomas’s back, before flipping the oven to the correct setting. Finlay, never keen on not taking centre stage, squeezed past Katie and was about to latch onto Russell’s leg when Russell yelped and stepped away, holding Finlay back with a hand to the top of his little head. Then, whilst still holding a struggling Finlay, he undid his belt and shimmied out of his trousers one-handed, leaving him in his thankfully extensive boxers. 
 
   ‘What are you doing, you freak?’ Katie said through her giggles. 
 
   ‘This thing,’ Russell said gesturing to a squirming Finlay, ‘is not getting his mitts on these trousers. Designer, darling.’ With that he threw the precious trousers up on top of the kitchen unit and out of harm’s way and released Finlay, who promptly used Russell’s leg as a climbing pole, crawling up it like a monkey until he was level with Russell’s face, then slapping both his little chocolate-covered hands on his cheeks. Once Russell’s face was sufficiently covered, Finlay moved onto his perfectly styled hair, making it stick up in chocolate-laden peaks. 
 
   ‘Do you have any midazolam in your bag?’ Russell asked, and Katie rolled her eyes. ‘I’m serious, one shot and they’ll be passed out until midnight.’ 
 
   ‘It’s their bedtime soon,’ she told him. ‘And anyway, you promised to help me. I’m drowning here.’ 
 
   Sarah was away at some maternity-leave keeping-in-touch day at the school (given that Sarah had been on permanent maternity leave for the last eight years Katie thought this was a little pointless) and Rob was at the set and couldn’t get away. Katie was on a very short list of people willing to take on the boys for an entire day and evening, and she’d drafted Russell in to help with bedtime, seeing as he only lived round the corner. Unfortunately she’d had to bribe him by agreeing to take on some of his heart-sinks – certain patients in general practice are labelled ‘heart-sinks’: invariably they attend every week, sport sore expressions, come armed with a list, and suck all the energy out of the consulting room, having much the same effect on the atmosphere as a Harry Potter Dementor. 
 
   ‘Where are the other two?’ Russell asked. 
 
   ‘They said they were going to go and do their Maths, but that was a while ago …’ Katie and Russell looked at each other for a moment and then both flew out of the kitchen carrying the two toddlers. 
 
   ‘What on earth?’ Katie shouted. Jack and Benji froze. All the bedding from every bedroom in the house had been dragged into Sarah and Rob’s bedroom and was suspended between their furniture, covered in muddy footprints. Finlay and Baby Thomas both squirmed wildly and managed to break free from Katie and Russell. They both ran at high speed into the sheets and duvets, adding copious amounts of chocolate to the mess. 
 
   ‘We were going to build a den but then decided why stop there? Why not build a city? So …’
 
   ‘You. Are. Very. Naughty. Boys,’ Katie said slowly, hanging onto her sanity by a thread. Finlay emerged from an overhanging duvet clutching one of Sarah’s colourful chunky necklaces, whilst Baby Thomas managed to knock a box of Sarah’s hair accessories onto the floor. 
 
   ‘Pwetty,’ said Finlay, waving the necklace at Russell.
 
   ‘Oh dear, gorgeous,’ Russell said, eyeing the necklace with a look disgust. ‘Uncle Russell is so going to have to teach you to accessorize. There is nothing pretty about that particular piece of bad taste.’ He scooped Finlay up and strode over to Baby Thomas and the hair accessories. ‘Now, boys, let’s see what we can find.’ 
 
   ‘On, on, on,’ chanted Finlay, waving the offending necklace in front of Russell’s face. Russell rolled his eyes. ‘If you insist, darling, but we’ll have to balance it out with something hair-wise, and maybe a bit of blusher …’
 
   ‘Don’t you dare put make-up on those children, Russell,’ Katie told him as Russell reached for Sarah’s cosmetics.
 
   ‘Come on, K.K.,’ Russell said, sweeping a generous amount of blusher across Baby Thomas’s cheeks and then securing a flower hairgrip to hold back his thick blonde fringe. ‘Soldier-boy will never know. Live a little.’ 
 
   Just as Katie was about to make a grab for the little ones, music started blasting out from the house’s inbuilt sound system.  She felt in her back pocket and realized her phone was gone, and seeing as ‘Backstreet’s Back’ was now playing on all the speakers in the house she had a pretty fair idea of who might have taken it. 
 
   ‘Benji,’ she tried to shout over the music, walking to the top of the stairs and looking down, to see his cheeky face grinning up at her. 
 
   ‘Come on, Auntie Katie,’ Jack shouted, running up behind his brother. ‘You promised to finish teaching us the dance.’ 
 
   *****
 
   The first thing to hit Sam as they walked in through the door was the wall of sound. Next was the smell of burning.
 
   ‘Christ alive,’ Sarah said, stepping over the pile of shoes and coats blocking the front door. ‘I wouldn’t have thought even Katie would have been capable of this level of carnage in the time she had available.’ 
 
   As they strode down the corridor into the kitchen, Sam hung back behind Rob and Sarah. He was debating whether he shouldn’t just slink off and leave them to it. After all, he’d said all that needed to be said, and they were both in the picture now. The last thing he needed was for Katie to know how involved he was; he expected that he wasn’t exactly her favourite person, and it would probably be a good idea to keep it that way. But still he found his feet driving him on. It was pathetic but he knew he would do just about anything to see her again. As he stepped into the kitchen and took in the sight in front of him, a strange feeling of helplessness overcame him, and he realized that he was not going to turn back, maybe not ever. 
 
   The kitchen was absolute chaos. Two of the kids were attempting to breakdance in the middle of floor, and whirling around them was Katie clutching a laughing toddler in her arms. Her curly hair was flying out as she spun, and was copiously covered in flour; she had chocolate streaks across her cheeks and covering her jumper, the neck of which had been stretched out by the toddler and was hanging off her shoulder, revealing a pink bra strap. Just as Rob reached for the sound system console on the wall, Katie executed a very deep dip, lowering the toddler's head to the floor, then whipping him back up whilst he wriggled and chuckled, squirming in her arms. The music shut off abruptly as she straightened, and when her head came up her eyes connected with Sam’s, and the smile fell from her face.
 
   ‘Hey, crazies, what’s happened to the tunes? We were just …’ Sam’s gaze shot over to the pantry door, from which a half-naked man was emerging. He was also covered in flour and chocolate, and he had a large cookie one hand and a large toddler in the other (whose face suggested that he may have already devoured an equally large biscuit, or ten). Sam scanned the man and his fists clenched by his sides when he registered that this joker was only in his goddamn boxer shorts. He was familiar – Sam knew him from somewhere – but he also knew there was no way he wouldn’t remember the man if he had ever been involved with Katie. God knows he knew enough about that Dylan character. For the first time Sam registered how strange it was for a woman like Katie to have only been involved with one man in the whole six years he’d known her. As his eyes travelled back to the new guy’s face, he did a double take. There was lipstick smeared all over his mouth. Katie hadn’t been wearing any lipstick, had she? Glancing at the two toddlers, he realized that they in fact were daubed with lipstick, blusher, eye shadow, and multiple necklaces. One of them was sporting a number of flowery hair clips that pulled his fringe back, and the other had his blond locks up in two pigtails at the top of his head. 
 
   ‘Russell,’ Rob barked, and the trouserless guy jumped about a mile in the air. 
 
   ‘Golly, calm down, big man,’ said Trouserless Man, recovering from his shock, casually strolling past the island to Katie and slinging his arm around her shoulders. ‘They’re alive. The house is still standing. I for one think we made a bally good effort.’ 
 
   Sam couldn’t stop staring at the man’s arm around her shoulders. He felt like his head was going to explode. And why were Rob and Sarah exuding amused exasperation whilst appearing to hold back grins? Did they really think it appropriate for Katie’s latest fuck buddy to parade around their house in his boxers, covered in chocolate and eating their shit?
 
   ‘What exactly is that stuff all over my children?’ Sarah asked, swiping at Benji’s face but not having much success at removing any cake mix. 
 
   ‘Oh, we’ve tried to wipe it off,’ Russell said, allowing a squirming Finlay to crawl down him and run towards his daddy. ‘But it’s like welded on or something. Not sure what K.K. put in it, but it certainly has staying power.’ 
 
   Rob had picked up Finlay and was holding him out in front of him, looking him over in horror. ‘Russ, mate, tell me you did not put make-up on my boys.’
 
   ‘Look, I can’t say it was all me,’ Russell said, his hands going up, palms forward in a gesture of surrender. ‘They did a lot of that to themselves and to me, I was just along for the ride. Anyway, I’d have thought a little more gender-neutral parenting would be welcomed in this house. Life’s not all about big guns and even bigger dicks, soldier boy.’ 
 
   ‘What’s a dick?’ Benji asked, his ears having automatically pricked up at any hint of swearing.
 
   ‘It means your willy,’ Jack said authoritatively. 
 
   ‘Can I call my willy a dick then?’ Benji asked, his head cocked to the side. 
 
   ‘No you can not,’ put in Sarah, glaring at Russell. ‘Now, boys, all of you come with me, we’re going to have a bath; and Russell for goodness sake put some bloody trousers on.’
 
   ‘Yeah, put some bloody trousers on you big dick!’ shouted Benji, and Sam had to cough behind his hand to stifle a laugh. 
 
   ‘There you go, mate,’ Rob said gruffly, handing over Finlay for Sam to take in his arms. 
 
   ‘You’re a messy little blighter, aren’t you,’ Sam told Finlay, holding him at arm’s length.
 
   ‘Finlay messy,’ he said proudly, obviously viewing this as a massive compliment. He then raised both his chubby, messy hands and landed them either side of Sam’s face, transferring a fair amount of cake mix and make-up. Complete silence fell in the kitchen, waiting for Sam’s reaction. He stared at Finlay for a second, before a slow grin broke out over his face and he lent into the boy to blow a raspberry into his neck. 
 
   Sam had no idea how much that grin transformed his features from forbidding and unapproachable to warm and unbearably handsome. He had no idea how long his friends had been waiting to see a smile on his face that reached his eyes for once. So he didn’t notice Sarah’s eyes fill with tears, or a look of relief wash over her husband’s features, as he squeezed her hand. 
 
   ‘Right, come on then, you lot,’ Sarah said, her voice a little choked, but holding it together admirably. ‘Bath and bed.’
 
   


  
 



Chapter 10
 
   Igam ogam
 
    
 
   Katie scowled at the pizza boxes as Rob carried them into the kitchen. 
 
   ‘I did actually make a casserole,’ she said proudly, gesturing to the pot on the stove. 
 
   ‘K.K., darling, you have many talents but unfortunately cooking is not one of them,’ Russell told her.
 
   ‘I’m just a bit off the wall. Your tastes are obviously too suburban for my creativity. I’m like Heston Blumenthal, a bit experimental, a bit edgy, you know?’
 
   ‘Heston’s restaurant is world famous and had three Michelin stars. The only edgy quality of your chicken casserole is the salmonella infection you’d be suffering afterwards,’ Russell put in, strolling over to where the pot was sitting and cautiously lifting the lid. 
 
   ‘That is not true, I’ve never –’
 
   ‘Okay, babes, you’re right,’ Russell said, putting a ladle into the pot and lifting up a blackened chicken breast. ‘I will concede that it is unlikely any microorganisms could possibly have survived in this casserole pot. Those that did would be good candidates for surviving a nuclear holocaust, so by rights they would deserve to give us food poisoning.’ 
 
   ‘Why, you smug, arrogant little –’ Katie scrambled off her stool and flew across the kitchen at Russell, aiming a kick at his shin, but was held back at the last minute by his hand on the top of her head. 
 
   ‘Who’s calling who “little”, K.K.?’ Russell said smugly, releasing her head only to grab her into a headlock and start tickling her relentlessly whilst she wriggled and laughed, begging him to stop. 
 
   ‘Get off her, now,’ Sam’s voice cracked across the room, and both Katie and Russell froze. Russell turned towards Sam. Whatever he saw made him let go of Katie immediately and step away. Katie straightened and looked up at Sam in shock. He was towering in the doorway, his hands clenched into fists at his sides, and his scowling face fixed on Russell, who started to edge nervously away towards the kitchen counter. 
 
   ‘Um … Sam?’ Katie said cautiously, and although he was giving out vibes that screamed stay away, she could feel herself being drawn towards him. Once she was right in front of him, and she could literally feel the fury radiating off his body, she laid her small hand on his chest and his neck twisted to look down at her in shock. 
 
   ‘He wasn’t hurting me,’ she said softly, and he frowned. 
 
   ‘He …’ he started, then shook his head as if to clear it, ‘he was touching you and I …’ Katie could see the exact moment he came back to himself and realized what he was doing. His large chest expanded under her hand as he took a big breath in, and he closed his eyes for a second. When he opened them they were wiped clean of the anger and unreadable again. 
 
   ‘Waa-waa-wee-waa Weird Rambo,’ Russell sing-songed, oblivious to the tension or the fact that he was taking his life into his hands. ‘Ugh, you girls are so lucky. Why are all the broody-hot ones straight? Why can’t I get me some of that Top Gun action?’ 
 
   Sam’s eyes flashed to Russell and his mouth fell open. Katie thought it was the first time she’d ever seen him truly shocked. 
 
   ‘Russell, honey,’ Sarah said through a smile, ‘you’re scaring Rob again.’ Rob rolled his eyes and threw Russell’s trousers at him. 
 
   ‘If you have to flirt with me, fine,’ he said. ‘But do it with goddamn trousers on. And Russell …’
 
   ‘Yes?’
 
   ‘That is the last time you put make-up on my boys, mate.’
 
   ‘Okay, okay.’
 
   ‘No jewellery either, or any of that hair crap.’
 
   ‘You know, big man, if you repress them they’ll only resent you in the long term.’
 
   ‘Right, so when they can make a choice to wear that shit themselves they can have at it. Until then let’s give them a fighting chance, yeah?’
 
   Russell sighed as he did up his trousers but wisely opted to keep quiet. Katie realized that she still had her hand resting on Sam’s chest. 
 
   ‘Um …’ she muttered, pulling back her hand to tuck her tangled curls behind her ear, ‘so, anyway, what are you guys doing back so early and why … ?’ She trailed off, glancing up at Sam and back to Sarah. 
 
   ‘Something came up,’ Sarah said evasively, and for some reason she flashed Katie a sharp look. 
 
   ‘Well,’ Katie said, drawing out the word and scuffing her feet on the floor, ‘I’ll leave you guys to it then.’ There was no way she wanted to hang around if Sam was staying. She’d been humiliated enough for one day. ‘Come on, Russ, we’ll go and watch Gogglebox at mine.’ 
 
   ‘Katie, sit down,’ Rob said firmly, taking hold of her arm and steering her to the table. He then went as far as putting pressure on her shoulders to plant her arse in the nearest chair. ‘You may as well sit down too, Russ, this could involve you as well.’ 
 
   Katie swallowed as she took in Rob’s grim expression and belatedly noticed the tense atmosphere. Russell just shrugged, and wasted no time in opening up one of the pizza boxes and digging in. Sarah retrieved beers and wine, and once everyone was set up she pulled out a chair opposite Katie, with Sam and Rob flanking her. She looked down at her hands for a second and took a deep breath before focusing fully on Katie. 
 
   ‘Look, Sarah, I’m sorry about the mess, okay? I know I let them run riot but –’
 
   ‘I couldn’t care less about the bloody mess,’ Sarah said, cutting her off. ‘What I care about is you.’
 
   ‘Um … okay …’ Katie rubbed her nose, then glanced at her hand, thinking that she probably should have used a mirror when she was wiping the cake mix off. She wiped the chocolate onto a napkin, and then for some reason glanced at Sam. He was focused on her nose, and she had to resist the urge to dart to the bathroom and check she’d got it all off. She bit her lip and watched as his gaze fell to her mouth and his hands tightened around the bottle of beer he was holding, turning his knuckles white. 
 
   ‘Why couldn’t you tell us?’ Sarah asked, and the catch in her voice made Katie focus back onto her. 
 
   ‘What are you talking about?’ Katie frowned in confusion. 
 
   ‘I’m talking about Daniel.’
 
   Katie blinked. Suddenly it felt like all the air had been sucked out of the kitchen. She felt her chest constrict and the familiar feeling of panic crawl up into her throat. ‘I … I …’
 
   ‘We’re your family. You can tell us anything.’
 
   ‘I just thought … with the baby coming and …’ She trailed off and looked down at her hands which she realized were shaking. ‘Look, it was nothing, okay? It wasn’t worth …’
 
   ‘Two months ago your bag was snatched in the car park of your surgery,’ Sam interrupted, his voice level and devoid of emotion. ‘A few days later it was returned; you found it one morning waiting for you on the desk of your consulting room. But your phone had been replaced with an upgrade, your wallet replaced with a designer leather one, and an extra five hundred pounds in cash was inside it.’
 
   ‘I …’ Katie twisted her hands in her lap and flicked a glance at Russell, to find that his face had gone very pale.
 
   ‘For the last eighteen months you have received a note every week, delivered to your door. At the start the note was accompanied by flowers, jewellery, expensive scarves, Harrods hampers, a watch; all of which you took to the police. For the last two weeks it has just been the notes. They all say variations of the same thing.’
 
   ‘Look, I went to the police, okay? They’ve known all about it from the beginning. And anyway nothing has actually happened. I think he must have somehow found out about Dylan and it made him angry. I thought it might stop after we broke up. I mean, we weren’t really together that long, but Daniel is … persistent. It’s just notes and stuff and I …’ Katie took a deep breath and felt her eyes start to sting as her voice dropped to a whisper. ‘It’s my problem, my mistake. I just wanted to forget it was happening, and if I told you I knew it would seem … real.’
 
   ‘God, what are you talking about “your mistake”?’ Sarah looked furious. ‘Some psycho stalking you is not your bloody mistake.’
 
   ‘I never should have got involved with him in the first place,’ Katie muttered, and Sarah rolled her eyes. 
 
   ‘Katie, we can’t be held responsible for the mistakes we make at uni when we’re teenagers for the rest of our lives,’ Sarah told her. ‘I slept with Monty Bed-Swamper Peterson in my first year, and believe me he lived up to his name.’ Russell let out a bark of laughter at this, and Rob leaned back in his chair looking up at the ceiling, clearly trying to block out this unwanted tidbit of information. 
 
   ‘But you didn’t stay with Monty for three years,’ Katie said, one hand tucking her hair behind her ear and the other going to her wineglass. But before she could get there Sarah’s hand had shot out across the table and grabbed hold of hers. 
 
   ‘Monty bed-swamped on the first night,’ Sarah said softly. ‘You didn’t see Daniel’s true colours till much later.’
 
   Katie shrugged. ‘Maybe not, but when I did, I should have …’
 
   ‘You were vulnerable, Katie,’ Sarah said, her voice hardening and her grip tightening on her hand. ‘That bastard took advantage of a young girl who’d just lost her family. Mum and Dad didn’t even think you should be going away to uni in London. They wanted –’
 
   ‘What are you on about?’ Sam suddenly barked out, staring at Sarah and then Katie in shock. 
 
   ‘Sam, I –’ Sarah started. 
 
   ‘What do you mean, “lost her family”?’ 
 
   ‘Dad died of lung cancer when I was just a baby, and Mum died of breast cancer when I was sixteen,’ Katie told him, and felt Sarah squeeze her hand again. 
 
   ‘She came to live with us,’ Sarah said. ‘Mum and Dad wanted her to stay in Wales but she got the place in medical school in London. She said she was ready to go away and we all … we all believed her and we …’ Sarah trailed off, tears suddenly filling her blue eyes. Rob leaned back into her, putting his arm around her shoulders, and Katie reached across the table with her other hand so that both were holding onto Sarah’s. ‘We let you down,’ Sarah whispered, a tear escaping and trailing down her cheek. ‘It was my fault – all that palaver when I got pregnant so young and nearly dropped out. Mum and Dad didn’t even think to worry about you whilst all that was going on.’ 
 
   Sarah had met Rob when she was nineteen, and was pregnant with Jack six months later. Unfortunately, by the time she’d found out, Rob had been deployed to Afghanistan for another six-month stint. She had been with Rob for such a short time that she wasn’t sure how he would react, so she only had her parents for support. She shouldn’t have worried. Once Rob returned he was ecstatic that Sarah was pregnant. Very unromantically he told her, ‘This is great, saves me all the hassle of trying to convince you to get married and settle down early. We can just jog on and get it all done now. I want six, by the way.’ That statement may have contributed to Sarah’s decision to keep him waiting, marriage-wise, for another two years.
 
   ‘Don’t be ridiculous, honey, I was –’
 
   ‘You’re an orphan,’ Sam interrupted, his face looking strangely pale. 
 
   ‘Um … I’m not sure if a twenty-nine-year-old woman can exactly be termed an orphan as such.’ Katie said, smiling a small smile at him, which was met with a stony expression.
 
   ‘No siblings?’ 
 
   ‘No. I have an auntie in north Wales but I don’t see much of her; it’s quite a long way see, and the roads are all igam ogam*. I’ve never been very good with –’
 
   ‘Igam ogam?’ Sam asked as Katie watched his jaw relax and his lips tip up. 
 
   ‘Yeah, you know,’ Katie said. ‘Igam,’ she released Sarah’s hand so she could wave it in front of her face, swaying her body in sync, ‘Ogam,’ she finished in a whisper, spellbound by the soft look that Sam was now directing at her. 
 
   ‘Right,’ Russell cut in, his voice sounding strained. ‘Now, can someone please explain to me what’s going on. This Daniel character – is he your slimeball ex?’ 
 
   ‘Yes,’ replied Katie, and Russell’s jaw tensed. Suffice to say that over the years he had wheedled the details of her one and only proper past relationship, if not the bloke’s actual name. Katie was a source of fascination to Russell, who was always warning her ominously that, ‘Your foof will close over if you don’t get it some action once in a while, darling; it’s not healthy.’ So she had had to reveal enough about Daniel to satisfy his rampant curiosity and attempt to dissuade him from trying to kick-start her love life, not that he did in fact let it tone him down too much in the matchmaking stakes. He’d recently tried to upload a heterosexual equivalent of the grinder app to her phone, which kept beeping to let her know when another fellow user was in the vicinity and ready for a spot of ‘tromboning’ (Russell had tried to explain this act in great detail, making Katie throw up in her mouth a little and put her fingers in her ears to block out the rest) – very off-putting if you were simply in the queue for a latte at Starbucks. 
 
   ‘Right, well, what are you lot going to do about it?’ Russell asked the men accusingly, puffing his chest out as much as was possible. ‘I mean, what’s the point in her best friend’s husband running a security company full of ex-military mercenaries if they’re just going to sit around and –’
 
   ‘She has an alarm system with external security cameras which has a feed direct to our main office,’ Sam cut in, his eyes on Katie. ‘If her alarm goes off, the police and every member of our company are notified. She has a tracker on her car, in her purse, and installed in her phone. She has not been walking anywhere alone after dark for the last two weeks. Every member of our crew and all the freelance agents we work with have been briefed about her and that piece of shit stalking her.’
 
   Katie’s jaw dropped open. ‘Uh … Sam, isn’t that a bit, well … overkill?’ I mean, people get stalked all the time, don’t they? Nobody else has a group of mercenaries more used to dangerous extractions in foreign lands and guarding ships against pirates looking out for them.’ 
 
   ‘Seventy-six per cent of women murdered by their ex-partners were stalked by them beforehand,’ Sam told her, and Katie felt the blood drain out of her face. ‘And Katie, he’s not just your average run-of-the-mill stalker. You know that, don’t you?’
 
   ‘Yes,’ Katie forced out, her throat closing over. ‘Yes, I know he’s not average.’ She shuddered. By the time she’d managed to get out from Daniel’s control she’d been under no illusion that he was a good man but she did know he was a powerful one, even then. And the type of man he was, the kind of charisma and sheer strength of character he projected, she knew that by now his power would have grown. ‘But um … how do you know about … ?’ she scrunched her nose whilst trying to make sense of this Spanish inquisition. ‘Rob, honey, you really didn’t have to go all security-forces-crazy about this whole thing. I mean, it’s not like I’m the Dalai Lama. All this investigating Daniel and hooking my cottage up like Fort Knox is going a bit overboard, don’t you think?’
 
   ‘But Rob didn’t –’ Sarah started.
 
   ‘Right,’ Sam cut in, pushing his chair back and standing in one sharp movement. ‘Now that’s cleared up I’ve got somewhere to be.’
 
   ‘But you haven’t even eaten any pizza,’ Sarah cried, suddenly distracted from whatever she wanted to say. She stood and laid her hand on Sam’s arm. ‘Stay,’ she said softly. ‘What else are you doing?’
 
   Sam glanced at Katie, then back at Sarah. ‘I can’t,’ he whispered. ‘I –’ His phone cut him off and he glanced at the screen. He looked at Katie again for a second, before tensing his jaw and taking a deep breath, as if he’d made some sort of decision.
 
   ‘Lydia,’ he answered tightly. ‘Yeah, that’s fine. Meet you at my place.’ He shut off the phone, shoved it into his back pocket, jerked his chin at the rest of the room, saying, ‘Later,’ before stalking out of the house. 
 
   ‘Weirdo Rambo is moody, but he’d still get it,’ Russell said dreamily, leaning his head on his hand and sighing. 
 
   Whilst Rob looked at the ceiling yet again seeking patience, Katie shook her head to clear it. Of course Sam was still seeing Lydia. Lydia was gorgeous, she was famous, she was immaculate, and she was very much not ‘goddamn ridiculous’, which was how Sam had described Katie on more than one occasion. Sam was probably a tad bit pissed off that Rob had pulled the Boss Card on him and made him explain her security arrangements, seeing as Sam probably thought they were crazily over the top himself. There was absolutely no reason that this news should cause an ache in Katie’s chest or make her eyes suddenly smart with unshed tears. 
 
   ‘Right,’ she said, squashing down all her emotion and focusing on the here and now. ‘Let’s eat some of the cake I made.’ She ignored the collective groan from around the table. ‘And you can fill me in on all this security stuff and why on earth you think it’s necessary. 
 
   Rob explained everything he could to Katie about the ‘security stuff’. 
 
   Sarah, never one to keep quiet, did her share of lecturing. 
 
   Russell put himself in charge of her security at work like some sort of self-appointed bodyguard – he was considering how to accessorize a Men in Black theme, and whether this in fact required the purchase of a new pair of designer sunglasses.  
 
   They cut the cake. They threw the cake away. (The top was black the middle still liquid.) 
 
   And all the while Katie kept rubbing absently at her chest, wondering when the feeling of emptiness would abate.
 
    
 
   *Igam ogam – Welsh term for a line or path that proceeds by sharp turns in alternate directions.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 11
 
   Put a bloody tarp down for the wet work
 
    
 
   Daniel Baxter looked out over the seething mass of bodies on the dance floor. Their frantic movements were out of time with the classical music he had playing in the background, but then his office was completely soundproof. Just because a large part of his income stream was built from the drugs that fuelled most of the people below and their love of the tuneless chaos that surrounded them, didn’t mean that he had to put up with it himself. His lip curled as he reached for his glass of whiskey. The mindless, soulless masses disgusted him. He was glad to milk them dry for all he could; make them pay him for their drugs, their sex; their very existence. 
 
   ‘Boss?’ Daniel turned towards Carl, who was hovering at the entrance to his office, and winced as a wave of sound came through the open doorway. 
 
   ‘Close the door, you fuckwit,’ he barked, before slamming back his whiskey. ‘Any luck with our … guest?’ 
 
   ‘Not yet, sir, but we’re working on it now,’ Carl told him, walking across the room to stand next to Daniel at the window. ‘I’ve …’ Carl paused and Daniel watched him swallow nervously. Jesus, this guy was supposed to be his second in command – why was everyone he worked with such a pussy? ‘I’ve got some more … I mean you said that you wanted to know if she …’
 
   Daniel sighed. ‘Just fucking hand them over and go get our guest in here,’ he snapped, his hand tightening on his glass. 
 
   Once Carl had rushed out, Daniel carefully placed the envelope to the side. It could wait until he’d dealt with this latest piece of scum. His life was full of darkness and filth and the dregs of humanity. He’d been swimming through the same shit for years, swearing to himself that once he’d amassed enough power, enough money, he’d leave it all behind. Once that happened he’d be free to claim her. Then she wouldn’t leave him, not that he planned on giving her much of a choice, but still, he’d be good and clean and right, the same as she was – that would change her mind. After a time he had no doubt that she could wash away his sins, she could bring him into the light. With her help maybe he could even reclaim his soul. 
 
   ‘Uh … boss,’ Carl said, grunting with effort as he and Frank lugged in a large man who was significantly worse for wear than when he had strode into the club confidently to meet Daniel that evening. 
 
   ‘So,’ Daniel began, his bored tone indicating just how tiresome he found this whole scenario – tiresome but necessary – ‘I wonder if we understand each other now, Gregoski?’
 
   ‘’Uck ew,’ the man gargled through his split lips, staring at Daniel defiantly with the eye that wasn’t swollen shut. Daniel looked at Carl and jerked his chin. 
 
   ‘Omph!’ He watched dispassionately as the man’s head fell forward onto his knees, clutching at his stomach, which had just received Carl’s punch. 
 
   ‘Fucking hell, Carl,’ Daniel barked as the man spat blood onto his Persian rug. ‘How many times do I have to tell you to put a bloody tarp down for the wet work?’ 
 
   ‘S-sorry boss,’ Carl started, looking down nervously at the rug. ‘Shall I –’
 
   ‘Forget it, you useless piece of shit,’ Daniel snapped, his eyes focusing on the man in the chair in front of him and for the first time displaying real anger and not just indifference. ‘Fuck it, the rug’s ruined anyway,’ he muttered, his hand going into the top draw of his desk. 
 
   Both Carl and Frank took a hasty step back from the man in the chair just before the chair flew back with the force of the gunshot to the man’s head. The silencer made sure that no sound would escape the room.
 
   ‘Well,’ Daniel said, putting the gun back in the drawer and closing it slowly. ‘That sorts that out. Tell Taylor that he’s got a promotion. From now on he’ll be managing this guy’s stable as well as the distribution side for his territory.’ 
 
   Carl and Frank stood stock still for a moment. Daniel rolled his eyes. 
 
   ‘Well?’ he said impatiently. ‘Get rid of this fucking mess.’ 
 
   ‘But … but boss … we …’ Carl scratched his head, obviously flummoxed. In truth Daniel didn’t really blame him. Disposing of a corpse was tricky at the best of times; usually Daniel would only really do this somewhere where the disposal wasn’t an issue. Unfortunately over the last eighteen months control had become a problem. Having to tolerate another man touching his property was not conducive to his sanity. He wasn’t sure if it was the reminders he had started sending her or something else that had put a stop to it, but the anger he felt still lingered. 
 
   He had of course been tempted to just sort the problem out permanently, but the guys who managed most of his wet work were quick to point out that whilst ending a drug-dealing pimp in south London who nobody gave a fuck about may be doable, offing a doctor with family and friends was more of a challenge. Anyway, that relationship was history before it even began, and Daniel had started to relax again. But it had brought home the fact that he couldn’t wait forever, so he’d decided that he’d carry on with the reminders – somewhat of a warning in case she thought she could pull that kind of a stunt again.  
 
   Once reinforcements had arrived and the body had be rolled in his favourite fucking Persian rug and lugged out of the room, Daniel reached for the envelope, but was interrupted when Carl sidled back into the room. 
 
   ‘What now?’ he asked, running his hand through his hair in frustration. 
 
   ‘One the girls in the Clapham house is pregnant, sir,’ Carl said. ‘I don’t know how it happened; we’re always careful to depot them on arrival, and regular as clockwork once they’re there; she must have slipped through the net.’
 
   Daniel pinched the bridge of his nose and tried to breathe slowly to contain his temper. ‘Chuck her out then, put her on a flight home.’ Why he had to micro-manage every aspect of his many business interests he didn’t know, he certainly paid people enough to deal with these unpleasant details themselves. ‘Now, if that’s everything, Carl, would you please, please fuck off.’
 
   Once the door had swung shut and the strains of the classical music could be heard again over the thumping from downstairs, Daniel wiped his hands down his face and reached for the envelope. He pulled out the photos slowly and smiled as a close-up of her face came into view, pleased that he’d requested all the images to be printed rather than just viewed on his computer. Somehow she felt more tangible this way; every one of her thick, dark lashes clearly defined, her high cheekbones flushed with colour and the freckles on her nose easily discernable. His smile died quickly however after he spread the rest of them across the desk. There she was being held up by a man – secured to his side. As he flipped to the next, his grip on his drink tightened again: the man was backing her up into her front door. The sound of shattering glass filled the office as Daniel flipped to the next photograph. He swore and snatched up some tissues to stem the flow of blood from his hand. Jerking his chair back, he jumped up and headed to the door, slamming it behind him. On his desk sat the blood-splattered image of a beautiful, small, curly-haired woman in the arms of a dark-haired man. At first she was looking up at him, scrunching her nose, and then his mouth had covered hers.   
 
   Out of the shadows, behind a filing cabinet in the corner of his office, Goodie emerged, dressed all in black and her short white-blonde hair only slightly ruffled. She dusted off her skin-tight trousers and sauntered across the room like she didn’t have a care in the world; as if squatting behind filing cabinets for hours on end was all the same to her. In the middle of the room she suddenly looked up at the far corner and performed a little finger wave and a one-finger salute, before moving on silent feet to the desk. She looked down at the photos spread over it. 
 
   Then she smiled.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 12
 
   Everyone knows you don’t have to mindlessly obey the warning lights
 
    
 
   ‘So, you want in or not?’ Rob asked, expertly lifting Finlay up into his chair, then pausing to bellow: ‘Kids, get your arses in here! Supper’s on the table!’
 
   ‘Jesus,’ Sam muttered down the line, ‘could you bloody warn me before you do that; I’m deaf in one ear now.’
 
   ‘Boys! Supper, now!’
 
   ‘Rob, Christ, they’re children not a sodding regiment of new recruits. 
 
   ‘Oh, believe me they’re worse than any regiment I’ve ever been in charge of,’ Rob muttered darkly. 
 
   ‘What, worse than controlling a bunch of hormonal, violent, emotionally immature teenagers with weapons?’
 
   ‘Mate, I’ve been pissed, shat, and puked on today. One of them decided to hide from me whilst the older boys were playing tennis, causing the whole goddamn tennis club to come to a standstill. Just as the police pulled up, the little blighter pokes his head out of a cupboard in the clubhouse shouting: ‘I win!’ Another one ran out into the road whilst I was wrestling the baby into his car seat and fighting against his impressive imitation of a plank of wood. I ran after him, got him out of the way, but was clipped by a car myself in the process. So to sum up I’m a lot more worse for wear than after a day training new recruits – even a day in active service pales in comparison, mate.’
 
   ‘Where’s the missus?’
 
   ‘Goddamn exhausted and hopefully sleeping,’ Rob replied. ‘She looks like death. Gonna have to throw money at the problem and force her to accept a nanny or something. The profit on this next job alone could pay for a year of childcare if not more. So you in?’
 
   ‘Look … I think I’ll stay around here for the time being,’ Sam said. 
 
   ‘What?’ Rob asked, and then, ‘Benji! Do not throw your brother!’ 
 
   ‘But he likes it,’ Sam could hear in the background.
 
   ‘He’s two and he’s a nutcase,’ Rob returned. ‘Just because he likes it does not mean it’s a good idea. He is not a bowling ball. What do you mean you want to stay? You never want to stay?’
 
   ‘Are you talking to me or the hellions?’
 
   ‘Sam, don’t be a prick. You know I’m talking to you.’
 
   ‘Look, I think I’m better off running the security on the set at the moment. Needs someone with experience, and I …’
 
   ‘Christ, it’s not about that Lydia bitch is it? Please tell me you’re not staying so you can continue to tap that?’
 
   Sam shuddered. After an extremely ill advised attempt to continue to ‘tap that’ last night, he was sure of at least one thing today and that was his intention to avoid her at all costs. ‘You could freeze ice in that woman’s vagina, mate. Not going there again.’ Rob let out a bark of laughter, then shouted, ‘Boys sit down, now!’
 
   Sam had to hold the phone away from his ear, and winced. ‘I don’t think Sarah shouts as much as that, does she?’
 
   ‘It’s all water off a duck’s back with these psychos,’ Rob muttered into the phone. ‘Anyway I think shouting is coming back as a valid parenting technique.’
 
   Sam was sensible enough not to question that assertion or the fact that Rob had any knowledge whatsoever of parenting techniques. 
 
   ‘Look, if you need me to go …’
 
   ‘No, it’s fine, I can send Geoff with the boys – but listen, hold on.’ Sam heard a scuffle, and then the shouts and screams of the boys went quiet. ‘Ah, blissful silence,’ Rob said, sighing in relief. 
 
   ‘How did you … ?’
 
   ‘I’m outside the front door,’ Rob told him, and Sam stifled another laugh imagining Rob in the freezing cold of his porch, hiding from his own kids. ‘Listen, is this because of … ?’ 
 
   Sam’s smile died abruptly and he scrubbed his hand down his face. ‘Don’t go there,’ he warned. ‘Don’t over-analyse this shit. I’ve got some stuff to get sorted, alright?’
 
   ‘Okay, okay, keep your knickers on,’ Rob said, and Sam could picture him holding up his hands in surrender. ‘Oh by the way, have you heard from Goodie? I was going to offer her the Somalia job but I can’t get hold of her.’
 
   ‘Goodie’s off the grid for the moment,’ Sam said evasively, and Rob sighed. 
 
   ‘Okay,’ Rob said softly. Sam knew that Rob had likely guessed what Goodie was doing, but he also knew that when it came to this subject he needed to tread carefully. ‘It’s good you’ll be around for a bit anyway. We’ve missed you, you prick.’
 
   ‘I …’ Jesus, Sam thought as his throat unexpectedly tightened mid sentence; I’m turning into a hell of a pussy all of a sudden. ‘Yeah,’ he continued gruffly, ‘it’ll be good to be based somewhere for a change.’
 
   ‘Maybe …’ Rob began tentatively, ‘maybe you could think about some sort of … help … I mean …’
 
   Sam cleared his throat. That was enough of the touchy-feely stuff for one day. ‘Listen, Rob, I gotta go set up for the battle scene at the set, make sure those meatheads know what their doing.’
 
   ‘Shit, yes, yes, please go!’ 
 
   Sam smiled; he knew that as a distraction technique an impending fuck-up on the set was pretty much guaranteed to work with Rob. 
 
   *****
 
   ‘Thank God you’re here, finally,’ grumbled Frank, grabbing Katie’s arm and dragging her through the trailers and towards the beach. He was sweating profusely and looked in serious danger of some kind of cardiac event. The fact that they had only called the practice half an hour ago and Katie did not travel by helicopter seemed lost on him. ‘She’s gone totally nuts, nobody can control her.’
 
   ‘Right, so it’s Helen Sandham I’m here to see, right?’ Katie asked, her short high-heel-boot-clad legs struggling to keep up with him on the sand. 
 
   ‘Dame Helen,’ he told her, throwing an appalled look back over his shoulder at her. 
 
   ‘Okay,’ Katie said slowly and with what she thought was considerable patience. ‘And what exactly has happened with Dame Helen?’
 
   As they rounded the corner of the cliff and came out onto a huge open part of the beach, Katie sucked in an awed breath. A battle scene was set up, with soldiers on both sides all dressed in medieval armour, some on foot and some on horses. The kids were sitting on their own ponies, and Davey, who had recovered well, looked savagely cute. 
 
   In the middle of all of this, an elderly lady dressed in full medieval-queen regalia was scrabbling around on her hands and knees in the sand, muttering distractedly. Katie vaguely recognized her from some sort of period drama. She was being gently contained and kept away from the horses’ hooves by Sam and another large security guard.
 
   ‘What happened?’ Katie asked Frank quietly as they approached Dame Helen.
 
   ‘Not sure,’ he replied. ‘She’s been strange for a couple of days, keeps nipping off to the loo every five minutes and talking about random stuff.’
 
   ‘Didn’t anyone think that something was off?’ 
 
   Frank shrugged. ‘She’s eccentric you know; we just thought it was all part of her gig. But this afternoon she’s gone seriously loopy.’ 
 
   ‘Any family around?’ 
 
   Frank gave one of the lackeys following him with clipboards a significant look and they scrurried off saying they would find out. Oh, to have that kind of authority, Katie thought wistfully. She was lucky if she managed to command the respect of her own cat, leave alone have actual lackeys hanging on her every word. 
 
   She approached Dame Helen carefully and knelt down next to her, making sure to avoid eye contact with Sam.  
 
   ‘Hi there,’ Katie said. ‘Can I help? Are you looking for something?’ Dame Helen gave her a frustrated look. 
 
   ‘Of course I’m looking for it, Lizzy,’ she said impatiently. ‘How the hell do you think we’ll catch the damn train without it! God, you never think practically.’ She went back to sifting through the sand. As she drew a little too close to the horses, Sam motioned to Katie, tacitly asking if he should physically remove her. Katie shook her head and laid a hand on Dame Helen’s arm.
 
   ‘Helen,’ she called softly, ‘there’s no trains here for a while. I think we’d better walk anyway.’ Dame Helen looked up and then around at the battle scene in bewilderment.
 
   ‘What the hell is going on, Lizzy?’ she whispered, grabbing Katie’s hand, obviously terrified. 
 
   ‘Everything’s fine,’ Katie said in her most reassuring tone. ‘We just need to get you back somewhere where it’s warm so we can sort it out,’ she continued, eyeing Dame Helen’s sodden skirts. After a moment’s hesitation Dame Helen stood unsteadily and grabbed onto Katie’s arm hard, almost unbalancing Katie, which wasn’t too hard in soft sand on spike-heeled boots. Sam came around to Dame Helen’s other side and held out his hand. 
 
   ‘May I be of assistance?’ he asked politely. 
 
   ‘What lovely manners,’ she breathed, looking up at him dreamily. Katie rolled her eyes; if only Dame Helen knew. ‘Now, don’t be jealous, Lizzy,’ Dame Helen snapped. ‘You can’t have all the handsome ones to yourself.’ 
 
   Between them they managed to get her to her trailer. Once there she grabbed Sam’s hand in her vice-like grip when he attempted to leave, and he settled down beside her on the sofa. 
 
   Katie tried to get as much history from Dame Helen as possible despite her acute confusion, and examined her (which was a little tricky seeing as she refused to relinquish Sam’s hand or lie flat, but Katie did manage to establish that she was running a fever). Then, after much persuasion, Katie managed to extract Dame Helen from Sam and move her into the en-suite toilet. A painstaking battle with Dame Helen’s voluminous skirts ensued until Katie finally managed to get a sample of her urine. It was obvious just from the look of it that she had an infection, and the dipstick was positive for everything. 
 
   After Katie had managed to escape Dame Helen’s skirts and exit the small bathroom, Frank came bursting into the trailer holding out a phone. Helen’s daughter was on the line and Katie explained the situation to her and that she was going to treat her mum with antibiotics. Thankfully the daughter was only an hour away and said she would come straight down.  Katie then started the process of cajoling Helen to take one of the antibiotic tablets she had for her in her bag, and gently getting her to drink some fluid and rest on the bed. Dame Helen swore at her a few times and continued to call her Lizzy. (Katie was beginning to feel a little sorry for the long-suffering Lizzy.) 
 
   Once Dame Helen had settled down her in her own trailer, with a couple of lackeys deployed to watch over her, Katie rather felt that her work was done.  She said goodbye to Dame Helen, gave Frank the instructions and medication for her, and spared Sam a very brief smile before shooting out of the trailer and making towards the car park.  Head down, she barrelled through the trailers as fast as her heels would take her. But as she was rounding the corner of the last one, she crashed straight into a solid wall, teetered for a second, and then, to her horror, landed in the dirt on her backside with a loud ‘Oomph!’
 
   Sam looked down at her and Katie narrowed her eyes at his mouth, convinced his lips were twitching. ‘Might be an idea to look where you’re going and take corners at less than warp speed in future,’ he offered, leaning down to pull her up onto her feet and dust her off like a small child. 
 
   Katie glared at him whilst struggling to take a breath after having the wind knocked out of her. ‘You …’ she started, then breathed deeply, smoothing down her skirt to calm her nerves, ‘you try walking in these boots and not look down whilst on treacherous terrain.’ He looked at her feet and then back up to her red face, the lip-twitching now verging on a smile. 
 
   ‘Um, not sure this terrain is classified as “treacherous” but I guess it all depends on whose tackling it. What is it about you and footwear anyway? Don’t you own anything with a grip on it? And who comes to a beach in winter wearing high heels?’ 
 
   ‘Oh yes, yes,’ Katie said sarcastically. ‘Of course when I was dressing this morning I thought to myself: I must wear shoes ideal to tackle the Gower and grapple with a delirious old lady whilst avoiding the hooves of actual horses that scare the bejesus out of me. After all, that is my priority, above looking smart for my normal work and maybe adding a little height into the equation so that my patients take me seriously.’ At the word ‘bejesus’ and the reference to her height, Sam’s face went soft. He looked down at her feet and up again to her face and sighed. 
 
   ‘Christ, what am I going to do with you?’ he asked. 
 
   ‘Um … I suspect nothing,’ Katie returned, stepping to the side to get past him. ‘I think probably a return to the Avoid Katie Policy is in order – far simpler and less confusing.’ 
 
   ‘Yeah,’ he agreed, but moved with her to block her path, ‘that would be a good idea.’ She eyed him warily and stepped to the other side, and again he moved with her. 
 
   ‘I’m trying to get around you,’ she informed him. 
 
   ‘I know,’ he said, leaning in and raising his hand to touch her face. 
 
   ‘Sam! Darling!’ Lydia’s shrill voice cut through the tension surrounding them and Katie jerked her face away, taking a step back and watching as irritation replaced the soft look on Sam’s face. ‘I’m thrilled you’re taking over the security detail around here. I must say I have had my concerns. Of course I have literally hundreds of stalkers out there just waiting for the chance of even a glimpse of me.’ 
 
   Katie looked over a shoulder and watched the tall blonde approach with fascination. Of course there was no way that woman would be the least bit unsteady in heels, whatever the state of the ground. She practically floated around Katie to approach a weirdly stiff-with-tension Sam, and slip her hand onto his arm. This time it was Sam’s turn to take a step back, shaking her off. 
 
   ‘Oops,’ Lydia giggled. ‘Of course you’re right darling, we must maintain appearances on the set.’ She beamed at him and he looked down at his boots and rubbed the back of his neck. 
 
   ‘Lydia,’ he said slowly, with what sounded like extreme patience. ‘I need to get on with my job, yeah?’
 
   ‘Of course, of course. Please don’t let little old me get in the way.’ She turned to Katie as if only just noticing her. ‘Oh hello, you’re the girl from the dinner party aren’t you? The one in the orange dress?’ Would Katie ever live down that dress? ‘Are you here for some work experience?’ Katie stiffened; this was not the first time she had been mistaken for a work-experience student. ‘If you’re here as a runner, I’m dying for a latte. My trailer is –’
 
   ‘For Christ’s sake, Lydia,’ Sam cut in, looking furious. ‘Katie is a doctor; remember? She’s not here to fetch you coffee.’
 
   Lydia smiled, totally unrepentant. ‘Oh dear, I am sorry,’ she said insincerely. ‘I thought you were a teenager. I wondered why you were at that party. I just assumed you were somebody’s little sister or something. Silly me.’ 
 
   Katie had heard Sarah tell Lydia that she was her best friend, so what that comment was trying to prove she had no idea. She took a deep breath and managed to force a smile at Lydia, muttering: ‘Don’t worry, happens all the time.’ Determined now to escape further humiliation, she darted around Sam and by some miracle managed to stay vertical, then shot off to her car, which was thankfully only a short distance away. 
 
   Once inside she breathed a sigh of relief and turned the key in the ignition. The car spluttered for a moment, then fell silent. ‘Bollocks,’ she muttered under her breath, eyeing the engine light on the dashboard, which, when she thought about it, had been flashing for a while now. She tried again with even less response and swore violently, banging her hands on the steering wheel, and then falling forward to rest her head on it. Out of the corner of her eye she noticed the light being blocked from her window by a big body, and she sighed. Resigned to her fate, she pushed the button for the window, and Sam’s face came into view as he bent down to look at her dashboard. 
 
   ‘Problem?’ he asked. 
 
   ‘Well, yes, seeing as the bloody thing won’t start.’
 
   ‘Shouldn’t drive it with the engine light flashing anyway,’ he told her, then narrowed his eyes as her face flushed red and she bit her lip. 
 
   ‘Um …’
 
   ‘Tell me you haven’t been driving this car with the engine light on.’
 
   ‘In my defence, the car has been absolutely fine and these lights are supposed to be warning lights. Everyone knows you don’t have to mindlessly obey the warning lights. You’ve got like … um …’ Katie closed her eyes, trying to work out how long she had been driving with that light flashing. (If she was honest, she couldn’t really remember a time when it wasn’t.) ‘… well, I don’t know how long … but if the car is about to conk out then there should at least be some sort of really aggressive warning light: you know, like the whole dashboard lighting up and the horn going or something.’ 
 
   Sam was staring at her through the window. He looked as though he wasn’t sure whether to laugh or strangle her. 
 
   ‘It is not safe for a woman to be driving around in an unsound vehicle, Katie. What if the engine had died on the motorway? What if you’d broken down somewhere dodgy and been attacked? What if –’
 
   Katie huffed out an annoyed breath, ‘Crikey, calm down, Mr Worst Case Scenario. I’ve said this before and I’ll say it again: this is a safe area, not the backstreets of downtown LA.’ Katie didn’t think she had ever met a man with a bleaker outlook on life. 
 
   ‘Not everything is unicorns and flowers, and not everyone is kind and wonderful, Katie,’ he told her in what she was coming to understand was his Voice Of Authority, which he seemed to deploy with alarming regularity around her. ‘Please tell me you are a least a member of the RAC.’ 
 
   Katie glared at him and scrunched her nose in frustration. She wasn’t a complete idiot. His eyes dropped to her nose and that soft look was back again, confusing her even more. 
 
   *****
 
   Katie looked tiny in the passenger seat of his Land Rover, her legs not even touching the floor in those ridiculous boots. Sam noticed her folding her arms around herself and shiver, and he leaned forward to crank up the heat. She spared him a brief glance before tucking her hair behind her ears and turning to stare out of the window. 
 
   He didn’t know what he was more annoyed about: the additional lecture she received from the RAC man when he arrived and organized for her Mini to be towed, or the second run-in she’d had with Lydia. After she’d phoned the RAC, Sam had taken her to the lookout at the entrance to the set to sit with a cup of tea and one of the grumpiest (but hardest) bastards Sam knew; Geoff had worked for the security company now for two years after leaving the army to settle with his wife and kids. (How an actual real-life woman tolerated the man, Sam would never know.) Sam had told Geoff to ring him once the breakdown van arrived. 
 
   An hour later he’d returned to the lookout just as the truck was pulling in, and did a double take when he saw Katie and Geoff laughing together whilst she mock-punched him in the arm as they climbed down from the lookout. The last person Sam had seen throw a punch Geoff’s way had been taken to A&E with both eyes swollen shut and some suspected broken ribs, but Katie’s feeble effort only seemed to make him laugh harder. He frowned as Geoff leaned over and pulled her into a casual side-hug. 
 
   ‘Hadn’t you better get back to your post?’ he snapped at Geoff, who, noticing Sam’s furious expression, dropped his arm but not his smile as he looked between them with curiosity.  
 
   ‘Catch you later, Short Stuff,’ Geoff said to Katie, then jerked his chin at Sam and strolled back to the lookout. 
 
   Halfway through the RAC man’s lecture number one, which was to Sam’s satisfaction along the similar lines to his own, he felt a hand on his arm and turned in frustration to see that Lydia had actually gone as far as coming back out to the car park with all her security in tow to track him down. Understandably, being faced with a celebrity model-slash-actress threw the RAC man, and for long moments he simply stood staring at Lydia with an open mouth. She was after all still in full medieval regalia, looking like a slightly pornographic version of Queen Gwynevere. (Sam doubted that in medieval times they had access to quite that amount of make-up, or for that matter rather large breast implants.)  
 
   ‘Darling, so glad I caught you,’ she said, positioning herself firmly between Sam and Katie. ‘I desperately need to discuss the security arrangements for next week. I know it’s a pain, but Taylor has said she may drop in, seeing as she’s over here for the Brits anyway, so it might be better if –’
 
   At this point Sam had had quite enough of this woman. He’d let her down nicely to start with, not that they’d ever been committed to each other; in fact she had been the one to insist that it was only going to be casual sex. But after over a week of hounding and stalking, he was done. 
 
   Shagging her had seemed like a fantastic plan when he was all set to bugger off to Somalia for another few weeks. The filming would have finished by then. But if Sam wanted to stay in the area his only option was to take over the supervision of security from Rob, who quite frankly needed a hand what with being up to his eyeballs in his pregnant wife’s hormones and his maniac children.
 
   ‘Woman,’ he all but growled, ‘get back to the set. Do not drag my men out here on some mission to be a pain in my arse. I don’t care what celebrities you’ve got visiting you next week –’ Sam doubted that Lydia had ever even spoken to Taylor Swift, making this conversation all the more irrelevant ‘– but their security is not my problem. Lydia stiffened and threw Katie a murderous glance before stalking away, dragging Sam with her. He allowed himself to be moved a few feet, and then stopped. 
 
   She turned to him and hissed: ‘It’s because of the Technicolor Dwarf, isn’t it?’  
 
   He looked over Lydia’s shoulder and saw Katie’s face drain of colour. Furious with Lydia for being such a raving bitch, and himself for not dragging her well away from Katie before she managed to open her mouth, he grabbed her elbow and started marching her out of hearing distance. Not taking any chances this time, he took her all the way back to her trailer with the security men in his wake, hearing the RAC man shout, ‘Any chance of an autograph?’ after them.  
 
   Once he made it back to the car park, the RAC man had finished lecture number one and had then asked Katie the innocent question: ‘Where do you get this serviced, then?’ 
 
   Katie’s blank stare and the fact she bit her lip nervously told the RAC man all he needed to know, and Sam could see him gearing up for lecture number two. Although he agreed wholeheartedly with the fact that Katie’s idea of car maintenance and safety was a joke, he could see the defeated look on her face and the tense hunch of her small shoulders, and a wave of annoyance stole over him. It was okay for him to lecture her, but he felt strangely protective when somebody else decided to do it. 
 
   So what if she didn’t maintain her car? he reasoned, rapidly deciding that the lesson in car upkeep she was receiving (which she did not appear to be taking in much of anyway, judging by the vacant look in her eyes) was not going to be necessary, seeing as he was looking after her car from now on. He cut off the RAC man, giving him directions as to where the car should be towed. Then he phoned said garage, and with his hand at the small of her back he propelled a rather resistant Katie to the passenger side of his car. 
 
   ‘I’ll call a taxi,’ she said once he’d opened the door. ‘Oi!’ she shrieked as he put his hands on her hips and lifted her into it. ‘I said I’d call a cab!’ Sam ignored her, slammed the door, and jogged round to his side. She was still scrabbling to find the door handle when he put the car in gear and started out onto the road. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 13
 
   Boy stuff
 
    
 
   ‘Bloody hidden bloody stupid handles. Sodding pathetic petrol-guzzling Rambo-mobile,’ Katie muttered, throwing her hands up in defeat and then plastering herself against the door, creating the maximum possible distance between them. Sam smiled again. He realized that since spending time with Katie he’d smiled more in the last two weeks than the whole of the last two years put together. 
 
   How an obviously intelligent woman, capable in such a demanding job, could be so lacking in common sense and self-preservation instincts, he had no idea. But instead of irritating him as it had before, Sam found that this fact was now making him feel positively cheerful. Maybe he wasn’t good enough for Katie, maybe he didn’t have much to offer her, but he was slowly coming to the conclusion that Katie Kendrick just needed a man full stop (and judging by the fact she chose to spend her Saturday nights somewhere where the average age was well over eighty, he doubted there were any on the horizon). 
 
   She was so dizzily optimistic about everything that sometimes he really felt like he wanted to shake her. It wasn’t even as though life had taught her to be trusting. He’d seen that police report. He knew what that bastard had done with all that optimism and sparkle seven years ago. But somehow she must have worked her way back to the light, something Sam had yet to do. Then again, he’d learnt lessons, even as a child, about the harsh reality of life. His time in Special Forces, the blood, horror and suffering just confirmed what he already knew: life was hard and you were best getting through it as numb as possible. 
 
   To feel was pain. 
 
   Best to be numb. Best to stay damaged. Best to stay beyond repair. 
 
   But staying numb was proving harder and harder around this particular woman. He was tired of being scared, and tired of fighting himself. He’d been attracted to her from the very first time they met six years ago at Rob’s house. When Sarah introduced them at the engagement party, he’d been knocked for six. She’d been standing in Rob’s kitchen with Benji balanced on her hip. Her hair was up in a tangled knot on top of her head, she was wearing the most ridiculous brightly coloured outfit, her small feet were bare and she wore no make-up; but Sam knew that she was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen in his life. 
 
   She’d had to juggle the baby to shake his hand, and when they touched she’d blushed to the roots of her hair, her mouth falling open and her eyes becoming ever so slightly glazed. She was so dazed she almost dropped Benji causing him to shriek and giggle. Whilst trying to control the giggling, squirming baby, her hair had fallen out of its confines, her beautiful dark curls tumbling around her shoulders and down her back, and she’d started laughing herself, complete with an actual snort – it was adorable. From the first, he’d known that Katie was fiercely attracted to him, and for him it only added to her charm. He knew that his less-than-sparkling personality and the odd put-down had meant that even in Katie World where everyone and everything was wonderful and viewed through rose-tinted glasses, he had managed to creep into the category of dickhead in her eyes. But he also knew that despite this her attraction for him had never completely fizzled out.  
 
   As he glanced over at her hunched in the passenger seat, he sighed. He’d hurt her the night of the big reveal at Rob and Sarah’s. But he knew as soon as he heard Katie say ‘Igam ogam’ with her Welsh lilt and her little hand gesture, that if he didn’t do something he would crack. If he didn’t try to erase her with another woman he would literally have snatched her out of that house, dragged her back to his flat and never let her leave. 
 
   Her face when he answered the phone to Lydia that night had made his chest contract so tightly that he was in actual physical pain. And what kind of twat deliberately goes out of their way to answer a booty call in front of a woman like that? What kind of fucking coward pushes a woman like Katie away because he’s afraid to feel anything after years of being totally shut down? He told himself it was better for her, that it was for her own good, that she deserved a man who wasn’t a broken shell; but he also knew that, true as all that was, the overriding emotion holding him back was fear. 
 
   Well, he might be a twat but right now he didn’t care. Right now he was going to turn this around and then he was going to be the one changing her oil, servicing her car, walking her home from work, making sure she was protected, and putting an end to this whole stalking thing. 
 
   The only problem was that he was still in the dickhead category and had no idea how he was going to claw his way out. As his feelings for Katie had grown over the years, and she’d taken up more and more of his subconscious mind, he’d put more effort into avoiding her and pushing her away on the rare occasions he did see her. When she got together with that bloody surgeon joker last year, he should have been glad, but instead he developed a deep loathing of that arrogant tosser, and been even more unpleasant to Katie. The relief he felt when Sarah had informed him that that relationship was over before it had begun had actually shocked Sam silly. (What that goddamn idiot had been thinking, letting Katie slip through his fingers, Sam had no idea; something about how he’d been in love with Lou all along – but as far as Sam could see there was no real comparison.) He should have manned up and made his move then, but instead he’d buggered off to Somalia for two months to try to forget. 
 
   So not only had he behaved like a complete knob-end to Katie for the last six years, but now he was also up against his more recent stupidity. He glanced at her again (if it were possible she had shrunk even further into her seat) and gritted his teeth. Yes, he definitely had work to do, but absolutely no idea how to go about it. His emotional-cripple tendencies did not exactly stand him in good stead for this sort of thing. 
 
   As he pulled into her tiny driveway he tensed as his gaze fixed on her porch. Years of training had taught him to be hyper-aware of everything about his surroundings at all times. The large mound of orange fur lying on her doorstep wasn’t moving, and its head was at too acute an angle. Katie, having had no training and never the most observant person, was rooting around in her cavernous bag for her keys, and now trying yet again to locate the door handle. He switched off the engine and turned to her. 
 
   ‘Katie,’ he called, taking her by the shoulders and turning her to face him, away from the house. She reluctantly abandoned her search for the hidden handle and looked up at him warily. 
 
   ‘What?’ 
 
   ‘If I ask you to do something for me will you do it?’ 
 
   She frowned. ‘Well, I’d have to know what this mysterious “something” was, wouldn’t I? I mean, if it was just, “Pass me one of those Wagon Wheels,” you know the ones that you’ve got stashed in the door shelf here – I’m impressed by the way, I had you down as more of a spinach-protein shake kind of a guy – then okay. But if it’s something of a more morally dubious nature – say, “Make a snuff film graphically depicting the gruesome deaths of two enraged male hedgehogs allowed to tear each other apart in a territorial dispute over a Tangle Teaser liberally doused with female hedgehog pheromones,” or, “Vote UKIP in the upcoming by-election” – then no, I wouldn’t be on board.’ 
 
   He stared at her for a moment, a heavy feeling settling in his chest as he realized just how much she meant to him, how far he would be willing to go to keep her from any form of pain. His mind flashed to the décor in her living room and he winced; there was no way even he could make this completely pain free. Suddenly he felt overwhelmingly under-qualified to deal with the disaster he knew was about to unfold. 
 
   ‘Katie,’ he said, finding that his voice was strangely hoarse. ‘Please stay in the car for a moment. Can you do that?’ She huffed, and her chin lifted to a determined angle, before sighing and muttering, ‘Not like I can find the sodding door handle anyway.’ 
 
   Sam wasted no time in jumping down from the truck and jogging to her door. The cat was totally motionless, its head hanging uselessly from its neck and blood still seeping from its mouth. Sam laid a hand on the cat’s side, confirming that it wasn’t breathing, and was, in fact, cold. He closed his eyes and scraped a hand down his face before taking his coat off and wrapping the big ginger bundle in its folds. Then he turned and walked back to the car, running through the options in his mind. Rob and Sarah were just around the corner, but it was barely six and the kids would still be up and about. He didn’t think that bringing a dead cat into that mix was a particularly good idea. He squared his shoulders, resolving to deal with this himself, then wrenched open the door and climbed back into the cab, cradling the bundle carefully in his arms. Katie was looking at his lap, frowning. 
 
   ‘What … er … what’s going on?’ she asked, as her look of confusion was slowly replaced with that of fear. ‘There wasn’t …’ she swallowed, ‘there wasn’t a … parcel or flowers or something in the porch, was there?’ Sam knew exactly how many ‘gifts’ had been left on Katie’s doorstep over the last few months; the police report had been very revealing about that too. Much as it annoyed Sam that she hid the extent of Daniel’s harassment from the people that cared about her, he decided to leave that lecture for now, given the circumstances. 
 
   ‘No, Katie,’ he said softly, causing her eyes to jerk from the bundle in his lap to his in shock, and making him feel like a real bastard that she should actually be shocked by him using a soft tone with her. ‘Look … I’m sorry … I …’ He peeled back part of his coat, revealing some ginger fur. 
 
   ‘W-what … what is … ?’ Her eyes flew between his and his lap and then filled with tears as she leant forward and wrenched back his coat. ‘L-L-Lady,’ she whispered, smoothing down the fur and feeling the cat’s side much as Sam had done. A strangled sound rose up in her throat before she fell forward and buried her face in the ginger fur, great wracking sobs shaking her whole body. Sam frowned down at her head in his lap and hesitantly lifted his hand to run it over her soft curls. After a few minutes of Katie crying while he stroked her hair, she straightened, wiped the moisture from under her eyes and reached across to lift the cat, while he made sure his coat stayed underneath, seeing as blood was still damp on its fur. She sat in the passenger seat staring down at the large mound of ginger, silent tears streaking down her face. 
 
   ‘I knew I shouldn’t have let him out on his own,’ she mumbled, stroking the ginger ears and letting her tears drip down onto his fur. ‘But …’ she hiccupped another sob, ‘… but I wanted him to free to be the cat-about-town, meet his lady friends, widdle on trees to mark his territory … you know: boy stuff.’ 
 
   Sam was sensing that a question as to what would possess you to name a male cat Lady Mufflington le Foof, and why, after lumbering the unfortunate feline with that, you would be concerned that he was getting out amongst it to partake of ‘boy stuff’ wouldn’t be advisable at this juncture. 
 
   ‘And he was always so cautious about the road, you know? I never thought he’d …’ her breathing hitched again and a fresh batch of tears rolled down her cheeks ‘… that he’d get smushed,’ she finished in a whisper, burying her head back into the ginger fur. 
 
   Sam stared fixedly out of the window. She thought the cat had been run over. Maybe that was for the best, but Sam knew better; he’d seen what an animal looked like after its neck had been snapped, just as he’d seen the same with human beings. 
 
   *****
 
   Katie frowned down at the floor, clutching Lady to her chest. 
 
   ‘I know it sounds silly but the floor’s so hard and …’ She trailed off, holding Lady closer. Sam spun on his heel and grabbed a grey blanket (there didn’t seem to be any other colour in his flat) from the back of one of the chairs in his living-room-type area. (Katie hesitated to call it a living room, seeing as there were only two wooden chairs and a tiny, ancient leather sofa – the word Spartan couldn’t even begin to cover it.) She laid Lady down on the blanket, then backed away slowly, her hand pressed against her mouth in an effort to stem another round of sobs. Honestly, she really needed to try and get it together. It was just a cat. She glanced at Sam, who was standing awkwardly in the kitchen, one of his hands at the back of his neck the other leaning on the counter. 
 
   In her haze of grief she had somehow allowed herself to be manoeuvred over to his flat. In truth she hadn’t wanted to stay at her house by herself. Just thinking about the décor in the living room brought on a fresh wave of tears. But now she decided she needed to take some control of the situation and tried to choke back the rest of her tears; this had the weird result of her making a slightly strangled noise which actually sounded worse than the crying, and caused Sam’s gaze to move from the bundle on the floor to her. He hesitated a beat before clenching his jaw, walking purposefully over to her, and pulling her into a hug. 
 
   Katie stiffened for a moment before allowing herself to collapse against him, clutching at his shirt and letting her tears soak into the material. Why on earth she was in his flat and why he was holding her became totally immaterial. All that mattered in that moment was that he was holding her. The feel of his strong arms around her and the firm, warm bulk of his chest under her face were somehow cutting through the sadness. She felt his hand stroke her hair again and relaxed into him more. 
 
   When she tried to shift away slightly, embarrassed at her blubbing, she felt his arms tighten around her. She looked up at him, but before she could blink to clear the tears from her eyes so that she could focus on him properly his mouth had covered hers and he was kissing her. That was when everything melted away for Katie. The grief, mixed with the pent-up lust she normally kept carefully in check around him, made her lose control completely. She went up on tiptoes, her hands now gripping his hair, and Sam, clearly being done with bending down so far to reach her mouth, simply picked her up so that she was straddling his waist and strode through the flat into his bedroom, kicking the door shut behind him. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 14
 
   We don’t really talk much
 
    
 
   Katie swam up towards full consciousness slowly. She registered the hardness of the mattress and the immense heat of the large body she was sprawled over. As she blinked awake she stared at the tanned column of throat directly in her eye line, then followed it up to the strong jaw with the telltale scar slicing through the thick stubble. She smiled before remembering about Lady and feeling the tears prick at her eyes again. Pushing herself up onto her elbow, she looked down at Sam and started in surprise when she realized he was awake and staring at the ceiling. 
 
   ‘You’re awake,’ she croaked, her voice wrecked from all her sobbing last night, reminding her of what a prat she must have made of herself. After all, what man wants a crazy woman ravenously tearing at his clothes whilst sobbing for her dead cat? Bizarre didn’t even begin to cover it, but that hadn’t stopped her. 
 
   Luckily Sam had seemed to come to his senses once they hit the bed. He had pulled her hands from his shirt, caught them both in his, then pulled away from the frantic kiss and stared down at her. His eyes had seemed a little wild for a moment before he did a slow blink and breathed in deeply through his nose. When he opened them again they were back to normal and Katie almost thought she had imagined it. Once her lust-haze had cleared, embarrassment had swamped her, causing a fiery blush to break out over her face. 
 
   ‘Sorry,’ she’d muttered before breaking down in a fresh bout of tears. Sam had turned onto his back and simply held her to his chest, shushing her gently and stroking her hair. And when her sobbing had finally subsided, that was how she fell asleep.  
 
   ‘Yes,’ Sam replied simply, and she noticed that his jaw was clenched tight. She kissed his cheek where she could see a muscle ticking, then ran a hand over his eyebrow and down the other side of his face, putting pressure on it to turn it towards hers. He relented after a moment’s hesitation, and Katie flinched at the blank look in his eyes. The heat and passion from last night had been swept away. She felt like she’d woken up with a stranger. 
 
   ‘How long have you been awake?’ she asked, searching his face. 
 
   ‘I don’t sleep much,’ he replied before turning away and slipping out from under her on the bed. Without another word he walked to his en suite shower room and closed the door. Katie lay back into the pillows feeling her gut clench and allowing a couple of tears to escape, before furiously scrubbing them away and springing out of the bed. It was obvious now that in the light of day Sam was in no mood to cuddle or even stay in the same room as her. 
 
   She shook her head. What had she expected? Just because they had a grief-stricken (at least for her anyway) snog and spent the night holding each other, didn’t mean he had to suddenly not think she was ridiculous and actually start liking her. 
 
   Jumping out of bed at lightning speed, still fully dressed in yesterday’s clothes, she looked around the small room and frowned. Everything was white. White walls, white bedding, white bedside table. No hint of colour anywhere. Nothing on the walls, no other furniture. Absolutely no personality. There were even cardboard boxes stacked in a neat pile against the wall, as if he had never fully unpacked. It was spooky. Who had no personal stuff strewn around? No photos, nothing. She almost smiled as she realized how opposite and unsuited they actually were. Just as she started searching for her bag, she heard a muffled shriek from the living room and jumped about a foot in the air. 
 
   The shower was running and she would rather have stuck pins in her eyes than go in and interrupt Sam, so she squared her shoulders and decided to check out the shrieker on her own. As far as she knew, Sam was not friends with any men who would emit a high-pitch squeak. Even under torture she reckoned the most anyone would get out them was a grunt (that was if they were having an off day). So the only other option was a woman, and the only women Katie had ever seen him with, other than Sarah, were those he was shagging. Bugger. She took a deep breath, looked between the bathroom door and the door to the rest of the flat, and made her decision. 
 
   ‘There’s a dead cat in the kitchen,’ a shaky voice told Katie as she pushed open the door and took in the beautiful, tall girl across the room. Her hair was full of purple streaks, which threw Katie for a moment, and she looked impossibly young. Katie wasn’t aware that Sam’s tastes were so eclectic. 
 
   ‘Um … hi,’ said Katie, closing the door behind her and coming into the room. That colourless vibe hit her again – emphasizing the other girl’s purple hair and making it seem even more extreme. She indicated the bundle on the floor in the kitchen area. ‘That’s my cat.’ The other girl’s eyes filled with pity, and she strode across the room to Katie, grabbing both her hands. 
 
   ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said earnestly. ‘But your cat is … your cat is not …’
 
   Katie smiled a small, reassuring smile and squeezed both of this bizarre girl’s hands. ‘I know,’ she said softly. ‘We found him late last night and the vet wasn’t open so we just … tucked him up here.’ She swallowed. ‘I need to sort things out today … get him cremated and say goodbye properly.’
 
   ‘Oh, thank God,’ breathed the girl. ‘I mean, not thank God your cat’s dead,’ she rushed on, ‘thank God you knew he’s … gone. And good call on the cremation thing. Have you seen Pet Cemetery?’ 
 
   Katie shuddered. ‘Oh yes, no resurrection for him.’ 
 
   ‘I’m so sorry for your loss.’
 
   ‘He had a good life,’ Katie told her, becoming slightly alarmed that the other girl’s eyes were filling up. ‘He was eighteen. Can you believe that?’ 
 
   ‘No … I mean yes,’ Purple Haired Girl said, shaking then nodding her head. ‘My cat lived till he was twenty-three, that’s older than me.’ Katie sucked in a shocked breath. Sam, it appeared, liked his women young.
 
   ‘What’s his name?’ the girl asked.
 
   ‘Lady Mufflington le Foof,’ she said, and the girl snorted in surprise, before collapsing into Katie in fits of helpless giggles. Katie wasn’t quite sure what she felt about finding herself in the embrace of one of Sam’s ex (or maybe even current; who knew?) lovers. But Katie was a born hugger and there were simply no circumstances dire enough to stop her from responding to one. Maybe this girl was used to a revolving door to Sam’s bedroom? The thought made Katie feel slightly sick. 
 
   ‘Well, what was yours called?’ Katie asked as an excuse to extricate herself from the other girl’s arms. Purple-Haired Girl made a face. 
 
   ‘Cat,’ she said with disgust. 
 
   ‘Um … well that’s … to the point.’
 
   Purple-Haired Girl rolled her eyes. ‘My brother named him,’ she said, as if that explained everything. ‘He’s not known for his imagination and I wasn’t alive at the time to express an opinion. Who are you?’
 
   Katie thought that should have been her line, seeing as she wasn’t the one to break into Sam’s flat at some ungodly hour of the morning. ‘I’m Katie.’ She watched in fascination as Purple-Haired Girl’s face lit with enthusiasm. 
 
   ‘Katie? The Katie? I’ve heard so mu –’ 
 
   ‘Eva?’ Both women’s heads whipped around to the bedroom door, which was filled with Sam’s bulky frame. 
 
   ‘Sammy!’ Purple-Haired girl, a.k.a. Eva, shrieked before releasing Katie’s hands and dashing across the room to Sam. Katie stared as Eva flung herself at him, closing her arms around his middle and hugging him so fiercely that he almost went back on one foot with the force of the impact. Sam rolled his eyes but he couldn’t quite hide his small smile as he squeezed her back briefly before setting her away. 
 
   ‘Why don’t you answer my calls?’ Eva asked, punching him in the arm with a fair bit of force. The casual, easy affection between them was so at odds with the atmosphere Katie had encountered when she woke up with him that her stomach sank, and she suddenly had an overwhelming urge to leave. 
 
   She cleared her throat and both their heads shot round to face her. 
 
   ‘Look,’ she said, avoiding direct eye contact with either of them whilst she walked across to where Lady was lying and bent down. ‘I’ll just be getting out of your hair so you can …’ She looked down at Lady and hesitated, before taking a deep breath and carefully lifting the bundle into her arms. ‘… catch up and, um … stuff.’ She stood with Lady clutched to her chest and felt stupid, stupid tears pricking her eyes again. Sam and Eva were all blurry now as she tried to focus on them as best she could. ‘Don’t worry about your coat,’ she said, her voice hoarse. ‘Ffion at the drycleaners can get anything out even … even b-b-blood,’ she finished in a whisper, feeling one of her tears escape. 
 
   She moved to the door dodging another neat stack of cardboard boxes, but as she reached for the handle a large hand closed over hers and Lady was carefully lifted out of her arms. Tears were streaming down her face now, and she shook her head, wanting only to escape. As if Sam and his inappropriate, practically teenage lover wanted to deal with her and her dead cat whilst they were probably holding themselves back from their wild, monkey sex. 
 
   Much to her surprise, she was tugged across the room and two large hands pushed down on her shoulders, forcing her to sit at the small kitchen table. She blinked away the moisture and watched Sam lower Lady carefully back onto the blanket while Eva’s gaze moved between her and Sam. Instead of the annoyance Katie would have expected, Katie saw sympathy and, strangely, what looked like hope in Eva’s expression. 
 
   ‘Don’t be daft,’ Eva said softly, taking the other seat next to Katie and reaching to hold her hand. ‘Have a cup of tea.’ She looked pointedly at Sam, who moved to the kettle. Katie blinked. She’d never seen Sam tolerate anyone bossing him, however good-naturedly. ‘Then we’ll take you to the vet.’ 
 
   ‘I … well …’ Katie trailed off, totally stunned and for once in her life at a loss for words. 
 
   ‘I’ve got to say, I’m so glad to meet you,’ Eva went on, gripping Katie’s hand even tighter. ‘Sam never brings any of his women back here, and even if he did I’m hardly ever around to catch them. There was that one bird … what was her name? You know, famous, face like a cat’s arse.’ Eva made a pouty face and Katie let out a surprised bark of laughter: the resemblance to Lydia was scarily accurate. ‘I never actually met her,’ Eva explained, ‘I just look out for her in magazines since Heat said her and Sam were dating.’ 
 
   Katie’s eyes went wide. ‘You got a mention in Heat?’ 
 
   Sam shifted uncomfortably in front of the kettle and shrugged. 
 
   ‘”Sexy Bodyguard Sleeps With Woman He’s Sworn to Protect”,’ Eva quoted before collapsing into fits of giggles. ‘I’ve got a copy at home, you should see his picture; he looks like he going to deck the cameraman, it’s hilarious.’ 
 
   ‘That’s enough, Eva,’ Sam growled as he slammed two cups of tea down on the table with a little too much force, causing some tea to slosh over the side. 
 
   ‘Oh right,’ Eva said, her smile dying. ‘Sorry, I’m such a loser. Of course you don’t want to go over the exes.’
 
   ‘Honestly, it’s fine,’ Katie said, ‘but I … look, I’m really sorry but … who are you?’ 
 
   ‘I’m Eva.’
 
   ‘Yes, I … um … gathered that … I just …’
 
   Eva frowned and looked a little hurt. ‘Didn’t Sam tell you about me?’
 
   ‘Well … no.’ Eva’s face fell and Katie rushed on. ‘It’s just we don’t actually … we haven’t really …’ she shrugged, ‘we don’t really talk much.’ Eva’s mouth dropped open, and then her face twisted in revulsion.
 
   ‘Ew! TMI. Not really keen to hear about my big brother’s ability to not talk, thanks.’ 
 
   ‘Brother,’ Katie breathed, a strange sense of relief flooding her.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 15
 
   Cute was not beautiful
 
    
 
   Sam shot Dylan another filthy look. If he put his hands on Katie one more time Sam was going to rip his goddamn head off. Christ, the prick had more chat and banter than a straight Graham Norton. Sam had thought that his hatred for Dylan had cooled over the last year, since he realized that the stupid bastard had moved on to pastures new, but he was finding the urge not to pummel him surprisingly difficult to repress whilst watching his easy interaction with Katie. To his annoyance, Dylan’s girlfriend seemed totally unconcerned by Katie and Dylan laughing together, or the three times (yes, three – Sam had been counting) that slimy son of a bitch had put his arm around his woman. 
 
   No – shit – not his woman, he furiously corrected himself, and scowled down into his beer. Wasn’t that what he had resolved this morning? 
 
   After Katie had fallen asleep in his arms last night, Sam had stayed awake. He had only just been able to stop himself taking advantage of her in her grief-stricken state, and sleep was the last thing on his tortured mind. To be honest, finally holding her after years of deliberately denying himself was such an adrenaline rush that he didn’t think he could sleep if he’d tried, and there was no way he was risking another nightmare with her so close.  So he lay there and he watched her, letting himself smell her hair and revelling in her soft body resting on his. He knew she was working her way under the blanket of numbness he used to protect himself. But the feel of her breath on his neck and the way she kept snuggling into his warmth, her naturally affectionate nature showing itself even in sleep, made it impossible to cling onto the emptiness; and that terrified him. If he started feeling again, started letting go, he wasn’t sure he could hold onto his sanity. 
 
   So, that was when he made a decision. Yes, he’d made a mistake, but there was no reason he couldn’t put it right. He would just have to stay strong and push her away again in the morning. Maybe that would seem odd and cold, but he knew he could do it. After all, he’d managed to push her away for the last six years, he could do it for one more morning, no trouble. But when those gorgeous blue eyes blinked awake and she stared up at him, with no artifice, nothing but open affection in her gaze, and then the way she kissed his cheek, the thought of pushing her away made him feel slightly sick. He’d had to get out of there. Apart from anything, he could feel his body responding to her again and he didn’t think his will-power could take it. 
 
   One long, cold shower later and he was facing the fact that not only was his sister in his flat, but she had already locked her sights onto Katie. Why had he given Eva a key? And why in fuck did he ever mention Katie to her? But Eva had always been able to access the more human side of him. Ever since she was born when Sam was thirteen, she’d been the apple of his eye. At that stage he had been fiercely withdrawn, not allowing his new stepmother any sort of connection, despite how hard she tried to get him to let her in. He was too damaged, beyond repair. At least that’s what he’d thought – but Eva had changed that, she’d changed him. He’d started to laugh. She was a safe way to allow him to express his emotions. Babies and toddlers don’t judge you, they don’t reject you; they just love you. It wasn’t until the horror of what he went through six years ago that he retreated back into his safe, emotionless shell. 
 
   So now here he was at a wake for a sodding cat. Eva, not content to just accompany Katie to the vet’s, had wanted them to wait with her whilst the cat was cremated and then take Katie and the cat’s ashes back to Katie’s house. During this time Sarah had called Katie asking why she wasn’t at home, and Katie had broken down again (Sam wasn’t sure how a body as tiny as Katie’s could hold that much water, but she seemed to have an endless supply) and told Sarah about the fat cat’s death. From there things had escalated. By the time they arrived back at Katie’s house Sarah, Rob and the boys were all waiting. (The older boys were also blubbing, the younger two content to bash each other with sticks they had found on the drive.) Preparations were made to scatter the fat cat’s ashes, and more people started to arrive at the house until the small cottage was full to bursting. 
 
   The gay bloke Katie worked with even gave a eulogy, for fuck’s sake. He talked about how the cat had pissed on his shoes and eaten his bacon, and people were actually crying – about a cat! By the end of the day Sam’s bloody sister was practically best friends with everyone there, and had spent so much time with Katie that he doubted there was anything either of them could possibly not know about the other. So all day Sam had been dragged along through the most bizarre event imaginable and he still hadn’t been able to give Katie the brush-off that he had been planning. He had just decided to get bloody well on with it, go over to her, make his excuses and drag his sister away, when that prick started touching her. His vision clouded over with rage and he lost his grip on reality.
 
   ‘Hey there, W.R.,’ Sam heard Russell say as his tightened his grip on his bottle of beer. ‘Having fun over here? Good spot of brooding?’ Sam spared him a quick glance, registering his wide, mischievous grin with annoyance. He was not about to ask what W.R. stood for; he was quite sure he wouldn’t want to know. He stiffened when he looked back at Dylan, who had pulled Katie in for yet another hug.  All his brain could process was that his woman was being touched by another man. It was primal, totally back to caveman instincts.
 
   ‘Uh-oh,’ Russell muttered, following the line of his gaze and laying a hand on Sam’s arm. ‘Hey, stand down, big guy. You know they’re just …’ 
 
   Unfortunately Sam was beyond listening. He was beyond any sort of reason or control. Shrugging off Russell’s hand, he strode over to Katie, inserted himself between her and Dylan, put his hand in the centre of Dylan’s chest and shoved. 
 
   Now, Dylan was built, but nowhere near as stacked as Sam, and he certainly wasn’t expecting to be pushed. This, combined with the fact that Sam’s anger had clouded his judgment and the force behind the shove was way more than he’d planned, meant that Dylan’s body flew backwards through the two other people behind him and into a conveniently placed armchair. The room fell silent as Dylan sprang back up to his feet and tried to get to Sam. Lou was too quick for him though, and pushed through Sam and Katie, stepping in front of Dylan and putting both her hands on his chest. 
 
   ‘Babes,’ Dylan growled. ‘Out of my way.’
 
   ‘Just leave it, Dyl,’ she said softly, making big eyes at him. 
 
   Dylan looked between Sam and Katie, and took in Sam’s protective stance. The anger drained out of his face and he started smiling, the crazy bastard. 
 
   ‘Let you off there, mate, I will,’ he said through his smile. ‘Don’t think I fancy my chances anyway: built like a brick shithouse, aren’t you. Got to be honest with you, not sure my training at the hands of Owain Jones at The Cow and Snuffers of LLandaff North compares too favourably with yours in the SAS, so probably for the best.’ 
 
   He looked over his shoulder at Katie, gave her the thumbs up, clapped Sam on the shoulder, and then strolled away to the kitchen in search of another drink, and with that the silence that had descended on the room abated and everyone got back to the business of getting quietly pissed (what else were you to do at a cat’s funeral?). 
 
   But Lou, it seemed, was not so easily placated. Once Dylan was out of earshot she walked up to Sam, who was beginning to feel more than a little embarrassed. 
 
   ‘You touch my man again and we’ll have problems,’ Lou said, keeping her voice low and poking him in the chest a couple of times, which, despite the fact that Sam towered over her and the amount of muscle on his chest, still hurt like a bitch. Sam looked down at the floor, rubbing the back of his neck. 
 
   ‘Shit, sorry, I …’ he trailed off, not quite knowing how to explain his actions. Lou’s furious expression cooled and she patted his arm. 
 
   ‘Listen, Weird Rambo,’ she said, her tone less harsh than before. ‘Believe me, I feel your pain, but you just have to learn to suck it up, capisce?’ 
 
   Well, at least Sam knew what W.R. stood for now, although he thought he could have probably done without that information. ‘They’re more like brother and sister than anything,’ Lou added in a whisper, before moving away to check on Dylan. Sam felt Katie’s hand give his a small squeeze and realized that every muscle in his body was still coiled with tension. When he turned to her he could read surprise and a flicker of fear in her expression. She nodded towards the other side of the room, and once they were out of hearing range from the rest of the party she gave her hand a firm tug, extracting it from his. He could feel his sister’s anxious eyes on him and knew she was hovering in the background. 
 
   ‘Um …’ Katie said, meeting his gaze briefly before looking down at the ground and tucking her hair behind her ears, ‘… so I’m not a big fan of, er … physical violence.’ 
 
   Sam felt his chest constrict, and the photos of Katie in the police reports he’d read flashed into his mind. Yes: she had her reasons for disliking violence. He ran both his hands through his hair in frustration. Wasn’t this exactly what he wanted? he reasoned. Wasn’t he supposed to be pushing her away? What better way of achieving that than letting her believe he was as bad as her ex? But for Sam the thought of Katie being afraid of him was curiously unpleasant. Angry with him, frustrated by him, he could handle; but afraid? 
 
   ‘I would never hurt you,’ he told her, reaching up to tuck a wayward curl she’d missed behind her ear. ‘I didn’t mean to push him so hard … I just wanted him to stop … to stop touching you.’
 
   Katie frowned. ‘Dylan and I are just mates,’ she said. ‘He’s with Lou for goodness sake, what would he possibly want with me?’
 
   ‘Right then,’ Dylan interrupted as he approached them, his chest puffed up so much that he looked like he was carrying a carpet under each arm. ‘As they say in Llandough, ciao for now. We’ll be back in a bit with more wets. Watch yourself, yeah?’ Lou was tugging at his arm, rolling her eyes, and Sam had to strain to hold in his laughter. 
 
   ‘Look, I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I lost it for a second, won’t happen again.’
 
   ‘We got no problem so long as you treat K.K. right, you get me?’ Dylan returned, grinning madly at both of them before allowing himself to be drawn towards the front door. 
 
   ‘Hey, W.R.,’ Russell said, coming up next to them and clapping Sam on the shoulder. ‘You going to lose your shit if I give K.K. here a quick squeeze? Not that I didn’t appreciate the view; you should flip into caveman mode more often.’ He leaned into Sam. ‘Hot,’ he said, leaning back whilst Sam shook his head, his face relaxing into a small smile. Russell reached past him to sweep Katie up in a hug before backing away slowly from Sam with his hands in the air. When Sam turned back to Katie he was relieved to see the fear had receded and instead her lips were pressed together and her eyes dancing. That Russell guy had his uses. 
 
   Sam felt a tap on his arm and tore his eyes away from Katie to look down at the boy next to him. Benji’s chest was puffed up and his eyes were narrowed at him. 
 
   ‘You are not allowed to push people,’ Benji said in his own mini-badass Voice of Authority. ‘I pushed Milly Thomas at school and she definitely deserved it, but I was put in the playtime book, and I had to go and see the headmistress, and I wasn’t allowed to be the turnip in The Great Big Turnip – which is the main part and without me Jonathon Daly did it and he was rubbish and didn’t remember any of the words,’ Benji said darkly, his serious tone attempting to convey the possible dire consequences when physical force was used, even on the most deserving. 
 
   Sam crouched down so that he was eye level with Benji. ‘I know, mate, you’re right. It won’t happen again, okay?’
 
   ‘Well, you might have gotten away with it this time anyway,’ Benji said, slightly placated that Sam had made an effort to be on his level and taken him seriously. ‘The police haven’t arrived yet.’
 
   ‘The … police?’ Sam asked, his eyebrows going up into his hairline.
 
   ‘Yes,’ Benji said with a bright smile. ‘When you’re a grown-up and you push or hit, the police come and they take you to jail.’ 
 
   ‘No pushin’!’ Finlay, who had waddled into the fray to stand right next to Sam, shouted, and in turn gave Sam’s head a hard shove. 
 
   ‘Finlay!’ Sarah said. She had been working her way through the crowd to get to him, but stopped in her tracks as she watched Sam groan and fall to the floor clutching the side of his head. Finlay’s mouth dropped open as he watched the result of his push on the large man, and then squealed in delight when Sam pulled him down next to him on the floor, rolling them both so that Finlay was sitting on top of him. Once there, he proceeded to tickle Finlay until his happy shrieks filled the living room. Never to be left out, Finlay’s three brothers, including Baby Thomas, joined the fray, with Sam carefully shielding Baby Thomas from the more violent wrestling. That was until Sam staggered upright with four boys hanging off him and walked them all to the back door, grabbing Rob and a football on the way. 
 
   Russell came up to Katie as she moved to watch the boys playing football outside through the double doors. He slung his arm over her shoulders and pulled her into his side.
 
   ‘Well, cottage me sideways. Good with kids, great body, uber-protective hotness, and who knew he could smile? Don’t blame you for going there, kiddo; if his bread was buttered my way I’d walk through hellfire to drink his bathwater.’ Katie sighed as she watched Sam sweep Finlay up in his arms and then run him across the garden to score a goal through Benji’s legs. 
 
   ‘What makes you think I’ve been there?’ she snapped. 
 
   ‘Oh, please,’ Russell scoffed. ‘Dreamy expression, just-screwed hair, lipstick at a cat’s funeral? You’ve been shagged, and a damn good thing too. I’ve been warning you of the potential dangers of vaginal disuse for ages.’ 
 
   ‘Russell! For your information I have not had sex. Quit talking about my lady parts in public. Jesus.’ She watched for a minute more, her eyes glazing over. ‘He is beautiful, mind,’ she muttered, and Russell kissed the top of her head. 
 
   ‘So are you, sweets,’ he told her. ‘So are you.’ 
 
   Katie scoffed, but knew better than to say anything. Lydia’s ‘Technicolour Dwarf’ comment drifted through her head. At most Katie knew she was cute. Cute was not beautiful. Cute was not in international-stunningly-gorgeous-actress league. Cute was like a stray puppy or a fluffy guinea pig. Men like Sam might go for cute when there were no other females in sight, but not in the normal way of things. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 16
 
   He needs someone like you
 
    
 
   ‘Twll Din Pop Saes!’ Dylan shouted, downing a shot of Baileys (this being the last alcoholic beverage they had managed to locate in Katie’s house).  
 
   ‘Twll Din Pop Saes!’ Katie, Rosie, Russell and Bryn cried in response, downing their own shots (Lizzie was the only Welshie not to respond, but this may have been to do with the fact she was passed out, her head resting on her hands on the table).
 
   Lou rolled her eyes. ‘God I hate it when you lot get all drunk and Welsh. I bet that was something really xenophobic too.’
 
   ‘Of course not, darling,’ Russell cried in mock horror. ‘We were merely sending peace and love across the border.’ Lou raised her eyebrows at Russell until his face cracked into a smile. ‘Okay, maybe we might have said, “Arseholes to all Englishmen,” but as you’re an Englishwoman it doesn’t really apply.’
 
   ‘Back at you, mate,’ Rob said through a smile, toasting Russell with his own shot of Baileys, then downing it.  
 
   Turns out that cat’s funerals can last well into the evening. It was nearly midnight and the kids had long since been put to bed upstairs in Katie’s spare room. Most people had sloped off home but the hardcore remained crammed around Katie’s kitchen table. It was surprising, perhaps, that at eighty-seven years of age Bryn was included in this hardcore contingent, but then he had loved Katie’s cat and he certainly loved any excuse for a few wets, so maybe not altogether a shock. Katie herself had long since decided that the solution to grief in the here and now was to drink through it. It was a policy she wished she could have adopted at her mum’s funeral (but seeing as she was only sixteen at the time the option was never really open to her). 
 
   ‘I love it!’ shouted Eva, who had gone from tipsy into the realms of pissed as a fart about two hours ago. ‘When I get back to uni I’m so going to use that one. I’ve decided that I’m an honary Welshman!’ Eva was studying I.T. at Cardiff, describing herself as a ‘code nerd’; somehow it seemed to fit her, purple hair and all.  
 
   ‘No offence, but you’re too crakcach* to pass as Welsh, young lady,’ Bryn told her. 
 
   ‘And give up on the being-a-man bit too, darling,’ Russell put in. ‘Even if you were LGBT material, you’re not exactly a bull-dyke; you don’t even qualify as a “Chapstick lesbian”, so you’ve no chance.’ Eva looked puzzled for a moment and Russell pulled her in for an affectionate hug. ‘That’s a compliment, toots.’ Russell had definitely warmed to Eva’s quirky, brutally honest personality over the day. 
 
   ‘Oh,’ she said, her expression clearing. ‘Well, by the time I go back I want to speak Welsh and I want to speak Gay.’ 
 
   ‘You’re in the right place; no one speaks Gay like Russell,’ Katie told her. She herself thought she could probably hold any type of conversation in a gay bar using any form of slang and know exactly what she was talking about, from cottaging to teabagging: she was the ultimate fag hag. The relentless drip feed of Russell’s bedroom antics related to her over the years had gradually sunk into her subconscious; some things she would quite happily un-learn (scatting being an example Russell had once used to put her off her lunch). 
 
   ‘Right,’ Rob said, pushing back his chair and getting up from the table. ‘I need to somehow transport one rather large, sleeping, pregnant woman and four sleeping boys up the road.’
 
   Taxis started arriving and everyone filtered home after that. Katie, knowing Sam as she did now, was not surprised when he took responsibility for Bryn, offering to walk him back and saving Bryn’s pride by pretending to need the cold air to sober up. (Katie had noticed that Sam might take a drink but he did not actually drink it. He’d been nursing his beer for a good three hours now. Not that it surprised her; being out of control was not exactly Sam’s style.) Eva, however, was a different story. 
 
   ‘I love you for him,’ Eva said to Katie as they were tidying up the kitchen and waiting for Sam to get back from walking Bryn home. Katie looked at her, and, to her surprise, saw that Eva’s eyes were wet. 
 
   ‘Eva, honey,’ she said in concern, moving around the table to get to her. Eva held onto both her hands almost desperately, a tear spilling over her lashes and down her cheek.
 
   ‘He needs someone like you,’ she said. ‘He needs someone warm and full of light. Someone who can …’ Katie was starting to think that Eva had in fact strayed into the realms of slightly loopy drunk, but changed her mind with what she said next. ‘He’s such a good brother. He might be thirteen years older but he always had time for me. Mum said that before I came along he was so serious, so quiet. She’s only his stepmum, you see; his mum, she wasn’t … she wasn’t right. You know … in the head.’
 
   ‘His parents were divorced?’
 
   ‘Oh, they divorced when he was a baby, and seeing as his mum was nuts and Dad works like all the time, he hardly ever saw him. Dad still blames himself.’
 
   ‘For what?’
 
   ‘For leaving him with her.’
 
   ‘What happened to her?’
 
   ‘She died when he was ten. He lived with Dad after, but Dad’s not exactly the most sensitive, touchy-feely type of man. Then he married my mum and they had me. Mum always says that the first time she ever saw Sam smile was the day she brought me back from the hospital.’ Eva smiled a smug smile and Katie couldn’t help smiling with her, imagining the serious, dark-haired boy meeting little baby Eva and having her melt his heart. ‘Then of course there was Richard – he was good for Sam and they were thick as thieves at school.’ For some reason this made Eva’s face cloud for a moment. Katie was about to ask about this Richard guy when Eva cut her off. 
 
   ‘Mum would love you,’ Eva told her, her expression brightening as she squeezed Katie’s hands even tighter. ‘She’s been so worried since all that stuff happened in the army and he lost –’
 
   ‘Eva,’ Sam’s sharp voice cut through what Eva was about to reveal. ‘I think it’s time I took you home.’
 
   ‘I’m staying with you,’ Eva said, her chin lifting to a stubborn angle. 
 
   ‘No you’re not,’ Sam told her in his Voice of Authority. ‘You can’t miss any of your lectures this week. You told me that yourself. I’ll take you back tonight.’ 
 
   Eva muttered under her breath about bossy, overbearing brothers, but Katie noticed that she knew not to actually argue with him. Sam’s mobile rang just as he was steering his sister to the door. 
 
   ‘Yeah?’ he answered, and Katie watched his knuckles turn white as he gripped the phone harder and he stopped dead in his tracks.
 
   ‘No,’ he clipped. ‘No, Goodie, you stay there. Yeah, I understand that.’ He flicked a glance at Katie, closed his eyes, and then took a deep breath in through his nose. ‘I’ll sort it,’ he told her, coming out of his stasis and pushing Eva out of the house despite the fact she was still kissing and hugging Katie in a drunken farewell. 
 
   Once he’d shoved her unceremoniously into the car and slammed the door, he stalked around the front, and just as Katie thought he was about to jump in after her and drive off with no goodbye (this not being entirely out of character), he turned and started striding in her direction. His face was set in grim lines, his body rippling with tension, and Katie, feeling a little intimidated (he looked bloody furious), took a small step back from the doorway. But before she could get any further his arm had banded around her back, his other hand going to her jaw to tilt her head back, and his mouth was on hers. After a short, hard kiss, he pulled back and stared down at her, his face only inches away. 
 
   ‘What do you do after I leave?’ he asked, and Katie blinked.
 
   ‘Um … it’s late but  … I am pretty drunk so I don’t know … I might try and catch an episode of Gogglebox or maybe even a cheeky Buffy before I go to bed but –’
 
   He gave her a gentle shake, cutting off her babbling. Instead of the annoyance she would expect from him in the face of her insistent verbal diarrhoea, he was sporting a soft look and very nearly smiling. ‘No, baby, after you close the door, what do you do?’
 
   Katie was experiencing a brain seizure at the unexpected endearment falling from Sam’s lips and the way it was making her feel, so for several seconds she just stared up at him with her mouth open. He gave her another gentle shake, and this time his mouth did tilt up in a small smile. 
 
   ‘You lock the front door, you lock the back door, you check the windows and you set the alarm,’ he told her. Katie nodded automatically. 
 
   ‘What did I just say?’ he asked, and she realized she had been too busy watching his mouth move to register any information. After repeating himself twice over and making her do the same, Sam gave her another brief kiss, softer this time, before he stepped out of the house. As Katie was closing the door, she saw Eva waving frantically from the front seat of the truck, a wide excited smile lighting her face, having obviously witnessed the exchange between them. Katie rolled her eyes but couldn’t help giggling at Eva’s obvious enthusiasm. She gave Sam and Eva a small finger-wave before closing the door. Then, still a bit dazed, she wandered into the kitchen to put the kettle on. 
 
   ‘Katie,’ Sam shouted through the door, causing her to jump about a mile in the air and nearly spill tea all over herself. ‘Locks!’ Katie nodded even though Sam couldn’t see her, and hustled over to the door. It was only after she locked the windows and back door and set the alarm that she heard Sam’s car start up.
 
    
 
   *crakcach - posh
 
   


  
 



Chapter 17
 
   Now, in a minute
 
    
 
   Katie looked at the screen and groaned, letting her head fall heavily onto the table. Four patients waiting and five to ring back. Working in general practice with a hangover was extremely ill advised. The appointments were ten minutes each and the stream of patients was endless, not to mention all the interruptions throughout the surgeries. Being the only female GP didn’t help either: demand for her appointments was high. She heard the door to her room open but didn’t bother raising her head. 
 
   ‘Ah now, cariad,’ Gweneth said, bustling into the room and depositing a steaming cup of tea in front of Katie, ‘this’ll perk you up. Rough night? I heard about Lady Mufflington. I’m so sorry, what a shock.’ Katie looked up at her and managed a weak smile. 
 
   ‘’S’okay,’ she said; Gweneth’s kind eyes on her were making her throat feel tight again. ‘She was getting on anyway.’ She shrugged and took a sip of her tea, nearly spilling it all over herself when Gweneth crouched down and gave her a bone-crushing hug, which had the unfortunate effect of bringing tears to Katie’s eyes again.  
 
   ‘Oh, this’ll cheer you up,’ Gweneth said bracingly. ‘There’s a man outside in reception for you.’ 
 
   ‘Um … Gweneth, I’m not sure that that’s entirely unusual. We do treat both sexes after all.’ 
 
   ‘No, I mean a man. A real man’s man.’ Katie smiled, thinking of Russell’s interpretation of a man’s man, and that Gweneth’s was likely to be the polar opposite. ‘He’s huge and lush.’ Her eyes had glazed over, a dreamy expression crossing her face. ‘So I asks him, “What’s occurring?” and he says he’s not a patient but he’s here for you. About time you had a gentleman caller. Girl like you should be up to her neck in lush hunks if you ask me.’ Just then there was soft knock on her door as it was pushed open, and Sam stepped into the room. Gweneth bugged her eyes out at Katie, nodding sideways frantically towards Sam with her head, her whole body stiff with excitement. Katie had to suppress an eye roll; the lack of thrills in the surgery must be at an all-time low if the appearance of one handsome man could stir things up so much. 
 
   ‘Hey,’ Sam said to Katie, and then smiled at Gweneth, who was looking dangerously on the verge of passing out. 
 
   ‘Thanks, Gweneth,’ Katie said, squeezing Gweneth’s hand and suppressing a nervous giggle. ‘I can take it from here I think.’
 
   ‘Tea?’ Gweneth asked Sam hopefully.
 
   ‘No thanks,’ he replied, and she slid reluctantly out of the room, but not before pointing between Sam and Katie behind his back, and bugging her eyes out again in silent communication. Quite what Gweneth thought Katie was supposed to do with Sam in the middle of the day when she had four patients waiting, Katie had no idea. 
 
   ‘What’s going on?’ Katie asked, indicating for him to sit in one of the chairs. 
 
   ‘Don’t worry,’ Sam said, shaking his head. ‘Won’t hold you up. Just wanted to let you know I was hanging around today. Got to show everyone how to use the security system, and Rob said you leave the practice at lunchtime for visits so I’m coming along for that as well.’ 
 
   Katie frowned. ‘Come with me on visits? Sam, I don’t need a driver – they gave me a courtesy car whilst I wait for mine. Why on earth would he think –?’
 
   ‘Listen, honey,’ Sam cut in, and Katie blinked at yet another endearment. ‘Rob told me you’d think this was ridiculous, but I’ve got my orders and I’m going to carry them through. Not really much point arguing. Don’t know if you’ve noticed but I’ve got a good hundred pounds on you.’ 
 
   ‘K.K.’ Russell burst in through her door without knocking, as was his wont, and drew to an abrupt halt when he caught sight of Sam. 
 
   ‘He’s here to go through the alarm system with us and some other … stuff.’
 
   ‘What stuff?’
 
   ‘He’s going to come with me on my visits for some reason, the nutter.’ 
 
   ‘Well, W.R., you’re welcome to come with me on my visits. In fact feel free to stick to me like a twelve-year-old girl to One Direction’s Facebook page.’
 
   Katie rolled her eyes. ‘What do you want, Russ?’
 
   Tearing his eyes away from Sam, Russell turned his best puppy-dog eyes on Katie. ‘I know you’re hung-over, and grieving, and have lush Rambos trailing your every move and stuff, but you know how sensitive my stomach is. I might have swapped visits with you.’ Katie looked over to the screen and sighed. Mrs Howell was a hoarder. A visit to her house would inevitably take longer than the chest infection Russell had nabbed in exchange. It took at least twenty minutes to even get in the door last time Katie was there. 
 
   ‘I’m up to my eyes in tears and smears, Russell,’ Katie said, determined to be tough with him today. Being the only female GP meant the majority of her appointments were either tears (depression and all manner of other mental health problems) or smears (gynaecology related). The tears took longer for obvious reasons, and the smears took a while because there was a limit to how quickly you could crank open a foof and peer inside to sort the problem out. 
 
   ‘Red Roaster for another week,’ Russell bargained, and Katie narrowed her eyes. 
 
   ‘Two weeks – and I’ll know if you’ve just put instant in one of their takeaway cups.’ 
 
   Russell sighed. ‘Fine. You do know that they have questionable tax practices,’ Russell told her. 
 
   ‘You know perfectly well their tax practices are fine; it’s the big chains that are dodgy you lazy bastard.’
 
   ‘Some of us have morals.’
 
   ‘You have the morals of an alley cat, Russell – in fact no, that’s totally unfair to alley cats – you have the morals of a three-balled Russell Brand.’
 
   Russell smirked. ‘I do, you know,’ he said to Sam, giving him a saucy wink.
 
   *****
 
   ‘I’ll just pop and get something to jot this all down, dear,’ Gweneth said, patting Sam’s arm. Sam looked up at the ceiling and ran his hands over his face, growling under his breath. Katie let out a small giggle and he scowled at her. This was the third time he had explained the alarm system to everyone at the practice, and Katie thought steam would start coming out of his ears soon, he looked so close to the edge. 
 
   ‘You can’t write them down,’ he told Gweneth with extreme patience. 
 
   ‘What? How will I remember them? I’ll need them written down to put little post-its with the codes on everyone’s computers as well.’ 
 
   ‘No writing them down, and for Christ’s sake no post-its! You’ve got to memorise them; that’s the point. Now, let’s go through it again.’ He launched into the fourth explanation, whilst Russell and Dafydd stared at him blankly and Gweneth and Marney’s faces glazed over completely. After a painful hour Katie was just about resigned to never being able to gain access to the surgery again. She decided that she could consult in the car park out the back of her Mini; anything rather than this endlessly painful process. 
 
   ‘Right, okay, I guess that’s covered it,’ Sam said finally, but just as they were all starting to slope off he added, ‘Now, what about panic buttons?’ 
 
   ‘Panic buttons?’ Russell asked in confusion. ‘What’s that now?’
 
   Sam sighed. ‘Buttons in your room, concealed. Ones that you press if you have a situation.’
 
   ‘What kind of situation?’ Katie asked, looking around at the dilapidated waiting room with just Mrs Jones sitting in the corner huddled over the last copy of Good Housekeeping, as usual about two hours early for her appointment. ‘We’re hardly the Pentagon here.’
 
   Sam’s mouth tightened. ‘No, what you are is a young woman who consults patients alone in an enclosed space. What happens if one of them becomes aggressive?’
 
   ‘Oh, oh, I know this one.’ Russell jumped up and down excitedly holding up his hand like he was at school and intent on becoming the teacher’s pet. ‘It’s that green button on the computer screen.’
 
   ‘So the computer has to be turned on?’ Sam asked.
 
   ‘Yes, and you have to log in to the patient system – then you’re good to go, panic away.’
 
   ‘Right, so if you don’t have the computer on, and you’re not logged into this system, and someone attacks you, you would just have to fire it all up whilst asking them to please wait whilst you just log in, yes?’
 
   ‘That’s about the size of it,’ Russell replied. 
 
   ‘What actually happens when you do finally activate this alarm system?’
 
   ‘It sends a message to all the other computers,’ Gweneth told him. ‘We come running, see.’ 
 
   ‘So the people that would “come running” are who?’
 
   ‘Oh, us lot, love,’ Gweneth said, indicating Russell, Dafydd, herself and Marney. 
 
   ‘Oh, sorry, cariad, but count me out of that one,’ Dafydd told her. ‘My hip, see. Doesn’t take too kindly to running about.’ 
 
   Sam rolled his eyes. ‘I need to speak to you,’ he told Katie, waving the others off impatiently. 
 
   ‘So … the cavalry consists a middle-aged woman, a tiny non-verbal little girl, and an extremely camp gay man,’ he said, and Katie bit her lip. 
 
   ‘Actually Gweneth can be quite scrappy,’ she retorted, feeling oddly protective of her practice and all its quirks. ‘And our practice nurse Aelwen – she’s dressing Howard Blethen’s leg ulcers at the mo, we’ll catch her up later – she might not look that aggressive but get her riled and she’s force to be reckoned with, believe me.’
 
   Sam spared her a quick withering glance before digging his mobile out of his pocket. Katie frowned: bossy and rude seemed to be his standard operating procedure. She decided to sit back down at her computer and see how long her visit list was (it was long and looked painful, she almost wished she hadn’t bothered) and ignore Sam, hoping he would take the hint and bugger off. Unfortunately in the background she could hear him taking about panic buttons and linking them into ‘the system’, whatever the heck that was. 
 
   Thankfully Gweneth popped her head round the door again to break the tension. 
 
   ‘What’s occurring, love?’ she said. ‘Tea? Or are you off out?’
 
   ‘I’ll be going now, in a minute, Gwen,’ Katie said, snatching the patient summaries she had pulled up off the printer, and Gweneth gave Sam another big smile before scurrying out.
 
   ‘Exactly what time frame are we talking about with “now, in a minute”?’ Sam’s amused voice asked, and Katie turned to see that he was smiling again with his arms crossed over his chest, his irritation suppressed for now. 
 
   ‘Well, W.R.,’ Russell said as he strolled through Katie’s door and hopped up onto her examination table, crossing his legs with a flourish. ‘For the standard Welshman, now in a minute can range from anything from immediate to several weeks’ time. We’re a difficult race to pin down time-wise.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 18
 
   An angel from heaven
 
    
 
   ‘Mrs Howell?’ Katie shouted, banging on the door for the third time. Sam was leaning against his truck, watching her with his arms crossed over his chest. Once she’d finished knocking, she bent down to shout through the letterbox – it was not her first rodeo as far as gaining access to this particular house went; normally either the TV was so loud that Mrs Howell would have been happily oblivious to a nuclear attack on South Wales, or the sheer volume of ‘stuff’ piled in her corridor and her living room simply blocked out all sound. Requests that she put in a key safe had been met with the same answer as those regarding cleaning out her house: it was always ‘now, in a minute, cariad’. And in Mrs Howell’s case this meant a firm ‘when hell freezes over’. Despite all the soundproofing, when Katie did lift the letterbox she could just about hear a reedy voice calling out from inside. 
 
   ‘Hello? Is someone there? Help me, please.’ Mrs Howell sounded frightened and in pain. 
 
   ‘Don’t worry, Mrs Howell, we’ll come in to help you now … in a minute.’ Katie’s words were met with a groan of pain, and she closed her eyes tight in frustration before straightening up and opening her bag to dig out her mobile. 
 
   ‘Problem?’ Sam’s deep voice asked from beside her, causing her to jump about a foot in the air and spill half the stuff in her, admittedly already chaotic, bag onto the floor. 
 
   ‘Dammit,’ Katie swore, her worry for Mrs Howell and her frustration making her unusually snappy. ‘I can’t get in and she’s in pain. I’m going to have to try to call her niece because I know for a fact Mrs Howell won’t have given a key to her neighbours: she thinks Mrs Jones in number forty-five is a Russian spy, and don’t even get me started on –’ 
 
   Katie broke off and lifted her head from her bag at the loud crash from the front door. She stared up at Sam, open-mouthed. 
 
   ‘Door’s open, doc,’ he said simply, stepping back from the thick oak now hanging off its hinges. 
 
   ‘I … I … maybe we need to go over a few current UK laws, Rambo. Not sure what goes down in Somalia but –’
 
   ‘Hello? Is that you, Dr Katie, dear?’ Mrs Howell’s shaky voice echoed through the corridor. 
 
   ‘You want to talk legalities or do you want to see to her?’
 
   Katie shook her head; she’d worry about replacing the door later. As she stepped into the corridor the smell hit her and she tried not to breath through her nose. Mrs Howell had lived in this house all her life, and in her ninety-two years she had managed to accumulate a lot of stuff, all of which she seemed loath to part with; Katie had come across an electricity bill from 1937 on one visit. She was tempted to frame it – must have been one of the first of its kind. Now, the smell: that was a by-product of the overabundance of cats in residence. It was quite overpowering; Katie didn’t blame Sam for muttering, ‘Jesus H. Christ,’ and opting to stay outside. 
 
   She picked her way through the detritus towards where she had heard Mrs Howell’s voice, and the closer she got the more clearly she could make out a low whimpering sound. Cats darted around her legs as she pushed through to the sitting room down an extremely narrow passageway, rubbish and papers piled high either side. Once she finally made it through the sitting room door, she could see Mrs Howell, her face contorted in pain, lying on the floor in a small cleared area. It wasn’t big enough for her to lie fully flat, and she was propped up against the wall of papers. 
 
   ‘I’m in a right pickle, Dr Katie,’ she said, attempting a shaky smile but failing miserably. ‘I fell and I couldn’t get up. My hip hurts dreadfully.’ 
 
   ‘It’ll be alright,’ soothed Katie, moving forward and trying to examine Mrs Howell in the small space. 
 
   ‘Right,’ Katie said bracingly, after her awkward examination had revealed that Mrs Howell had likely fractured her hip. ‘I’m going to give you an injection to take the pain away and call an ambulance, okay?’ Mrs Howell’s eyes widened and Katie thought she might be going to argue, but after shifting slightly on the floor and giving another flinch in pain she nodded her head glumly.  
 
   Katie gave Mrs Howell the injection, then dug out her phone to call the ambulance. Whilst on the phone explaining the situation, she moved into the corridor to find Sam, indicating to Mrs Howell that she wouldn’t be long. 
 
   ‘What’s going on?’ asked Sam. 
 
   ‘She’s going to have to go in,’ Katie told him, eyeing the mountains around her. ‘I don’t know how they’ll get the stretcher through though. She could be stuck here for hours whilst they work it out. Another whimper travelled down the corridor, and Katie moved to go back to her without noting that Sam was digging out his own phone. 
 
   *****
 
   ‘Um …’ Katie’s wide eyes took in the activity around her. There must have been at least ten guys clearing Mrs Howell’s corridor. Everything was being efficiently stacked in the dining room, which was already half full. They’d only been there twenty minutes and the corridor was almost clear enough for the stretcher. After she’d called the ambulance, Sam had pushed her aside to get to Mrs Howell and crouched down beside her. 
 
   ‘Oh my,’ Mrs Howell had breathed, ‘the Lord has sent an angel from heaven. I must be slipping away.’ Her words were a little slurred and her eyes glazed; she was obviously feeling the effects of the slug of morphine. Sam had smiled at her and her glazed eyes had widened even more whilst she crossed herself, muttering, ‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph.’ 
 
   Before Katie knew it, he had achieved the impossible and managed to obtain Mrs Howell’s consent to shift some of her stuff. The combination of Sam’s extreme bossiness, Mrs Howell’s morphine-addled mind, and the fact she believed he was a messenger from God contributed significantly to her acquiescence. 
 
   That was when things started getting more and more bizarre. A couple of big cars arrived and the house was filled with Sam-sized men. Mrs Howell was in seventh heaven, her morphine high mingling with the fantasy that God had seen fit to send not one but ten angels from heaven to see her over to the other side. A fair bit of interest was stirred on the road as well, with a couple of the more nosy residents (all senior citizens, as the road was full of bungalows) coming out to watch. By the time the ambulance arrived, a path had been cleared through the house to Mrs Howell and there was no difficulty extracting her. But she refused to be lifted into the ambulance until she had thanked each and every one of her ‘angels’, even grabbing Sam by the back of his neck and pulling him down for a kiss on his stubbled cheek, much to his surprise and reluctant amusement. 
 
   Katie had noticed that all the men seemed to be watching her and Sam with unconcealed curiosity. Most of them were part of Rob’s security crew on the set. Katie recognised a few, including Geoff. She’d been so worried about Mrs Howell, and so thankful to them, that she’d ended up hugging them all herself in her enthusiasm and gratitude (something she noticed Sam was not so keen on, his reaction a source of amusement to the guys). The last one she’d hugged had practically lifted her off her feet, and Sam, clearly having lost patience with the situation, grabbed her hand once she’d been lowered to the ground, pulling her slightly behind him. By that stage all the men had stopped simply watching and had started staring at them, openly grinning. Sam scowled at them all, not even thanking them for trekking out to the middle of nowhere for him, and stalked to his car with Katie being pulled along behind him. 
 
   ‘Hey … um, thanks,’ she said hesitantly once they were back in his car. He was still scowling, but as he flicked her a brief glance his expression seemed to soften. After he put the key in the ignition he turned to face her, hooked her around the back of her neck and pulled her in for a brief kiss. 
 
   Once done with this, he kept his hand at the back of her neck and her forehead pressed to his for moment. ‘Do you think you could try not to hug other men?’ he whisper-growled into her mouth. ‘In fact, to clarify, could you endeavour not to touch other men, at all.’ 
 
   ‘Uh … Sam, I don’t know if it’s skipped your notice but I’m sort of a touchy-feely person.’
 
   ‘Not any more,’ he said firmly in his Voice of Authority, setting her back in her seat and starting up the truck. 
 
   ‘Bossy,’ she muttered under her breath, feeling a little dazed and noticing that the rest of the men had not missed their exchange in the car; judging by their smirks and the fact that none of them had made any move towards their own cars, they were enjoying the show. 
 
   Katie was phoned with two more visits whilst they were on the road, and by the time she was sitting with Mrs Llwellyn she was beginning to smell a rat. Not only had Mrs Llwellyn insisted that she bring ‘her gentleman’ inside, but there did not seem to be anything the least bit wrong with the robust eighty-nine-year-old. 
 
   ‘I understand you’re a military man,’ Mrs Llwellyn questioned, her eyes flaring with curiosity and excitement. 
 
   ‘Yes, Mrs Llwellyn,’ Sam answered.
 
   ‘Oh, do call me Betty,’ she told him. Katie, who had been Mrs Llwellyn’s GP for the last three years and was still yet to be invited to call her by her Christian name, rolled her eyes and sank back into the sofa with a resigned huff. 
 
   ‘Mrs Llwellyn,’ Katie put in through clenched teeth. ‘How on earth do you know so much about Sam?’
 
   ‘Oh, it’s all over the village, Dr Katie. I heard from Mrs Duncan, who heard from Mrs Riley, who lives opposite Mrs Howell.’ Mrs Llwellyn turned her attention back to Sam as Katie looked up at the ceiling, seeking patience. ‘So kind of you young men sorting out Gaynor like that. Now, where were we? Ah yes, your military career. Army or Navy?’
 
   Sam smiled at her. ‘I was in the Special Forces.’
 
   ‘Special Forces,’ Mrs Jones breathed. ‘How fascinating. And now you’re in security. Tell me – do you “pack heat”?’
 
   Katie snorted; she’d noticed before Mrs Llwellyn’s extensive collection of Law and Order DVDs. Sam pressed his lips together, his eyes dancing. ‘Pack heat?’ he asked. 
 
   ‘Carry a gun,’ she whispered, leaning forward as if they were in danger of alerting the authorities to Sam’s illegal weapons stash should their voices carry beyond her small cottage. 
 
   ‘Not when I’m in the UK,’ he told her, and she nodded sagely.
 
   ‘Okay,’ she said, drawing out the word before giving him a very obvious wink that made Katie very nearly choke on her tea. ‘What I would like to know is whether you would consider taking me on a ride-along in your vehicle? We could go looking for gentlemen of disrepute and threaten them with physical violence. I wouldn’t be any trouble.’
 
   ‘Mrs Llwellyn, is there actually anything I can help you with today?’ Katie interrupted.
 
   ‘You know it’s funny, dear, but I’m feeling so much better now,’ she chirped, then turned back to Sam. ‘Let me know when it’s convenient, dear. I’d have to get my carers to bring some extra pads, see.’
 
   By the time Katie managed to get back to the surgery she was late for her afternoon clinic. She sighed as she looked at her screen. Already two waiting, at least twenty patients to see, leave alone the phone calls to make. To get through the sheer volume of work in general practice you have to be hardened. You have to stick to the ten-minute consultation time with ruthless efficiency and be tough with the patients. Unfortunately for Katie, ruthless efficiency and toughness were not her forte, so it was no surprise that she was still consulting at seven in the evening. When she’d finally gone through all her paperwork it was gone nine and she was dead on her feet. She shut everything down, grabbed her stuff and pushed open her consulting room door on automatic pilot, gripped by total and absolute mental exhaustion. 
 
   ‘Argh!’ she cried, dropping her bag in fright. 
 
   *****
 
   When Sam had finally heard movement from her room, he’d got up and stood outside her door, impatient to get her out of there. How anyone could work that hard and that relentlessly all day, he had no idea. People had streamed into Katie’s room and out again all afternoon. Children, the elderly, the disabled: all walks of life. He couldn’t even imagine dealing with that volume of humanity and its issues day in, day out, trying to solve and sort endless problems for endless people in need. He stooped down to pick up her bag, and scanned her face. 
 
   ‘You nearly gave me a heart attack,’ she told him, making to grab her bag back from him, but he took her hand in his instead and started leading her to the front door. Now that her shock was receding he could see the weariness in her features. As he set the alarm he noticed she was taking long blinks over her bloodshot eyes, and he scowled at the control panel. There was no way she was driving herself anywhere. He led her to his car, and it was testament to how tired she was that she only managed a brief bit of argument before she crawled into the passenger seat. 
 
   Yes, he told himself for the second time, this small woman who takes the weight of the world on her shoulders and gives everything she has to other people, this woman needs a man. Not just to protect her from this current threat, but to protect her from herself. To stop her from giving everything she has until there’s nothing left to give. A soft snore interrupted his self-justification, and he flicked a glance over to her. She was curled up on the passenger seat, her head resting on her arm at the window, and she was sound asleep. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 19
 
   I am not twp
 
    
 
   Katie snuggled further into the immense heat her pillow was radiating. She felt like she’d slept for decades. There was a low voice cutting through her drowsiness and she frowned, grunting in annoyance as she tried to bury her head further into her pillow. 
 
   ‘Shouldn’t you be in lectures anyway?’ the voice rumbled, vibrating her pillow and causing her to crack open her eyes in confusion. She blinked. What she thought was a pillow was actually a firm, broad, man’s chest. Maybe she was still dreaming? But the crisp, masculine scent enveloping her was unmistakable; as was the deep, supremely bossy Voice of Authority rumbling in the chest she was lying on. 
 
   ‘Eva,’ the voice continued, even lower this time and holding a warning. Katie looked up the tanned column of Sam’s throat, past his stubbled jaw, which was clenched in annoyance, and saw that he has a phone pressed to his ear on his other side and his eyes were looking up at the ceiling in frustration. She dropped her gaze to her waist when she felt a heavy weight give her a squeeze, and saw that Sam’s lush arm, thickly corded with muscle, was wrapped around her. Looking back up at his face, her breath caught in her throat. His beautiful dark eyes were staring down at her now, scanning her face as if cataloguing her features in a weirdly intense way. 
 
   Katie wasn’t sure that allowing an intense perusal of her face at this hour of the morning was the best idea. This was confirmed when his eyes went to her hair and his mouth quirked in a small smile, despite the annoyance dominating his features a moment ago. Katie reached up in a cautious attempt to assess the level of embarrassment she should be feeling, and gave a small squeak when her hand settled on the matted side of her head that had been lying on Sam’s chest. The curls appeared to be standing at least a foot in the air. 
 
   ‘No I’m not with anyone,’ Sam said into his phone. ‘That was just some sort of guinea pig on the telly.’ Katie narrowed her eyes at him and his smile grew broader, but whatever his caller was saying now wiped it off his face. 
 
   ‘Eva,’ he growled, gripping the phone tighter. ‘I know I’m away a lot and that you want to see me but I promise I won’t be leaving again for weeks.’ Katie’s brow creased: this was news to her. Then again, Sam wasn’t exactly Mr Overshare. She pushed up to a sitting position and was about to slide out of the bed when his arm around her waist pulled her back down and she gave another squeak. 
 
   ‘No: just that bloody guinea pig again. Look, Eva, I … what?’ he groaned, and let his head fall back on the cushions that were propping him up. ‘Don’t you have lectures today? … Well, shouldn’t you be using half term to revise? … No, I don’t have to be at the set … okay … okay … Eva, just listen a minute.’ He glanced down at Katie and sighed. ‘I’ll ask her … I’ll ask her, okay? No, I’m not at the flat. No, I’m not lying. Christ, you and Mum are worse than CIA interrogators; I’d take a good water-boarding over this any day. I’m at her place, happy now? She’s the guinea pig. Who knew a human woman could make that type of sound? Must be my technique.’ A surprised laugh escaped from Katie’s lips and she punched him. Her shock that he’d made a joke, and a funny one at that, overrode her embarrassment. 
 
   ‘Hi, Eva,’ she said through her laughter. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not doing dodgy stuff with your brother.’
 
   ‘Not right now anyway,’ Sam clarified, and she gave another startled laugh. She could hear laughter and disgusted shrieks from the phone, which Sam held away from his ear, wincing. ‘Look, why don’t you ask her yourself,’ he said, his voice resigned as he handed the phone to Katie. 
 
   ‘Uh, hi, Eva,’ Katie said, conscious that her voice was still croaky from sleep, which, after the sex comments from Sam, was probably more than a little suspicious. 
 
   ‘Hi!’ Eva cried ecstatically. ‘I’m so glad to speak to you again.’ Clearly Eva was not fazed by Katie’s just-woken voice; in fact it seemed to make her positively gleeful. ‘You just have to come to lunch today. I’ve told Mum all about you and she doesn’t often get to see Sam, she has to grab all the opportunities she can; he’s always away in some far-flung, war-torn country doing God knows what. Say you’ll come.’
 
   ‘Uh … of course, honey. I’d … um … love to meet your mum.’ Katie looked at Sam, shrugging her shoulders and searching his face for any sign of what he wanted her to say, but his features remained unreadable. ‘But it’s up to Sam really. I mean, he’s –’
 
   ‘Please make sure he comes to see us,’ Eva cut in, and to Katie’s surprise her voice sounded almost pleading. 
 
   ‘Eva, I’m not sure if that’s my place,’ Katie said softly. 
 
   ‘Mum hasn’t seen Sam in over a year, Katie,’ Eva said, her voice so sad it made Katie frown in confusion. 
 
   ‘I … okay. But it’ll have to be tomorrow or something. I doubt I’ll be able to get away from the practice today.’
 
   ‘You’re working today? But it’s ten already.’
 
   ‘Ten!’ Katie shouted. ‘What?! Bloody, bloody hell. Look, Eva, I’ve got to go. She thrust the phone at Sam, who said something to Eva that she didn’t register, given her flat panic. When she tried to leap from the bed she was hooked around the waist again and hauled back against Sam. 
 
   ‘Wha –?’
 
   Before she could get another word out, Sam gently pushed her down onto her back and hovered over her face, his arms caging her in on either side. ‘Don’t be cross.’
 
   ‘What do you mean “don’t be cross”?’ she asked slowly, taking in his sheepish expression. ‘I reserve the right to be cross if necessary.’ 
 
   Sam sighed. ‘You’re not going to work this morning,’ he told her in the Voice of Authority. Katie, who hadn’t taken a breath since being hauled across the bed, started to feel light-headed. Sam’s beautiful face hovering over hers and his breath fanning her cheek didn’t help the situation either. Just as spots began to dance in front of her eyes, Sam’s lips tipped up. ‘Have to admit I did think you’d have more to say on the subject, but then maybe you’ve learnt to accept my superior wisdom.’ Anger snapped Katie out of her stupor and she inhaled sharply. 
 
   ‘I’ve got to go to work, Sam,’ she said through gritted teeth. ‘Who on earth is going to see the patients if I don’t?’
 
   ‘Russell’s got a locum in.’
 
   ‘A locum? At this short notice? You’re joking. Wait … what’s the name of this locum.’ 
 
   Sam winced. ‘I … um … can’t remember.’
 
   ‘Tell. Me. The. Name.’ Katie said through still-gritted teeth, and Sam sighed again. 
 
   ‘Okay, so I think he may have mentioned Mad Mary?’ 
 
   ‘Oh no,’ Katie breathed, pushing against his chest in an attempt to sit up. 
 
   ‘Look, he said to tell you that she’s safe clinically and she gets through the work, so just … chill out.’ 
 
   Katie glared at him. She was very protective over her patients. The thought of her regular review of Mr Thomas’s multi-pathology being conducted in Mad Mary’s zany consulting style made her feel slightly ill. Last time Mary had locummed for them, Katie had patients ringing the next day in all sorts of flaps. Brutal honesty was one of Mad Mary’s preferred methods; she had told Mrs Gibbs not to worry about her chronic lymphoid leukaemia and that she would die far sooner from her obesity, heart disease and diabetes. This was of course true, CLL is a chronic blood disorder that usually causes little problem, and Mrs Gibbs would be far better served worrying about her other medical issues; but there were other ways to get that point across.
 
   ‘Look, I’m sorry,’ Sam said as he registered Katie’s furious expression. ‘I rang him last night on your phone after you did your zombie routine.’ 
 
   Katie thought back to the night before. She remembered Sam shaking her shoulder lightly and pulling her out of her deep sleep in his car, then stumbling towards her door, letting Sam take her keys and sort the alarm out in his typically high-handed manner; but with the way she felt she had been in no fit state to object (and she suspected that she wouldn’t have been able to recall the codes anyway). She remembered mumbling goodbye and a half-hearted thanks as she’d climbed the stairs, and she’d just assumed he’d left. Belatedly she looked down at her nightwear and almost groaned. If she’d have known he was going to stay, there was no way she’d have worn these. They were her least presentable pajamas, being over fifteen years old, bobbly from overwashing, frayed at the edges, pink, and covered in Little Miss Messy designs: not the most sexy option, but certainly the most comfortable and her go-to when she was really exhausted. 
 
   ‘My zombie routine?’
 
   ‘Yeah, you walked into the house and up those stairs like you were a reanimated corpse. You needed a break. You needed some sleep. You’ve been on edge over this thing with Daniel, and you’re still grieving.’
 
   Katie rolled her eyes. ‘He was just a cat.’ She didn’t argue about the grief but she knew she was being ridiculous.  
 
   He stared at her for a moment. ‘How old was that cat?’ he asked.
 
   ‘Thirteen.’
 
   His face softened and he took a deep breath. ‘How many years ago did your mum die?’ 
 
   ‘Twelve,’ she whispered. 
 
   ‘He was not just a cat,’ he returned firmly, and Katie felt her eyes prick as she blinked frantically to stem any tears. This man must think her an incredible cry-baby. But as a tear escaped and his thumb came out to wipe it away, she realised it didn’t matter, the intense but soft look in his eyes told her he knew. He knew what Lady had meant to her, being essentially the last surviving member of her family.
 
   ‘I’m sorry, Katie,’ Sam said suddenly, shocking her enough to refocus on his face. ‘I should have asked you first but … I was … I am worried about you. And Russ promises to keep an eye on Mary today, not let her dig too many holes for you.’  
 
   ‘Right,’ Katie said, her voice a little hoarse with the effort to hold back more tears. ‘Okay … um … thanks … I think.’
 
   ‘Not a problem.’ His face was still only inches from hers, and in the silence that followed he reached over to smooth the crazy side of her head, his lips tipping up at the side again and that intense expression back in his eyes as he looked into hers. He leaned in even closer for a moment, but after a few seconds he seemed to register what he was doing. Katie could almost see the shutters come down and feel his withdrawal. He blinked, dropped his hand from her hair and pushed off from the bed to stand beside it. With Sam’s broad figure looming over her by the bed, Katie felt her embarrassment about her Little Miss Messy pajamas and her crazy bedhead even more acutely, and scrabbled across to the other side. What was the protocol when you had a beautiful, unreadable man in your bedroom whom you’d slept with twice, kissed multiple times but never actually had sex with or in fact a normal date? 
 
   ‘I’d better go,’ he muttered, and Katie felt a giant whoosh of disappointment sweep through her. 
 
   ‘Are you going to meet your mum and sister?’ she asked as he was turning to the door. He stopped and looked down at his boots, rubbing the back of his neck. ‘You should, you know,’ she went on. ‘Maybe it’s not my place, but your sister sounded … well, I don’t know, she sounded almost desperate that you came. I –’
 
   ‘I’ve tried,’ he said to his boots, then slowly lifted his head to meet her gaze. ‘I … it’s just hard to be around them now.’
 
   Katie cocked her head to the side, frowning in confusion. ‘What do you mean?’
 
   He shrugged his broad shoulders, shifting uncomfortably by the door, then sighed. ‘They want me to be the same as I was, and I just can’t …’ He trailed off, staring back down at his boots again. ‘I just can’t,’ he repeated in a whisper that Katie could only just make out from across the room. Katie had a special talent for people. She could read people easily; she could interact with them seamlessly. It was a gift. And even though Sam may have been one of the most difficult people she had ever had to read, she could tell in that moment that pressing him on what he meant would be a bad idea. She knew what he needed instead, and tentatively she stepped forward towards him. 
 
   *****
 
   I should just go, thought Sam, still staring at his boots despondently. What am I even banging on about anyway? How can I make her understand something I don’t even understand myself? 
 
   He thought about the numbness he’d fought to keep hold of so fiercely. Better to stay that way, he reasoned. Safer. That’s why he avoided Eva, avoided his stepmother. He knew they wanted to pull him out of the void and there was no way he could face coming back into the real world with real emotions. He was so intent on keeping hold of that feeling, that numbness, that he didn’t notice her move. It was only when she was right in front of him and had wrapped her arms around him that he came back to himself. He stood rigid for a moment, feeling her soft body against his, still warm from her bed, and fought to hold onto the numbness. But slowly her warmth seemed to penetrate even that. Somehow with her in his arms the demons weren’t as terrifying. Suddenly he felt braver. Slowly he lowered his head, resting his chin on the top of hers, and then even slower his arms came up almost of their own volition and wrapped themselves around her. She jerked slightly, as if she hadn’t actually expected him to respond, and then gave him a small squeeze. Something snapped in his head, and his arms clamped around her so tight that she gave a little squeak of protest. 
 
   ‘Can’t … breathe,’ she wheezed out, and he forced himself to stop crushing her small body to him, stepping back slightly but still holding onto her arm. She looked up at him, her brow dented, as if she wasn’t quite sure what to make of what just happened, but with a small, tentative smile on her face. He kept his features as blank of emotion as he could, but was pretty sure he could feel a muscle twitching in his cheek. 
 
   ‘You’ll … you’ll come with me,’ he said, not phrasing it as a question because it wasn’t; if he was going to meet his mum and sister, then this woman was coming with him. She sighed in exasperation, but her smile grew wider and she nodded. 
 
   ‘You have to be the bossiest person I have ever met,’ she said as she gently pulled on his arm to release her, which he ignored. 
 
   He snorted and her eyes widened in surprise. ‘I’m direct and forthright, you’re a pushover.’
 
   ‘No,’ she said slowly, and he felt her stiffen under his hold, bristling with indignation. ‘I’m just not rude and arrogant and … and chopsie* the whole time.’ He felt a small smile tugging at his lips: she had that angry-kitten look again. 
 
   ‘Chopsie?’ he asked, although he could take a guess at its meaning. 
 
   ‘Google it,’ she told him. ‘And while you’re at it, look up radgie, bolshie, tamping*, oh, and of course, twp*, don’t forget twp.’ 
 
   He rolled his eyes. ‘Better that than letting people walk all over me.’
 
   Her mouth dropped open. ‘I do not …’
 
   ‘Yes you do,’ he cut her off. ‘This whole community takes advantage of you.’ 
 
   She was back to looking like a puffed-up kitten again, and Sam realised he hadn’t had this much fun in ages. She yanked her arm away and put her small pert nose in the air before stomping across her room to the bathroom. With her insanely unsexy pajamas on, her hair sticking up all over the place and her small hands clenched into tiny fists, Sam didn’t think he’d ever seen anything so fucking ridiculous, or so goddamn adorable. 
 
   He sat on the edge of the bed to wait for her to emerge from the shower that was now running (no way was he going to miss the opportunity to see her in a towel), and started typing into his phone. Once she did emerge, wearing what would have been the equivalent of a flannel if it was on his body, and no longer looking even faintly ridiculous, he scowled at her. 
 
   ‘I am not twp,’ he told her firmly, and she smiled. 
 
    
 
   *chopsie, radgie, bolshie, tamping – angry, difficult to deal with
 
   *twp – stupid, simple minded
 
   


  
 



Chapter 20
 
   You’re bringing him back
 
    
 
   Sam’s stepmum was a surprise. Katie didn’t know what she had been expecting, but the woman standing nervously in front of her was not at all who she had pictured in her head. 
 
   Sam had asked them to meet in the pub in the centre of the village, which was walking distance from Katie’s house.  Katie bundled up to brave the crisp November weather and Sam flicked amused glances down at her as they trudged along, making her feel self-conscious about her bright purple coat and matching stripy earmuffs. Smug bastard. Not everyone dressed almost exclusively in black, she thought, eyeing his long, dark, eminently sensible and boring coat. 
 
   As they’d set out, he had manoeuvred her onto the other side of the pavement so that he was the one walking closest to the road, and she blinked. It was something her grandfather, even when he had been quite unsteady and using a stick, had always insisted on doing when walking with any lady: a gentlemanly gesture, so old fashioned but so completely fitting, given Sam’s nature. He further surprised her by grabbing her hand, clad in its stripy purple glove, and holding it tightly in his. This inspired a fair few curious glances from passers-by, many of whom Katie knew and called out greetings to, but none of whom had ever seen her walking anywhere hand in hand with a man, least of all a man as amazing-looking as the one striding next to her. As they neared the pub he cast an almost nervous glance at her and cleared his throat. Katie was curious: nervous was not a typical look for Sam. 
 
   ‘My stepmum, she’s a bit …’ he trailed off, rubbing his chin. ‘She doesn’t get out much and she’s kind of … quiet.’ Oh dear, Katie thought. Am I that much of a big mouth that he thinks I’ll be shocked by someone a little shy? 
 
   ‘Um … okay.’
 
   ‘I mean, she’s really, really quiet,’ he reiterated. ‘And with new people, well … it can get a little painful.’ 
 
   Katie had thought maybe he was exaggerating a little, but the small woman in front of her, looking a little green and like she was about to throw up any moment, made her reconsider. The fact was that as soon as Katie had walked into what was essentially her local, a cacophony of greetings had been sent her way from practically every person in there – from families sitting down to eat, to a half-drunk Rhodri seated at the bar (well into his seventies and an alcoholic for the last forty years, Rhodri was a permanent, accepted feature of the small pub), and of course the large tattooed form of Emrys behind the bar. 
 
   Sam’s mum flinched at each shouted greeting, and Katie gave everyone a wave and a toned-down version of her normal exuberant responses. When she finally made it over to them, Eva stepped forward in her normal confident manner, hugged Katie, and then stepped back with a huge grin on her face. 
 
   ‘Katie, this is my mum, Rachel. Mum, this is Katie.’ Katie noticed the soft, reassuring way Eva spoke to her mum. 
 
   ‘Hi, Mum,’ Sam said, kissing her cheek and giving her a brief hug. 
 
   ‘Hello, Mrs Clifton,’ Katie said, extending her hand towards her. The slim woman was dressed immaculately in grey trousers and a black turtleneck. Her blonde hair, mixed liberally with grey, was cut short and styled beautifully, and her make-up was perfect and elegant. 
 
   ‘Rachel, please,’ she said. 
 
   Katie could barely make out the words and could feel Rachel’s hand trembling slightly in hers when she clasped it. She smiled at her, hoping to make her feel at ease (and failing miserably, judging by the set of the other woman’s shoulders), then led them over to a quieter area of the pub at the back, nearer the fire. Katie’s local pub was one of the places she felt at her most comfortable. Cosy and warm, with lots of dark wood and old fashioned décor, it wasn’t exactly the Ritz, but it was filled with people she knew. Yes, some were patients as well as friends, but people asking her about their gout or fungal toenails over a beer had never really fazed Katie as much as it did other doctors, who preferred to live outside their practice areas. She’d go into town to the sterile, fancy bars that littered the high street when she had to (mostly when dragged by Russell or Sarah), but if she had her way most nights out would consist of just this one place. However, glancing around, she realized that for an elegant woman used to the bright lights of London, it must seem pretty grim. 
 
   Katie stood and grabbed some menus from the bar, handing one over to Rachel with another smile. ‘The food’s actually really lush. Bronwen, that’s the cook, she’s awesome; best steak and kidney pie this side of the Severn Bridge.’ 
 
   Rachel flicked Katie a quick glance and the smallest smile in the history of smiles, and then buried her head in the menu. Okay then – although Katie had to admit that she didn’t exactly look like the pie-eating sort. Sam shifted uncomfortably next to her and Katie reached over to squeeze his thigh reassuringly, smiling up at him, and to her surprise he smiled back and some of his tension drained away. When she looked back at the menu she saw that Rachel was sitting very still and staring at them, her mouth slightly open and her eyes suspiciously wet, before she caught Katie’s gaze and flicked her eyes down to her own menu. 
 
   ‘See,’ Katie overheard Eva whisper to her mother. ‘I told you.’ 
 
   *****
 
   It was halfway through the meal that it happened. By that stage Katie had very nearly given up on Rachel saying anything, and, to be honest, between Eva and herself there wasn’t much silence to fill. But it was still getting a bit awkward. All Rachel did was sit, give tiny little smiles when she absolutely had to, nod or shake her head in response to any questions, and give her order of a salad in the quietest voice imaginable. (It was unfortunate that this was not a typical order for that particular establishment: so much so that Bronwen – who had come to take their orders instead of the waitress, probably out of curiosity – had frowned down at Rachel and told her she would bring a side of Welsh Rarebit. When the huge plate of what amounted to cheese on toast and a tiny side salad arrived, Rachel had looked even greener than before.) 
 
   So as you can imagine, Katie was not prepared for the loud snort of laughter that escaped from Rachel’s perfectly lined lips whilst they were finishing off their meals. (Rachel had actually made a fair stab at the Rarebit.) It was after Mrs Hughes had come over to their table and tapped Katie on the shoulder (a surprisingly strong tap for a lady of eighty-nine). 
 
   ‘I’ve talked to Glynis,’ she said in her typical imperious tone. ‘And I’ll be needing a visit next week; just so long as you bring that one along.’ She tipped her head to Sam and sighed. 
 
   ‘Mrs Hughes,’ she said with infinite patience. ‘We visited Mrs Morgan because she’s housebound since her stroke. I think if you’re able to make it to the pub you might be able to make it into the surgery.’ Mrs Hughes scowled for a moment. 
 
   ‘Glynis is a big faker,’ she said dismissively, and Katie looked up at the ceiling in frustration. How exactly Mrs Hughes thought Mrs Morgan had ‘faked’ a massive stroke that had taken out a large area of the left side of her brain last year on her CT scan, Katie wasn’t sure. Mrs Hughes huffed. ‘Well, fine. I’ll come to the surgery,’ she told Katie, as if bestowing the highest honour on her and the practice. ‘But I shall be making a complaint.’ 
 
   ‘Okay,’ Katie said, ruthlessly holding back the small smile that was trying to fight its way onto her lips. They had a book of complaints at the surgery from Mrs Hughes about any manner of things, ranging from the comfort of the seats in the waiting room, to the fact that the reception staff were ‘smiling like morons’ at her. They had even received a complaint last year about her plumbing (and not the urological variety either), although Katie suspected that it might have been sent to the wrong address – and in turn felt sorry for the actual plumber. The council had a similar book of complaints from her also; it seemed to be almost a hobby of hers. 
 
   ‘But I still don’t see why Glynis and Gaynor get preferential treatment and strapping young men round to their houses when they are just putting it on.’ 
 
   ‘Mrs Howell had broken her hip, Mrs Hughes,’ Katie told her patiently, her voice slightly strained with the effort of holding back laughter. 
 
   ‘Pah!’ Mrs Hughes exclaimed, as if breaking your hip was the equivalent of a small splinter. Then she turned and stomped off in the direction of Emrys, no doubt to complain about the food/service/state of the economy. 
 
   ‘What’s this about you and the old ladies of Aberllwellyn?’ Eva asked, smiling widely at Sam. Sam grunted and rolled his eyes, leaving Katie to explain their excursions yesterday. She knew Rachel’s eyes were fixed on her as she told them about how Sam had helped Mrs Howell, and noticed her giving him a soft look. Katie then moved onto how Mrs Trilley was supposedly too ill to possibly make the journey to the surgery, but proceeded to charge around making tea and getting out a massive cake she had whipped up that day when they arrived, and finally pressing Sam about coming to talk to the Women’s Institute about being a ‘mercenary’. Katie thought she had heard a small sound from Rachel at that point, but the background noise of the pub was too loud to tell. 
 
   By the time she finished relating the whole ride-along debacle with Mrs Llwellyn, Rachel and Eva were staring at her open-mouthed; and then Rachel collapsed into a fit of laughter. She didn’t look like the kind of woman who laughed often, and certainly not the whole-body, out-of-control kind of laughing she was caught up in that moment. By the time she had finished, her eyes were streaming and her guard had lowered to some extent. 
 
   ‘I love it,’ she wheezed, wiping a stray tear from under her eye. ‘You’ve got to take her, darling.’ 
 
   Sam rolled his eyes. ‘Mum,’ he said, trying to look annoyed but obviously relieved that she had loosened up. ‘It’s not like I’m cruising the mean streets of New York taking down perps. I work for a security company.’
 
   ‘You run a security company,’ she said, her chest puffing up with pride.
 
   ‘Rob runs it, Mum.’
 
   ‘Well, you’re his partner in the business,’ Rachel said, her voice growing stronger in her defence of him. 
 
   ‘I know, Mum, but I’m always away so I’m more of a silent partner.’
 
   ‘But that’s going to change now,’ she said, flicking a glance at Katie, who was starting to think that maybe coming out to lunch with his family might not have been the best idea. It seemed to have given the wrong impression to Rachel. Katie didn’t even know herself where she stood with Sam. They’d kissed; they’d spent the night together twice under weird circumstances and with zero sexy time. What did that make them? 
 
   ‘I … no …’ Sam said, and Katie’s shoulders slumped slightly, before she reminded herself that he hadn’t made any promises to her. They hadn’t even been out on a date together. Why should he be changing his plans for her? ‘I mean, Rob needs help on the set for now; but after filming … I don’t know.’ 
 
   Katie could literally feel Rachel and Eva’s disappointment hanging in the air; it might have even rivalled her own. So she mentally gave herself a slap and sallied on through the constriction she was feeling in her chest. 
 
   ‘Rachel,’ she called softly, forcing a smile to her face. ‘Eva tells me that you’re amazing with cakes. I’m hopeless and I’ve been bullied into making some for the day centre. I don’t suppose you have any tips on a good carrot cake do you? (It was sneaky, but Eva had mentioned at the Lady’s funeral that her mum’s carrot cake beat every other one ever made hands down – not too diplomatic, as she’d been standing right next to the maker of said carrot cake at the time, but then again Eva had been completely steaming.) Rachel’s disappointment fled and she leaned forward towards Katie with a smile – a real one this time – before digging in her bag and pulling out a pen. 
 
   ‘Well,’ she said, her face lighting with enthusiasm, ‘not many people know this but it’s all about the lemon juice.’ By the time she’d finished explaining, with Katie asking encouraging soft-spoken questions throughout, Rachel’s guard was down entirely and she was smiling outright.
 
   Even though she knew she’d broken through, Katie was still surprised that, when Sam excused himself and went off to the loo, Rachel reached over and grasped her hand. 
 
   ‘He’s coming back to us,’ she said, her quiet voice serious but hopeful. 
 
   Katie frowned. ‘Uh …’
 
   ‘Look, it’s hard to explain,’ Eva said to Katie, gripping her mum’s hand on the table. ‘But it’s like he’s been gone for the last six years. We’ve seen him – rarely, but we have – but he’s just … not there, not the real Sam. You’re bringing him back.’ 
 
   ‘Listen, ladies,’ Katie said gently, ‘we’re not even really … I mean, I don’t exactly know what we are. I don’t even really know him that well, and he’s certainly not been my biggest fan for the past six years. So I’m not sure any change you’re seeing is down to me.’ 
 
   ‘Don’t you give up on him,’ Rachel said, her tone surprisingly fierce. ‘He was such a closed-off child when I met him. His dad, he’s a good man but his work is everything to him and he had no idea how to reach out to a boy he hardly knew. It might have taken Eva to break him out of his shell, and it didn’t happen overnight, but I never gave up on him.’
 
   ‘Where’s his dad today?’
 
   ‘Michael’s working,’ Rachel said. 
 
   ‘Dad’s always working,’ said Eva, her mouth tight. 
 
   ‘He finds it difficult with Sam now,’ Rachel tried to explain. ‘He’s a banker in the city and he works all the hours God sends. He’s a good man but to him the easiest way of looking after his family is by providing.’ She lowered her voice. ‘I don’t think he’s ever forgiven himself for leaving Sam with his mother and for not seeing the damage it was doing until it was too late. He was so relieved when Sam came out of himself as a child. But the last six years have been hard. Michael can’t stand to see Sam back where he started from.’
 
   Katie nodded, her throat closing over as she imagined a young, silent, beautiful, dark-haired, dark-eyed boy, shut off from the very people trying to help him. 
 
   ‘What happened to him to push him back there?’ she asked. 
 
   ‘We don’t know exactly what went on out there,’ Eva said. ‘We don’t know what the mission was, or even the country. We just know that he was away for nine months, that he came back with that awful scar, having lost Richard, and he was just … gone.’
 
   Katie’s eyes widened as she looked over Rachel and Eva’s shoulder seeing Sam approaching from the bar. She wanted to ask who Richard was, but thought it best that Sam didn’t know they had been talking about him. ‘Right, well, if you ladies are free this afternoon I’m afraid you’re being drafted into cake-baking craziness,’ she told them as Sam came to stand next to them, eyeing Rachel, Katie and Eva’s hands, which were still clasped together on the table. They all glanced up at him briefly, then smiled. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 21
 
   Weird, sweet and a little disturbing
 
    
 
   ‘So, how was Mum?’ Sam asked. ‘She cope with the spawn-of-the-devil invasion?’ Katie punched him lightly in the arm that was draped over her shoulders and grinned up at him. 
 
   ‘They’re just high-spirited,’ she said, and he raised his eyebrows at this gross understatement. ‘Okay, maybe they are a little bit possessed by devils and demons, but you love them anyway, you know you do.’ 
 
   ‘Yes, they’re adorable,’ he said drily, eyeing the carnage that had swamped Katie’s kitchen. A thick layer of flour covered most of the surfaces; even the ceiling had the odd splodge of cake mix splattered across it. 
 
   When Katie had suggested that Rachel and Eva help her with the cakes, she’d forgotten that Sarah had also offered to ‘help’ that afternoon. Whether a heavily pregnant Sarah with four of the Sons of Satan in tow could actually be considered help was debatable. To her credit, Rachel seemed to warm up relatively quickly to these strangers; then again, the boys were not exactly shy about coming forward, and it’s difficult to stay silent when you’re being interrogated by a curious six-year-old whilst a toddler climbs up your leg to settle in for a cuddle. In the interests of edible end results, Katie for once was honest about her rather experimental cake-baking methods, and convinced Rachel that it might be best if she took charge. Who knew that actually measuring the ingredients out rather than just dumping a vague estimate into the mix could be so important? 
 
   ‘I think she had fun,’ Katie told him, and his heavy arm around her shoulders gave her a squeeze. 
 
   ‘You could make anyone have fun,’ he said. ‘You’re the funniest woman I’ve ever met.’
 
   ‘Funny ha-ha or funny peculiar?’ Katie asked. 
 
   ‘Both,’ he said, smiling down at her and crushing her even more firmly into his side. They were sitting on her squashy sofa. It was late and Sam had long since driven his mum and sister back to their car so that Eva could take Rachel to the station to catch a late train to London. Sam had gone into the set that afternoon, cake-making obviously not being his forte. To Katie’s surprise, after he’d taken Eva and Rachel away he’d come straight back to her house, his loud, insistent knocking making her nearly jump out of her skin. (Even his knock was bossy.) When she opened the door to him, he simply pushed his way past her, grabbed her hand and dragged her over to the sofa, where he pulled her into his side. 
 
   She scowled at him. ‘I’m not sure if that exactly counts as a compliment, you big lug.’ 
 
   ‘Yes, it does,’ he told her, reaching up with his spare hand to tuck a stray curl behind her ear. ‘You make me laugh more than anyone I’ve ever met.’ 
 
   ‘Oh …’ Katie said, a little shocked. ‘Oh … well, that’s nice.’ Her voice was a little choked as she struggled with a sudden stinging in her nose. She cleared her throat. ‘Sam?’
 
   ‘Yes,’ he said, his attention focused back on the rugby on the screen – Katie wasn’t exactly a rugby girl but Sam’s bossiness appeared to extend to remote-control hogging. But then Sam did something that surprised her. His eyes flicked down to where she was lying at his side and back to the telly, and he frowned. 
 
   ‘Katie, do you like rugby?’ he asked. 
 
   ‘Um … I don’t mind it,’ she said carefully. 
 
   He shifted and grabbed the remote from the side table. ‘What do you like?’ 
 
   ‘Uh …’ Katie blinked; her experience with men who took her telly preferences into account was limited and usually involved lots of huffing and puffing from said man once she was actually watching what she wanted. 
 
   ‘This is fine,’ she told him. He sighed and pointed the remote forwards to change the screen to her planner. He then selected an unwatched episode of Law and Order and started it playing. Then he settled back with Katie at his side and relaxed into the sofa. No huffing, no puffing; perfectly content to watch what he knew she would enjoy. After the first ten minutes of shocked silence Katie started getting into it, and before she knew it her ‘relentless K.K. telly commentary’, as Russell termed it, was up and running. They had over the years made anything they watched a competition, and she was so conditioned to it that she literally couldn’t hold in her wild prediction of whodunnit and with what in. Pretty soon Sam was shaking with silent laughter. 
 
   ‘Do you always do this?’ he asked, smiling down at her. 
 
   ‘Um …’ Katie paused because, yes, yes she always did this, even if she was at the cinema – nothing could stop her. His arm gave her an affectionate squeeze and he kissed the top of her head. 
 
   ‘What’s going on here?’ she asked in a small voice. 
 
   ‘Well,’ he said slowly, ‘we’re sitting on your ridiculous sofa watching your ridiculously small telly. I’m wishing I had a beer in my hand instead of this weird-smelling tea, and – ’
 
   ‘It’s Earl Grey, you great big barbarian. The only other men I have in here on a regular basis are Russell – and he drinks Apple-Tinis – and Rob, who’s not allowed to drink whilst Sarah’s pregnant.’
 
   ‘Really? Christ, that ball-breaker really has him by the short hairs, doesn’t she?’
 
   Katie shrugged. ‘He’s just learnt from bitter experience not to anger her whilst she incubating his devil’s spawn. Now, stop changing the subject. You know exactly what I mean.’ She took a deep breath and squared her small shoulders. ‘You’ve ignored me for six years and when you did deign to look at me it was like I was an alien from another planet or something you’d scraped off your shoe. This –’ she pointed between the two of them ‘– is a bit of a turn-around, wouldn’t you say?’ 
 
   Suddenly the arm around her was lifted away and her legs were grabbed under her knees, twisting her so that she flopped back onto the cushions of the sofa with Sam’s big body hovering over her, his face inches away. 
 
   ‘I never thought about you like that,’ he said, planting his arms either side of her head on the cushions. 
 
   ‘You called me vertically challenged, mouthy and annoying,’ she whispered, and Sam closed his eyes slowly. 
 
   ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, his voice sounding almost like he was in pain. Katie nodded, not trusting herself to speak without her voice wavering at the remembered humiliation. ‘I didn’t mean that, baby. I was pissed off with Rob –’
 
   ‘Yeah, for setting you up with “someone like her” – I heard that too.’ 
 
   ‘You don’t understand,’ he said, sounding almost desperate. 
 
   ‘I understand perfectly,’ Katie whispered, cross that her voice broke on the last word, ‘– perfectly. And I don’t see what’s changed. I’m still short, annoying, loud, and, as you repeatedly remind me, bloody ridiculous.’
 
   ‘And warm, funny, kind, beautiful, hard-working, tenacious, brave … everything I … look, I didn’t mean “someone like you” in a bad way. Look at the bitch I was with that night.’
 
   ‘Oh, yes,’ Katie scoffed. ‘International star, tall, beautiful, well-spoken. I mean, yuck, how could you stand it?’
 
   ‘You left out cold, boring, pain in the arse.’
 
   Katie frowned. ‘Then why – ?’
 
   ‘Look,’ Sam cut her off, ‘I was a coward, okay? But I’m tired of it. I’m so fucking tired.’ And in that moment, looking into his dark eyes Katie could see it for herself: fear, exhaustion, pain, and maybe a tiny bit of hope. ‘I’m tired of staying away from you.’ 
 
   Before she could demand any more answers, Sam’s head came down and his mouth met hers. Just like the other times, her mind blanked completely. There was only Sam, his smell, his beauty, and his quite frankly amazing snogging ability. The world around her fell away and she had the strangest sense that she’d come home. 
 
   *****
 
   ‘Jesus Christ,’ Katie heard Sam’s deep voice rumble from behind her as he wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her into his front. ‘Aren’t baby showers supposed to be for just birds? Why are we all being dragged into this crap?’
 
   Katie gave him a sharp elbow in the ribs. ‘Look if you want to get out of here alive you’ll do whatever the Oestrogen Beast wants and look happy about it,’ she mumbled out of the side of her mouth, eyeing an extremely pregnant Sarah with a healthy amount of fear. She felt Sam’s body shake behind her with suppressed laughter. ‘It’s not a joke,’ she told him. ‘I swear she almost dislocated my shoulder earlier, and she was just pushing me out of her way to get to the milk. She develops superhuman strength in pregnancy; she’s a monster.’ 
 
   ‘Tell me about it,’ Russell said from Katie’s side. ‘I thought she was going to gouge my eyes out earlier; I told her she was “blooming”.’ He shuddered. ‘Won’t be making that mistake again in a hurry.’ 
 
   ‘Well, I’m bloody starving!’ they heard Sarah semi-shout from across the room. She was sitting on the sofa holding an orange juice and scowling furiously at anyone with anything alcoholic in their hands. They heard Rob mutter something back to her, too low to make out the words. ‘I don’t care if everyone’s only just arrived. Nobody else is eight months pregnant with your toxic, evil mega-sperm, are they? We’re going to sit down to eat now.’ 
 
   Rob, who had spent years in the Special Forces, who regularly went out to supervise security details in Somalia, and who, other than the man holding her, was the toughest man Katie had ever met, held his hands up in a gesture of surrender, backing away with actual fear in his eyes. 
 
   ‘Well, help me up then!’ Sarah semi-shouted again, and although she was directing her words at Rob, at least three people around her leapt into action, Frankie and Lou helping her from either side and Dylan pushing from behind. 
 
   Tom however just stood off to the side, rolling his eyes. ‘God, you always were a stroppy madam,’ he (very unwisely, in Katie’s opinion) said, then leapt back even further to avoid a red-faced Sarah’s punch to his most sensitive area.
 
   ‘He’s a brave man to poke that particular tiger,’ Sam muttered in a low voice, and Katie giggled, earning a withering look from Sarah, who was now lumbering across the living room into the open-plan kitchen diner. 
 
   Sam’s arm fell from around her waist, but then she felt his big hand warm on the base of her spine as they moved through to follow them in. He had been the last to arrive after a long day of filming at the set. He’d wanted to pick Katie up on his way but The Beast wanted her there to help get the boys to bed and set up for the party. So as they moved through there were a fair few people for Sam to greet, which he did, giving the occasional cheek-kisses for women and back-slaps for the men. (Even Dylan earned a semi-amicable greeting; although his back-slap might have had a little too much unnecessary force behind it.) 
 
   But throughout this Sam never lost contact with Katie. It was something that she’d noticed over the past two weeks that they’d been officially together. It was one of the many things about him that surprised her. If he were in a room with her, then more often than not he would be touching her in some way. He’d pull her into his side or have his hand on her back if they were in company, and if they were alone he’d go a step further. Say, if they were in the kitchen, he’d lift her up onto the counter top and stand between her legs with his arms around her, bringing her to his eye level. If they were in the living room he’d pull her onto his lap or lie next to her with her tucked into his side. Katie had never thought of him as a particularly affectionate man – in fact he’d been one of the coldest people she knew – so the turnaround was dramatic, and it also meant that they garnered a fair bit of attention. 
 
   The first time they had been round at Rob and Sarah’s, and Sam had pulled Katie between his spread legs where he was sitting on one of their kitchen stools, and then rested his chin on the top of her head, Sarah had stared at them for a full half hour with a soft, glazed look on her face, and Katie could swear she had been on the verge of tears. Rob was at least less obvious, although he had been smiling like an idiot for the entire evening, and he gave Katie an extra long hug at the end of the night, whispering: ‘Well done, honey,’ nonsensically into her ear. 
 
   But sometimes it felt like Sam wanted to keep her close in a sort of desperate way, like if he didn’t then someone was going to snatch her from him or she would simply disappear into thin air. Whilst she found this endearing to some extent, something about it made her vaguely uneasy. It was like he expected the worst. He expected to lose her and was just waiting for the axe to fall. They’d been to the pub together a couple of times, and if she went to get a drink he’d go with her, while if she was across the room from him, even if it was just her making her way back from the toilet, she could see that his jaw was clenched tight, and a strange hunted look in his eyes, which would only ease when she was close enough for him to claim her once again. 
 
   Weird, sweet and a little disturbing. 
 
   But to be honest she’d take it over the cold, aloof, studiously-ignoring-her-the-whole-time Sam any day. This new version of Sam, whilst being more physically affectionate, also seemed far more relaxed. He smiled more, even laughed easily, and he teased her in a sweet, I-think-you’re-cute way rather than an I-secretly-want-to-strangle-you way. He had a dry sense of humour, which seemed to compliment Katie’s more outgoing personality perfectly. He was unfailingly considerate of her, even seeming to go out of his way to do/eat/watch things he knew she would enjoy. On gentle questioning, he’d shrugged, telling her: ‘I like Chinese food – it’s time I loosen the reins on my eating habits anyway; I prefer to watch stuff with your nutty commentary, which I can only get with stuff you like; and, I like going to the pub – nothing wrong with the odd pint midweek.’ 
 
   Katie knew she was making him happy, and he seemed that way most of the time; but sometimes … sometimes there was something lurking behind his eyes. He never lost control, he didn’t shout or get aggravated … but sometimes, like when Katie had forgot to set her alarm at night or walked out to her car on her own after work (Gweneth, the little sneak, had dobbed her in on that one), sometimes his mouth would get tight and his eyes would darken, and she’d get the impression that behind his cool façade something was stirring. 
 
   Unfortunately she just let this go. She didn’t press him to reveal more than he wanted. 
 
   And this, she would find, was a mistake.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 22
 
   Just go
 
    
 
   As soon as they neared the table, Sam pulled out two chairs and sat, pulling Katie into the one next to him and then throwing his arm over the back of hers. 
 
   ‘Weird Rambo,’ Russell sing-songed as he ambled up to Katie’s other side. ‘You know that couples aren’t really allowed to sit together. It’s a rule.’
 
   Sam turned in his seat and looked up at Russell steadily, his face stony.
 
   ‘Okay then,’ Russell said, the side of his mouth tipping up in a small smile. ‘Good talk.’ 
 
   Sam looked up at the ceiling and Katie giggled. Out of everyone, Russell was the least intimidated by Sam, and seemed to have set himself a personal challenge to get a rise out of ‘Weird Rambo’ at least once whenever they saw each other. Not an easy feat with a man like Sam, but Russell was just about outrageous enough to manage it. 
 
   ‘Look,’ Katie said, carefully extracting herself from the chair and Sam’s arm. ‘I’ve got to serve the food anyway so I’d be better sit on the other side – and it is a rule; you don’t want to anger The Beast, do you?’ Sam glanced down the table at a scowling Sarah, and Katie thought he might have shuddered. 
 
   ‘Okay,’ he said, as if she needed his consent to sit wherever the hell she wanted. Katie smiled, giving him a quick kiss on the cheek, which she belatedly realised had drawn quite a few curious eyes, and then skipped through to the kitchen to help Lou and Frankie. When she came back the only seat free was opposite Sam, and to his credit he didn’t say a word. 
 
   It was towards the end of the meal that it happened, after the normal demands from a drunk Russell, wanting to know if Sam and Rob had ‘ever killed a man with their bare hands?’. Neither ever answered, and Dylan instead had chipped in with: ‘Listen, boyo, I may never have killed a man with my bare hands, but if you keep asking that fucking question I’ll be tempted.’
 
   Russell had glared at Dylan for a moment, then shrugged, deciding to change the subject. ‘You enjoy your little jaunt on the pink lady, Kate? Been a while since we’ve seen you scooting about with gay abandon; I’ve missed it.’
 
   Katie smiled. ‘Well, it wasn’t exactly by choice, was it? Bloody car.’ Her smile died as she noticed that Sam was slowly lowering his coffee cup, his knuckles white from his grip on the handle and his jaw tight. 
 
   ‘Anyway,’ she bumbled on, feeling inexplicably nervous. ‘The garage said it’ll be ready tomorrow so all’s well that ends –’
 
    ‘How did you get here tonight?’ Sam’s voice was deceptively calm. Silence fell on the table and all eyes swung to Katie. Nobody could miss the tension radiating off Sam. 
 
   ‘I … um … I scooted,’ she told him, her voice trailing off into a whisper as she watched his eyes flash. 
 
   ‘You scooted?’ he asked in a low tone, and she nodded slowly; by this stage you could hear a pin drop in the crowded room. Katie noticed Rob moving out of the corner of her eye but was too transfixed by Sam’s face to look away. All of a sudden, Sam pushed back violently from the table, his chair scraping loudly on the tiles, and jumped to his feet. ‘Are you out of your tiny mind?’ he yelled, his hand slamming down on the table, making all the plates and cutlery shake for a moment. 
 
   ‘Sam, mate, calm down,’ Katie heard Rob mutter. She saw him put a hand on Sam’s shoulder, which was shaken off violently. 
 
   ‘Don’t tell me to calm down, you pussy-whipped piece of shit,’ Sam shouted at Rob, pointing in his face, and several gasps echoed around the table. He turned back to Katie. ‘Do you know how much time and effort I’ve put into keeping you safe?’ he asked, and Katie felt her stomach hollow out. 
 
   ‘W-what?’ she whispered. ‘I thought … I mean, everyone said that Rob –’
 
   ‘God, you’re so gullible as well,’ Sam spat at her. ‘Makes sense really, seeing as for some inexplicable reason whilst tripping along in La-La Everyone-is-Wonderful Katie-Land when you were nineteen goddamn years old, you managed to end up with one of the most dangerous motherfuckers in London. I mean, I know how it ended; I’ve seen the files, but Jesus Christ how did you let yourself get sucked into that particular steaming pile of shit?’
 
   Katie’s face had now lost all colour and she was beginning to feel a little sick. ‘What files? Do you … do you mean police files? How is that even – ?’
 
   ‘Legal? No. Doable? Yes. Now answer the fucking question.’
 
   ‘R-Rambo, listen, maybe you should –’
 
   ‘Russell,’ Sam said, never taking his eyes off Katie. ‘I swear to God if you don’t want to know exactly how lethal my hands can be, you will shut your mouth.’
 
   ‘I … I … Daniel seemed nice when I met him.’ 
 
   Sam snorted, and Katie frowned at him. ‘He did. We were looking for sponsorship for our netball team. We’d gone all over, asking everyone, but you know, female sport actually doesn’t get the kudos it deserves and –’
 
   ‘Could you, for once in your life, stem the verbal diarrhoea and get to the point,’ Sam snapped, and Katie flinched. All signs of him finding her incessant chat cute were gone. 
 
   Katie clamped her mouth shut. Sam knew very well that the only reason she had met Daniel was because in desperation the netball team had approached London nightclubs for sponsorship. They were all well known, all reputable. Daniel owned one of them and he agreed to meet them. He said he’d sponsor them as long as they all came down to the club dressed in netball kit once a month. He was charming. He used to come and find Katie when they went down there, make sure they were okay, give them free drinks. 
 
   ‘I can’t believe you’re speaking to me like this,’ Katie shot back at him, her own tone hardening. ‘He was nice … he …’ She trailed off, breaking eye contact with Sam and looking down at her hands, searching for the right explanation. How do you explain how lonely and vulnerable you feel after losing your family? How can you put into words how much a stable relationship with someone who wanted to look after you would mean to you after that? 
 
   ‘Nice?’ Sam roared. ‘He’s a goddamn psychopath for Christ’s sake. He buys and sells drugs, people … how could you have let him get anywhere near you?’
 
   ‘I –’
 
   ‘And after all that, after knowing what happens when you’re not bloody careful, after finding out that the world isn’t all butterflies and roses, what do you do? You scoot off on your pink scooter into the darkness. Psychopath drug-dealing white-slave-trading stalker? Who cares: you’re Katie and you’re living in the land of kittens and hugs; nothing can touch you. Death threats? So what? You’ll still forget to set the alarm that I’ve fucking paid for.’
 
   ‘But I’m not getting the threats any more,’ she said in a shaky voice, and he snapped his mouth shut, suddenly looking somewhat uncomfortable. 
 
   ‘I’ve been swiping them before you see them,’ he told her after a long pause. ‘They still come every week, same time, same delivery guy. I was trying to protect you, trying to save you from worrying. What a joke. You obviously couldn’t give two shits about your safety.’ 
 
   Katie’s mind was working furiously, trying to process everything Sam was saying. 
 
   ‘The … the alarm system at the surgery? The cameras? Panic buttons? Goodie trailing me? You … you paid for all that? I thought you said it was Rob’s idea to –’
 
   ‘Fat lot of good it does if you have a bloody death wish, you stu –’
 
   ‘Sam.’ Frankie’s sharp voice cut him off and he closed his mouth in shock. This quiet woman must have only said about three words to him before, and none of them much above a whisper. She was seated next to him in the seat Katie should have been in, but she was standing now, her hand on his chest and a determined look on her face. ‘You do not want to finish that sentence,’ she told him, her tone firm enough to make him drag his gaze away from his target to Frankie. Her brown eyes were steady on him, not a trace of fear. ‘You’re angry, but this is not the way to show it. You’ve lost control.’ 
 
   Sam’s head jerked; he never lost control. 
 
   ‘You’re hurting her.’ Frankie’s voice had dropped to a whisper but he could still hear the steel threaded through it. 
 
   When he looked back at Katie, he noticed that she was sitting tense in her chair, her small hands balled into fists in her lap and her eyes flashing fire but suspiciously wet. 
 
   Christ, he really was a barbarian. 
 
   He took a deep breath in through his nose and let it out slowly, before nodding at the woman next to him. A chair scraped on the other side of the table and Sam glanced over to see that Tom, Frankie’s husband, was standing, his posture stiff and his hands gripping the side of the table, obviously ready to intervene. Frankie must have also noticed Tom, and Sam watched as she frowned over at him, flicking her eyes down to his seat. Surprisingly Tom took a moment to look between Frankie and a much calmer Sam, and sank back down. Sam would never let a woman boss him around like that; he would … 
 
   ‘Sam, I think you’d better leave,’ Sarah’s sharp voice said from the head of the table, and he felt Rob’s hand on his arm. His shoulders slumped and he ran a hand through is hair. What had got into him? He nodded at Sarah, then looked over at Katie again. 
 
   ‘Katie … I … look, I just …’ He shook Rob’s hand off his arm and started to go around the table towards Katie, but she jumped out of her chair and stood the other side of it, holding her hand up to stop his approach. 
 
   ‘Just go,’ she said in a hollow voice, blinking away the moisture in her eyes, her expression morphing from embarrassment and shock to anger. Sam flinched at her expression and backed away slowly. Rob walked him to the door, the silence thundering behind them. 
 
   ‘Can you at least make sure she doesn’t ride that thing home in the dark?’ he asked Rob. 
 
   ‘Of course I will,’ Rob said, putting his hand on Sam’s shoulder and giving it a squeeze. ‘Maybe not the best time to go all Emo on us, mate. And don’t take my word for it, but I think women prefer to hear that you can’t live without them rather than that they’re gullible and stupid.’
 
   ‘I didn’t call her stupid,’ Sam mumbled, scuffing his foot on the floor. Rob raised his eyebrows; they both knew that if Frankie hadn’t stepped in things could have been a lot worse. 
 
   ‘You’ll get there eventually, you emotional cripple,’ Rob told him, punching Sam lightly on the shoulder. ‘Maybe having a fit of temper wasn’t the most stellar first foray into the world of normal human feelings, but I think it’s progress.’ 
 
   ‘Prick,’ Sam muttered, rolling his eyes and punching him back before he yanked open the front door. He glanced down the hallway, where he could hear that the low murmur of conversation had picked back up again. ‘Sorry for pissing off your missus.’
 
   ‘I can handle Sarah,’ Rob said, lying unashamedly, and Sam almost smiled. 
 
   ‘Yeah, right,’ he replied as he pushed his way out of the door, but not before Rob flashed him a one-finger salute. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 23
 
   Sleeping Beauty awakes
 
    
 
   ‘Argh!’ Katie shrieked into the darkness when she caught sight of the large figure sitting hunched over on her sofa. She flicked the light on and let out a relieved breath when Sam blinked across at her. 
 
   ‘I’m sorry,’ he said simply. His hair was as ruffled as she’d ever seen the short style, like he’d been running his fingers through it all evening. Katie guessed that sorry was not a word that passed Sam’s lips very often, so, pushover that she was, she started to soften. Yes, he’d embarrassed her; yes, he’d lost his temper; but she was beginning to see that when it came to her safety he was deadly serious, and she couldn’t help feeling touched by that level of concern. 
 
   ‘Okay,’ she said slowly, not prepared to let him off the hook altogether. ‘Now I want to know why you didn’t tell me you were paying for all that security, and why you told me that Rob’s, I mean yours and Rob’s, company was giving out freebies. And why on earth are you stealing my post?’
 
   Sam shrugged, looking uncomfortable. ‘After I read the first note I just … well, I just freaked out a little. I … Katie, I didn’t want you to read any more, okay? but I should have, I know that now. I’ve … um … I’ve got them here ... all of them.’ 
 
   Katie made her way over to the sofa and sat down heavily at the other end after taking the bundle of cream letters Sam was holding. She spread the notes out on the coffee table. All the words merging in her mind – ‘Remember’, and ‘careful’ – featured regularly in a rather ominous way. She’d been so relieved that they had stopped coming that it felt now like a heavy weight settling back on her shoulders. ‘I gave them to the police as well,’ Sam told her. 
 
   ‘I want to know …’ Katie paused and took a deep breath. She would not let her voice shake; she would not give Daniel that power over her, not any more. ‘I want to know how much the security systems were and how much you paid Goodie.’
 
   ‘Why?’ Sam asked carefully, and Katie just stared at him. He sighed. ‘Katie do you know what I’ve been doing for the last six years?’
 
   She frowned. ‘Well … I know that you sometimes worked for Rob and I know you were away a lot … in Somalia?’ 
 
   He nodded slowly. ‘Yes, and other places. Look, I’m a partner in the business with Rob because I put up some capital about three years ago. Up until now, though, I was mostly a silent partner.’
 
   ‘So, what were you doing?’
 
   He shifted uncomfortably before shoving both hands through his hair and staring intently at her. ‘I did … jobs. Well-paid jobs. Abroad … mostly.’
 
   Katie stared back. ‘I’m guessing you weren’t a chalet girl?’ she said drily, and one side of Sam’s mouth hitched up. 
 
   ‘No. There was a reason that the jobs paid well. I went to parts of the world that not many people would be keen to go to, and I did things …’ He trailed off, breaking eye contact with her for a moment. ‘Look, the point is that I can afford security systems, to pay Goodie (although she’s now working for free, something that must be a first), anything in fact. Katie, I can afford anything I want.’
 
   Katie’s eyebrows shot up. ‘You’re loaded? But your flat is so … um, how to put this diplomatically? … So minimalist.’ In her innocence Katie has assumed that the freelance work meant he just scraped along; she had no idea that taking the risks he took could be so lucrative. 
 
   He let out a bark of laughter. ‘Not all of us are quite as into home comforts as you.’
 
   ‘Well, okay,’ she conceded, feeling one of her fluffy throw pillows. ‘But your flat is like a prison cell. If you’ve got money you could start to –’
 
   ‘How are we onto my interior design skills? I swear having a conversation with you is like being a human puck in a game of ice hockey. Listen, I can afford it: end of story. Now, do you forgive me for being a twat earlier?’
 
   Katie growled and Sam’s smile broke free; weirdly she thought she heard him mutter ‘kitten’ under his breath. ‘It is not end of story about the money, you bossy bastard, and no I don’t forgive you.’
 
   Sam sighed. ‘When will you forgive me?’ 
 
   ‘I haven’t decided.’ 
 
   In one swift movement Sam had moved along sofa, closing the distance between them. His hand went into her hair and he pulled on the clip holding the heavy mass of curls up at the back of her head. 
 
   ‘Hey,’ Katie snapped, and tried to stand, but Sam’s other arm snaked around her waist and pulled her back. He ran his fingers through the soft curls, then pulled on one and let it spring back before tucking it behind her ear. 
 
   ‘I’m sorry I shouted,’ he told her, moving his hand now to cup her face and resting his forehead on hers. ‘I don’t think you’re gullible. I just can’t bear to think about what could … just please, please be more careful.’ 
 
   Instead of answering, Katie moved her mouth to touch his. His head jerked back for a second and he scanned her flushed face before he moved, sliding both hands into her hair, pressing her back into the sofa and covering her mouth with his. 
 
   Katie had never actually taken drugs. Apart from the time she tried hash brownies at uni and couldn’t control her giggling or feel her legs for four hours (a weird combo); never anything that could truly mess with her mind. But with Sam’s heavy weight on her on the sofa, his mouth moving on hers, she felt more of a high than she would have considered physically possible. She wasn’t surprised: his sheer beauty and masculinity probably meant he gave off enough pheromones to make the average woman high on lust from across the room if all his attention was focused on her. No wonder with him in this close proximity Katie lost her head. 
 
   She plunged her fingers into his hair and then under his shirt to pull it up, making a low moan in the back of her throat. Crikey, a few glasses of wine, a bit of tension, Sam’s hard body in reaching distance, and she was some sort of sex-starved crazy-woman. But all she knew was that she needed Sam. She was tired of waiting, tired of holding back. It wasn’t just wanting or quite fancying a bit of a tumble, it was an all-consuming, tearing need. And she knew, she knew that however beautiful he was, however far out of her league he would have been normally, she knew that for some bizarre reason he needed her too. 
 
   *****
 
   As Sam swam up towards full consciousness he took a deep breath but choked on the blood that had pooled in his mouth. He turned onto his side, feeling the sharp, searing stab of pain through his chest, and he groaned. 
 
   ‘Finally.’ He heard Goodie’s rasping voice from across the room. He blinked into the dim half-light, managing to make her out where she was slumped against the wall, her blonde hair matted with dirt and blood. ‘Sleeping Beauty awakes.’ 
 
   ‘How long – ?’ he croaked, before another coughing fit overtook him and a trail of fire ripped across his chest again. ‘How long have I been out?’ he managed. 
 
   ‘Couple of hours,’ Goodie told him, her voice hoarse and accent thicker, but other than that sounding as calm as if they were still at base camp and not handcuffed to fucking radiators in a filthy, blood-stained concrete cell. ‘Now Your Highness is awake we can plan, no?’
 
   ‘Where’s Richard?’ he asked, rolling onto his back to try and ease the aching pain. 
 
   ‘They have him,’ she said simply. ‘They took him whilst you were sleeping.’
 
   ‘Why…’ He coughed again and then groaned. ‘Why him?’
 
   ‘Well, genius, you were asleep. They are now scared shitless of me.’
 
   ‘Scared of you?’
 
   ‘Those arrogant zhopas*,’ she spat. 
 
   ‘Careful, your Russian’s showing.’
 
   He couldn’t see her properly but heard her expel a frustrated huff of breath. ‘They think that if a woman can fight it must be supernatural. They believe me possessed by the devil.’ Sam nearly smiled, but flinched as he felt the split in his upper lip pull apart. 
 
   ‘They may be right,’ he muttered, bracing himself with his hands either side of his hips in an attempt to sit up. The cold metal of the handcuff tethering him to the radiator cut into his flesh as he pushed against the floor. ‘Jesus Christ,’ he swore when he finally managed to heave himself up to slump against the wall. He could feel the effects of every single one of the blows from the steel-toe boots those fucking cowards had worn. His eyes were adjusting to the light better now and he could make out Goodie’s face more clearly. 
 
   ‘What happened to your face?’ he croaked, and she frowned, her hand going up to touch the dried blood covering her mouth and most of her cheeks, then she smiled. 
 
   ‘Well,’ she said slowly, her smile still firmly in place and her teeth appearing glaring white against a background of so much blood. ‘They made the mistake of believing that I could not fight without the use of my arms or legs.’ She nodded over towards the door, and Sam gagged as he made out the small shape of what looked to be a human ear. ‘They will not make this mistake again, I think.’ 
 
   ‘No,’ he replied, swallowing the bile back down over his already aching throat. He was beginning to see why the powers that be had been so insistent and spent so much money on getting Goodie to come with them. She was hands down the most vicious, uncompromising operative he had ever encountered. ‘So, what now?’
 
   Goodie pulled on her own handcuff, causing it to clink against the metal of the radiator, then spread her hands. ‘Now, we wait. They will come, they will make another mistake, and then, they will die.’
 
   Two hours later and Sam’s throat was aching more furiously than ever. The heat in the room they were being held in had intensified as the early hours of the morning gave way to the middle of the day. The buzzing of flies in the small space was all they could hear, and, just as he had started to imagine that they had been left there to rot, he heard a heavy lock falling open on the other side of the door. A man that Sam recognised from the surveillance photos they had studied strode into the cramped space wearing a cream suit and a light blue shirt, looking around the room in disgust. The man held a bottle of water in one hand and a bloodstained knife in the other. Sam noticed him grimacing down at the mangled ear on the floor, giving Goodie a particularly wide berth, and instead making his way over to Sam’s side of the room. Two other men followed, both of whom Sam recognised from earlier, both of them dressed in the same dusty clothes they had been wearing before. 
 
   Cream Suit Man handed Sam a bottle of water and Sam didn’t hesitate to wrench off the cap and take a few deep gulps – if it was drugged or poisoned so be it, he would die anyway in this heat with no water. Having finished half the bottle, and before the man could take it away from him, Sam threw it across to Goodie, who plucked it out of the air with ease and polished off the rest at speed. Cream Suit Man’s eyes flashed with irritation but Sam noticed that he made no move towards Goodie. 
 
   Pussy.
 
   ‘I think maybe you have enough time, no?’ Cream Suit Man said smoothly, stepping back and crossing his arms over his chest. ‘Maybe now you can tell us who sent you? Maybe now we can ask where the others are hiding in our jungle. Because there are others. Do not think I am stupid. The three of you are not alone.’ Sam and Goodie stared stonily up at his dark-skinned, clean-shaven face, and for the first time since this whole clusterfuck began Sam realised something. 
 
   They were going to die. 
 
   These evil sons of bitches were not going to negotiate. They had enough money and power to buy and sell small countries; the paltry ransom a couple of soldiers and a mercenary might fetch was pocket change to them. They were only interested in finding them all and eradicating them off the face of the earth. The only reason Sam and Goodie were still alive was likely just a time-saving exercise. If they could pinpoint where their colleagues had set up camp in the vast Columbian jungle surrounding this complex, and wipe them out immediately, they wouldn’t have to be scouring through the trees or waiting for another strike. 
 
   Cream Suit Man’s mouth twisted in what Sam assumed was supposed to be a smile. ‘I see some persuasion is needed,’ he said, nodding at his men, who quickly moved to the door. 
 
   They were gone for a few minutes before Sam heard their heavy footfalls along the corridor outside, and another noise. Something was being dragged along with the men, scraping along the tiled floor. Sam glanced over at Goodie and saw her eyes close briefly in an uncharacteristic show of emotion, before she opened them and blanked her expression again. He felt the bile rise up in his throat again, and it took all of his formidable self-control to stop himself shouting out when the men struggled through the door, dropping their heavy load in the middle of the room. 
 
   Rich’s head was turned towards Sam where he lay face down on the concrete floor, his sightless eyes staring unblinking into the distance. His hands were still cuffed behind him, his shirt ripped open, and his back a mass of blood and flayed flesh. 
 
   In their haste to bring in their prize, the guards had left the door open. Within seconds of the body falling heavily to the floor Goodie let out a long, high-pitched whistle. 
 
   ‘What is she doing?’ one of the henchman asked in guttural Spanish. 
 
   ‘Shut her up!’ Cream Suit Man roared, pushing another of the men towards her, but only succeeding in making him trip over the body on the floor. Whilst they were still scuffling and arguing about who was going to approach Goodie, she let out another piercing whistle. Seconds later a huge dog bounded into the room. The men froze before going for their guns, and that split second was long enough for the massive black and brown monster to leap across the room and sink his teeth into the arm of the man closest to him. 
 
   Cream Suit Man fell backwards, practically on top of Sam. Instinct and training took over in Sam’s mind. He rolled the man along his arm, then flipped himself around so the man’s neck was gripped between the handcuff and the radiator. He yanked hard. The man struggled and went for Sam’s eye with the knife her was holding. Sam held himself away as far as he could so that it didn’t quite reach its target. He felt it leave a trail of fire from the corner of his eye and down his cheek before Cream Suit Man dropped the knife, his face turning purple and his eyes rolling back. 
 
   The remaining henchman tried to pull him off, but Sam drove his elbow back into his nose, which started streaming blood and caused him to stagger back. Two shots rang out. The man fell to the ground and Sam glanced back to see Goodie standing, her handcuffs hanging uselessly off one of her wrists, with both hands gripping a handgun. Her dog had returned to sit by her and was waiting patiently. Both dog and woman’s mouths were smeared with blood. Goodie jerked her head to the side and Sam moved out of her line of fire. A bullet whistled past his face and landed in the middle of Cream Suit Man’s forehead. 
 
   Sam slumped back against the wall, breathing heavily. He no longer questioned Goodie’s insistence that Salem be flown out with them. He would never question anything with Goodie again. She was a fucking genius. 
 
   He felt her unlocking his cuffs but he couldn’t look away from Richard’s face on the floor. Blood was trickling out of his mouth and pooling on the ground in front of him. He couldn’t have been dead long. As Sam stared, the world seemed to fall away and Richard’s image started to change. Wide blue eyes were staring sightlessly forward instead of brown; blood and dirt matted long, dark, curly hair instead of short blonde. Soft feminine features replaced the harsh masculine ones. He felt the panic clawing at his throat and tried to scream. 
 
    
 
   *zhopas – arseholes in Russian
 
   


  
 



Chapter 24
 
   Mr Negativity
 
    
 
   From far away he could hear someone calling his name. He was being shaken over and over again. He fought the darkness, trying to get free and follow the voice. Trying to find his way home. 
 
   ‘Sam!’ Katie shouted. ‘You’re dreaming, Sam! Wake up … please, please wake up. You’re scaring me. Please.’ His eyes shot open and he saw Katie’s small face hovering over his, felt the sweat pouring down his forehead. He blinked up at her, savouring the relief that was washing over him. 
 
   ‘Thank fucking Christ,’ he whispered as his hands came up to trace the contours of her face. No blood from her mouth, no bruising, no sightless eyes; just her beautiful blue ones, staring down at him in concern and fear. No matted, blood-soaked hair, just her soft dark curls spilling over her shoulders and around her face. 
 
   *****
 
   Katie was in a flat panic. She’d been woken by the shaking; her warm pillow had started trembling and flinching as she swam up to full consciousness. Her head had been lying on Sam’s chest, with her leg flung over his thigh as if attempting to pin him to the bed like a human starfish. She wasn’t surprised: after the performance he’d put in last night any sane woman would be pinning him to the bed; he was just that incredible. Once fully awake, her hand moved across to his shoulder and she felt his chest, slick with sweat. That was when the keening started, a horrible, awful noise from the back of Sam’s throat: low, feral and terrifying. She’d moved so she was hovering over him, and started trying wake him; gently at first, but as his trembling and the noises worsened she became more desperate, shouting his name and shaking his shoulders. 
 
   When he finally opened his eyes she flinched at the raw fear and pain she could see in them. She could tell the moment that he came back to her, relief flushing through his features and the wild look receding. But as he stared up at her, stroking her cheeks, her nose, her eyelids, then running his fingers through her curls, she could still see some sort of desperation clouding his features.
 
   ‘What was that?’ she whispered, almost afraid to know what could have scared him enough to make such a dreadful sound. 
 
   ‘Nothing,’ he rasped, and she watched in fascination as the blank mask fell over his face, eradicating the fear and desperation from before. 
 
   ‘Sam …’ She swallowed, then gritted her teeth, determined not to let her voice waver, ‘that was not nothing. You were having a nightmare. I mean, I’m not even sure you could call it a nightmare; that doesn’t seem to do it justice. It’s like you were living through something. I’ve never seen anything like it. Look, you can talk to me, I –’
 
   He cupped one side of her face with one hand and laid the other across her mouth, cutting her off. ‘Could you for once in your life just be quiet?’ Before waiting for an answer, he flipped them over so she was underneath him, and covered her mouth with his. 
 
   *****
 
   ‘Um … I made you a cup of tea,’ Katie said as Sam came striding out of the bedroom, his hair still wet from the shower. During their time together he’d let it grow and it somehow softened his otherwise harsh features. Her breath caught in her throat at the sheer beauty of his large powerful frame, damp dark hair slightly curling at his neck, thick stubble covering his strong jaw; sometimes it seemed a little surreal that she even knew him, leave alone that he was in her house, shared her bed. ‘I made you some toast as well,’ she added, holding up a plate. ‘I scraped off the burnt bits,’ she observed with a grin: her cooking always seemed to be able to provoke one of his rare smiles. 
 
   But this morning something was different. He didn’t move to her, didn’t lift one of the lapels of her pajamas and roll his eyes, didn’t ruffle her hair. In fact he didn’t even look at her. He was prowling about, grabbing up his stuff, the only sign of any emotion was how clenched his jaw was and how jerky his movements were. ‘Mrs Jones made another batch of that marmalade you like, so I’ve –’ 
 
   ‘Got to go,’ he said sharply, cutting her off and heading towards the door. Katie jumped off her stool and practically ran to the door. He’d already yanked it open when she made it to him, and his body language was screaming stay away, but she cared about him too much to be scared off. Something was wrong. 
 
   ‘Sam,’ she said softly, laying her hand over his forearm. He stopped and his jaw clenched even harder before he shook her hand off and turned his blank eyes to her. ‘What’s the matter? Have I done something? Is this about … um … about the nightmare, or …’ She couldn’t bring herself to ask if it was about the sex. Although to her it was mind-blowing stuff, maybe it hadn’t exactly rocked Sam’s world in a similar fashion. Maybe she was a disappointment. 
 
   ‘Look, Katie, I’m busy, okay? Can I for once leave your house without the third degree?’
 
   ‘Oh,’ Katie said, frowning and taking a step back. ‘Oh, right, of course. I just –’
 
   ‘You can’t help yourself can you? You keep prodding and probing and needling. You just can’t understand that some things are left well alone. That there are some memories that are better off left buried.’ His voice was fierce, his blank expression replaced by one close to fury. Katie blinked. 
 
   ‘What’s got into you?’ she asked. ‘I thought … I thought we …’ What had she thought? As she looked up at his face, gorgeous even when contorted in anger, she no longer knew. 
 
   ‘Look, you might live your life in a state of perpetual chaos, but some of us actually like to arrive somewhere when we say we will.’ With that parting shot he stalked out of the door and slammed it behind him. 
 
   Katie wandered back into the kitchen in a daze. When his nightmare had woken her up in the night, his way of silencing her questions had been devastatingly effective; but as she looked back on it now she realised that it was colder and more clinical than the night before. More like he was trying to run away from something and using her body to do it. They hadn’t even really kissed, for goodness’ sake, and in the morning she’d woken up with him as far away from her as possible on the bed, his back turned to her. Katie was a cuddler by nature, and she knew that for them to have woken up in that arrangement would have had to involve some pretty epic disentanglement manoeuvres on his part. The thought of him pushing her as far away as possible as she slept made her feel suddenly cold, and a strange feeling of foreboding swept over her. 
 
   Tea, she thought, her positive nature breaking through, forcing her to make the best of the situation. And by the time she’d finished her tea and eaten Sam’s marmalade toast, she’d come to the conclusion that she was over-reacting, that he had just had a bad night’s sleep and everything would be fine. 
 
   She should have listened to her first instinct. 
 
   *****
 
   ‘What do you mean I’m not going out on visits?’ Katie turned her chair to face a shady-looking Russell, who was avoiding her gaze. 
 
   ‘Look, between us Dafydd and I have got it covered, okay? You stay and do the scripts, there’s over a hundred letters to go through as well.’ 
 
   Katie’s eyebrows shot up and she frowned. ‘Dafydd wants to visit my patients?’
 
   ‘Uh … yeah.’
 
   ‘Russ, yesterday Dafydd referred one of his housebound patients to dermatology having never seen the rash because he couldn’t be arsed to visit him. Are you seriously telling me that he’s volunteering to visit Mrs Hughes, whose main complaint – as it has been for the last twenty years – is that she’s feeling a bit “muggy-headed”. I’m not twp; I know you’re lying.’ 
 
   Russell shifted uncomfortably on his chair. ‘To be fair to Dafydd, if steroid, anti-fungal and anti-bacterial doesn’t work on a rash, then nothing will.’ 
 
   ‘Russ, out of everything we deal with, dermatology has to be the most visual. Unless he was secretly skyping Mr Davies – who from my understanding doesn’t even have a working landline – I think it’s safe to say a visit was in order. Now, what’s going on?’
 
   ‘Okay, I spoke to Weird Rambo this morning. You’re not to leave the building. I’ve been put in charge of your security.’ Russell puffed up his chest with pride and Katie rolled her eyes. 
 
   ‘Did he … did he tell you where he is?’ she asked, feeling a bit stupid and a little humiliated that she should have to ask the whereabouts of her own sort-of boyfriend, although for the last two days she’d heard nothing from him and was in fact beginning to worry. 
 
   ‘Oh, no – K.K., I just assumed that …’
 
   ‘Never mind,’ Katie said, pasting a fake smile on her face and blinking furiously to hold back tears. ‘I’m sure he’s just busy. I know they’re trying to wrap up filming on the set and they’ve got some big names flying in, so …’ she trailed off, turning back to her computer, pretending to start going through the scripts. Russell sighed and she felt him come up behind her chair before he put his hands on her shoulders. 
 
   ‘K.K.,’ he started, sounding a little uncertain, which was unusual for Russell, ‘I don’t want to be Mr Negativity but don’t you think there’s something a little … off with Weird Rambo?’
 
   ‘What do you mean?’
 
   He squeezed her shoulders, waiting a beat before replying. ‘I don’t know how to put it, but he’s sort of … intense.’
 
   Katie clenched her teeth. ‘Not everyone is quite as relaxed as you, Russ.’ Russell transferred his hands to her chair and spun her around. 
 
   ‘No,’ he said firmly. ‘You misunderstand. I mean, I like him … I really do; he’s funny in that sort of deadpan I-could-kill-you-with-one-hand-tied-behind-my-back-but-can-still-be-fucking-hilarious-when-I’m-in-the-right-mood kind of way. And it’s obvious he cares about you, he makes you happy and that’s a big plus in my book. But he’s sort of hyper-alert the whole time around you, and the way he watches you, it’s like … it’s like he thinks at any minute something’s going to snatch you away. You don’t see it because you’re off in Katie Land, but he mirrors you, he moves when you move, he doesn’t take his eyes off you.’ Katie blushed and couldn’t help a small smile. Hearing that Sam was too intense about her was actually quite welcome news after not hearing from him in two days. 
 
   ‘No, Kate,’ Russell said, and her smile faded. ‘I know he’s hot and he seems like a good guy, if a bit serious, but it’s not normal. I have a bad feeling about it. I have a bad feeling about you with him.’
 
   ‘Russ, I think he’s been through some stuff. Maybe military stuff, I don’t know, he won’t talk about it. But I’m sure that –’
 
   ‘You can’t fix everyone, Katie.’
 
   ‘I’m not –’
 
   ‘There are some things that are beyond repair, some people who don’t want your help. Some experiences too ugly to be blotted out even by you.’ 
 
   Katie tilted her head and scrunched her nose. 
 
   ‘We’ll see,’ she said, having complete confidence in her Sam. And he was hers; she felt it down to her bones. Maybe he’d been a bit weird when he left her house, and maybe she didn’t exactly know his whereabouts, but she had faith in him; he’d work through it; he’d come back to her.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 25
 
   Square one
 
    
 
   By the time Katie started consulting that afternoon, she was feeling crossed-eyed from the sheer volume of paperwork she’d waded through, and more than a little guilty when a severely put-out Dafydd had scowled at her on his return from the visits: he’d had to disimpact Mr Isaacs’s bowel (a job Katie had done many times in the past but not one that Dafydd relished at all). She was halfway through her patient list when she called in the first really ‘sick’ person of the day. 
 
   Now, obviously in general practice the variety is huge. One of the skills is being able to wade through the irrelevant stuff, treat the regular stuff, but above all recognise when someone is ‘sick’. It could be a case of picking out of the ten dizzy old ladies you see that day the one who has actually had a cerebellar stroke, recognising when a simple urine infection has tipped a patient over into sepsis, or knowing when the brittle asthmatic with frequent exacerbations needs to be admitted to hospital. But ‘sick’ doesn’t just cover physical health, there are serious mental health problems too, and watching out for the signs of these is sometimes equally important. 
 
   Katie’s next patient was a six-foot, stocky man in his early twenties. He was wearing earphones, avoiding all eye contact, and had a hunted look in his red-rimmed eyes. Trailing him was a harassed-looking middle-aged lady, who flashed Katie a nervous smile as she went to sit down. The large man hesitated before taking a seat. His eyes darting around the room like he was checking for something. Katie got a faint whiff as he went past, which suggested he was several days past needing a shower. 
 
   ‘So,’ Katie began, ‘um … Callum, is it? How can I help today?’ Callum continued to avoid her eyes and shifted uncomfortably in his seat.
 
   ‘Callum,’ the lady prompted, putting her hand on his arm. He started in his chair and flinched away from her touch. Katie was beginning to feel a little uneasy. The woman, not put off by Callum’s reaction, reached up and pulled his earphones out, and for a moment his eyes flashed with such naked fear that Katie tensed, almost rising out of her seat when it seemed as though he might be about to strike the woman. But after a few beats he merely pulled away from her and settled back in his chair. 
 
   ‘I’m Callum’s mum,’ the woman said in a shaky voice, ‘and he’s not been right, he’s been acting … he’s not himself.’ Callum was staring intently out of the window, muttering under his breath things Katie couldn’t quite make out. He flicked his eyes up to hers briefly and away again, continuing to mutter. 
 
   ‘I’m Dr Kendrick, Callum,’ Katie said in a soft tone, leaning forward in her chair. ‘Do you know why your mum’s worried?’ 
 
   He shrugged, still avoiding her eyes. She tried changing tack slightly. ‘Have you noticed anything odd happening recently, Callum? Anything you’ve been concerned about? People acting strangely?’ 
 
   Callum’s body suddenly went alert and his eyes jerked to hers, wild and frightened; but still he kept his mouth clamped shut.
 
   Katie sighed. ‘Can you see why your mum’s worried?’ He looked back down at his hands, muttering again under his breath. ‘It seems like she loves you a great deal, Callum, to be so worried. Have you tried to explain to her what’s going on?’
 
   ‘Mum doesn’t understand,’ he said in a low, urgent tone, his words tripping over each other. ‘They’re watching all the time; they can hear us now. They know everything, they’re everywhere.’ His voice dropped to a whisper. ‘I can hear them now.’ He looked terrified, his body shaking slightly with pent-up energy.
 
   ‘How long have you been hearing them, Callum?’
 
   ‘Dunno, few days.’
 
   ‘And these people, do you think they mean you harm? Are they a threat to you?’
 
   His eyes darted around as if checking the room for some unknown horror, and then he looked straight at Katie for the first time. She tried not to flinch at the terror in his eyes, and watched as he nodded his head, his lips pressed together in a grim line.
 
   ‘That’s horrible, Callum. I can see why you’re so scared. Will you let me help you?’ 
 
   He shrugged and shrank into his seat, avoiding her eyes again. ‘You can try,’ he told her, his voice devoid of all hope. 
 
   ‘Callum, do you do any drugs?’
 
   He shook his head.
 
   ‘Smoke any marijuana?’
 
   He shook his head again but a movement from his mum caught Katie’s eye. When Katie looked over at her she was twisting her hands in her lap and she had unshed tears in her. ‘Callum,’ she said slowly, ‘you’ve been lighting up every day for the last month.’
 
   ‘Any history of mental illness?’
 
   ‘No,’ she replied.
 
   Suddenly Callum became more agitated and jumped to his feet, staring out of the window. 
 
   ‘Why are you wasting your time talking about skunk? That’s the only thing that calms me down for fuck’s sake.’ His voice was rising as he started pacing the room like a caged animal. He ran his hands through his hair and came right up into Katie’s personal space, leaning over her. ‘I can’t get away from them; they’re everywhere. Why don’t you stop focusing on irrelevant shit and fucking help me.’ He was shouting now, and for a moment Katie thought about her newly installed panic button, but the pain and fear in Callum’s eyes stopped her. He was scared, but somehow she knew he wouldn’t hurt her. 
 
   ‘Callum,’ she said, her tone still soft but firm. ‘Callum, look at me.’
 
   His wild eyes swung to hers and his body stilled; she had his attention. 
 
   And then she didn’t.
 
   The door of her room swung open and Sam’s massive frame filled it. Katie groaned and Callum’s eyes practically bugged out of his head. 
 
   ‘You … you see?’ he demanded, pointing a shaky finger at Sam. 
 
   ‘Callum, this is Sam,’ Katie said soothingly. ‘He’s just leaving.’ She gave Sam a pointed look, but he was focused on Callum, who unfortunately was still right in Katie’s personal space. 
 
   ‘Step. Back,’ Sam bit out, and Katie felt Callum tense with fear beside her, his eyes going wide. At this point Katie was done. Why on earth Sam ignored her for days, then interrupted her during an extremely tense consultation, she had no idea, but it made her blood boil. 
 
   ‘Callum,’ she called, and he tore his eyes away from Sam. ‘Listen to me, trust me, Sam’s leaving. Everything is okay. You’re going to be okay. You and I are going to work this out, right? Now, sit down.’ Katie’s gentle but firm words seemed to penetrate Callum’s fug of confusion. He glanced at Sam once more, then took his seat, cowering slightly into his mum. Katie turned to Sam and jerked her head towards the door. He frowned at her and crossed his arms over his chest, not moving an inch. Sighing, she pushed away from her desk and walked over to him, put her small hand in the centre of his chest and pushed. Frustratingly the freakishly big bastard didn’t even sway. 
 
   ‘I have this under control, Sam,’ she told him, hoping her voice was low enough not to carry across the room. ‘You’re not helping. Get out. I mean it.’ Sam looked startled for a moment by her tone. After a few seconds of stare-down he uncrossed his arms and held his hands up in defeat. 
 
   ‘Fine, right, okay,’ he muttered, glancing over at Callum, who had his earphones back in and was muttering again with his eyes on the floor. ‘I’ll be right outside the door though.’
 
   ‘Okay.’
 
   ‘Right outside,’ he said a little louder, probably hoping Callum would hear over the music banging in his headphones. Once the door finally shut after him Katie sighed and rested her forehead on it for a moment, before straightening up and preparing to go straight back to square one with Callum. 
 
   *****
 
   ‘You had no right to barge into my consultation room like that,’ Katie semi-shouted at Sam, whom she had frogmarched into the staff room after spending a good half hour calming Callum down, then starting him on antipsychotics and getting him an urgent referral to psychiatry. Katie heard a squeak from the corner and noticed Marney cowering there looking terrified. Then again, for Marney, terrified was sort of a default setting, so Katie wasn’t too concerned. She looked over at her and gave her a reassuring smile. 
 
   ‘Sorry, Marney,’ she said. This was met with another squeak before Marney scrambled to her feet and scurried out of the door. Sam watched her go, shaking his head slightly. 
 
   ‘And what? Leave you alone with a six-foot psychotic maniac? You think either of those two at the desk could have intervened?’ Sam asked, pointing after Marney. 
 
   ‘I didn’t need intervention, you great big brute. He’s a teenager, he was scared, he –’
 
   ‘Katie, he was double your size. I don’t care how young he is or what sort of sob story he has going for him. You shouldn’t be in a position where –’
 
   ‘But I am, Sam,’ Katie cut in, getting more and more angry and frustrated with his blatant lack of respect. ‘I deal with patients like that all the time. I can risk-assess; I’m a good judge of people.’ Sam opened his mouth to speak but Katie cut him off. ‘I’m a professional, Sam. I know what I’m doing. I love my job. I’ve helped that boy today, no thanks to you.’ 
 
   Sam stared at her for a moment, then looked down at the floor, rubbing the back of his neck. When he looked up at her again he’d blanked all expression in that curious way of his, and he took a step back from her. 
 
   ‘Okay, well, none of my business,’ he said, and Katie very nearly groaned in frustration. Had she offended him again? She instinctively reached out for him, but he flinched away and her arm fell back to her side. ‘I only came to say that Daniel is out of the country for the next month.’
 
   ‘How do you know that?’
 
   He shrugged, looking away from her evasively. ‘I just do. Look, it doesn’t mean you shouldn’t set the alarms and do all the other normal precautions. It just means that you don’t have to be careful about being out alone in the daytime. You shouldn’t walk or scoot anywhere on your own after dark anyway, stalker or not.’ Katie barely restrained an eye roll at this ridiculous piece of high-handedness, but managed to just breathe a sigh of relief. ‘And I’m going away too.’
 
   ‘W-what?’ Katie asked, a sick feeling gathering in her stomach. He was practically all the way across the room from her now, and completely shut off. 
 
   ‘I’ve got a job in London. Leaving tomorrow.’
 
   ‘W-when will you be back?’
 
   He shrugged. ‘Depends.’
 
   Katie was beginning to get angry. Depends? What sort of blooming answer was that? They’d just made love for the first time two days ago and he was ready to bugger off to London?
 
   ‘I think,’ she started to say, moving forward to where he was already edging for the door. ‘I think you owe me more than that as an explanation, Sam. I care about you.’ 
 
   Katie had never seen the point of playing games. She did care about Sam. Okay, so she was in love with the big bastard, but he didn’t have to know that quite yet, especially if he was planning on sodding off to London. Sam’s face may have been devoid of all expression but it was impossible to hide how stiffly he was holding his body, or the fact that his hands were curled into tight fists at his sides. Katie took another step towards him and he seemed to tense even more. 
 
   ‘I think you care about me too,’ she whispered, laying her hand over one of his fists, feeling the ligaments and muscles pulled tight under her fingers. Sam looked down at her and she could have sworn she saw a flash of fear in his brown eyes before he managed to blank them again. He shook her hand off and moved even closer to the door, eyeing her like she was a predator ready to strike, not a five-foot-one woman in ridiculous shoes. 
 
   ‘Look, we’ve had fun, yeah? It’s been great whilst I had to hang here and help Rob with the film set, but now I think it’s time we did our own thing. Let’s face it, our lives are pretty different; I’m not exactly the homely, local-pub, comfortable-life sort of guy.’
 
   Katie narrowed her eyes at him. He’d seemed quite happy with that sort of life for the last month. 
 
   ‘What sort of guy are you, Sam?’ she asked, realising that in their time together he’d always managed to hide as much as he shared. Did she actually know him as well as she thought she did? 
 
   ‘You don’t want to know,’ he told her, his voice alarmingly hollow. With that he turned and slammed his way out of the room leaving a bewildered Katie frowning in his wake. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 26
 
   Come here you daft prat
 
    
 
   ‘Katie?’ Gweneth called, and Katie jumped slightly in her seat, blinking to try and focus again on the computer screen. She felt Gweneth’s hand on her shoulder and managed to give her a brittle smile. ‘I brought you some custard crèmes.’
 
   ‘Thanks, Gweneth.’ Katie looked back at the computer screen and heard her door open and shut, presuming Gweneth had left. 
 
   ‘Did you eat breakfast today?’ She jumped again at the sound of Russell’s annoyed voice, and realised that instead of Gweneth leaving it was Russell arriving. She sighed, tucking her curls behind her ears and slowly turned in her chair to face them. 
 
   ‘Look, I’m fine, guys,’ she told them for what must have been the thousandth time in the last two weeks. 
 
   Katie was regretting the fact that she had lived most of her life as veritable Energizer Bunny of enthusiasm and energy. It meant that when something did take the wind out of her sails the difference was stark, and invited everyone’s rabid concern. If she could, she would have forced a bit of fake cheer for their benefit, but when she tried it fell flat and inevitably made her feel even worse. All she wanted was just to be left alone, which was an extremely foreign concept to a girl like Katie, given how social her personality was. She turned her chair back towards her computer, hoping they would get the hint and leave, thus missing their exchange of concerned looks over her head.
 
   Since Sam had left she had heard nothing from him. She’d gone from seeing him every day to complete cold turkey at warp speed. When he’d slammed out of the staff room she hadn’t really expected him to just disappear; she thought that she might have at least warranted a bit more of an explanation than: ‘We’ve had fun, yeah?’ It’s strange how quickly you start to rely on somebody. If she closed her eyes she could see his face, hear the rare chuckle that made her feel ten feet tall whenever she managed to wring it out of him, smell him – it was torture. She felt like someone had ripped out a vital organ, and for the first time in her life she felt gut-wrenchingly alone. 
 
   Yes, she’d felt alone after her mum had died, but she had been living with Sarah and her family at the time and she had had them to share her grief. The problem was that this time she’d been weaving stupid improbable fantasies about having her own family again, one she could build with Sam. Of course she’d known it was silly to do that, but it was like part of her consciousness just went off on its own tangent, and before she knew it her brain had constructed the picture of a reality that she desperately craved. Her only other proper relationship had been with Daniel, and although he treated her well enough at the start, she never fully trusted him, and she certainly never fell in love with him. So she’d never really had anyone to weave those particular fantasies around. She sighed and kept clicking through the letters on the screen, changing patients’ medications or updating their notes as she went, and ignoring the two nosey bastards behind her. 
 
   Gweneth clicked her tongue in irritation and stomped out the door, saying, ‘Right then, more tea.’ (This being her solution to any problem – Katie had been force-fed gallons over the last two weeks; no doubt she’d bleed tea if you cut her open.) Katie felt Russell move to stand behind her chair as Gweneth left. 
 
   ‘Sweets,’ he said gently, laying his hand over hers on the mouse to stop her clicking through the documents, ‘this has got to stop. You need to eat. You look like you haven’t slept for weeks. It’s not healthy.’ Katie felt her nose start to sting, and blinked furiously, managing to hold back any more pointless tears. 
 
   ‘I know,’ she whispered. ‘I’m trying, Russ.’ 
 
   ‘We only bug you cause we love you.’
 
   ‘I know that too, honey.’ 
 
   ‘Let me see the emergencies today.’
 
   ‘Russ, I’m not an invalid. I’ve just been dumped and I’m being pathetic. I can do my duty session. Being busy takes my mind off everything anyway.’
 
   ‘Okay,’ Russell relented, ruffling her hair and giving her shoulder a squeeze, before Gweneth breezed back into the room and dumped a massive cup of over-sweet tea in front of her. 
 
   Thankfully her morning surgery was so busy there wasn’t time to wallow in her thoughts. By lunchtime she’d seen twenty-five patients and spoken to another fifteen. That’s the thing about general practice: every ten minutes a new set of problems walks through the consulting-room door. You start every conversation with: ‘How can I help you today?’ and then have to figure out how you actually can help – often an impossible task. By the time you’ve said it to nearly fifty people your brain is so full that you have no choice but to push your other problems onto the back burner. A few of her regulars had noticed the lack of the Katie pizzazz, and by the end of the morning she was the proud owner of a jar of homemade pickled eggs, a tin of Welsh cakes and, randomly, a knitted, stuffed, orange blob. (With some careful and tactful questioning she did manage to ascertain that it was meant to be a representation of Lady in her prime – one to add to the Lady cushion collection that Russell had made common knowledge at one of the carers’ meetings a year ago.) 
 
   At the end of the morning she was staring sightlessly at her screen again when Russell stormed into the room, trailed by a very pregnant Sarah. 
 
   ‘Right,’ he told her, spinning her chair around to face them both. ‘Intervention time. I’ve brought in reinforcements of the slightly scary variety and we’re taking you to lunch.’
 
   Katie gave Sarah a weak smile. ‘Hey,’ she said with a limp little wave. Sarah frowned. 
 
   ‘Come here you daft prat. I can’t drag you out of that chair in my condition.’ As soon as Katie stood up she was engulfed in a tight hug, which was a feat in itself what with the pregnant belly in the mix. Unfortunately, though, the love and concern radiating off Sarah just made things worse, and Katie gave a little sob into her shoulder. Russell, never one to be left out, engulfed them both with his long arms, pressing Katie even further into Sarah’s belly. After a moment Katie gave a startled yelp and then let out a surprised giggle. 
 
   ‘He kicked me!’ she said, pulling back to rest both her hands over the bump. ‘Jeepers, he’s going nuts in there.’
 
   Sarah glared at her. ‘Well, all my spawn are violent buggers, aren’t they, she’s just getting in there early. And Katie, do you mind not referring to her as a him.’
 
   ‘Sorry, force of habit,’ Katie said, grinning. 
 
   ‘Well, stop it. I don’t want you jinxing my chances of producing a double X.’
 
   ‘You do know that it’s a done deal don’t you, Sarse?’ Katie whispered, barely containing her laughter now. ‘You can’t just will the baby to magically sport a foof if it’s not there now. It was a done deal when Rob’s sperm met your –’ 
 
   ‘Urgh! Let’s not get into the gruesome details of my husband’s toxic, evil, contraception-breaching mega-sperm before I’ve eaten, shall we? I’m bloody starving and Mum’s looking after the boys for once.’
 
   Katie sighed and began to move away. She might have laughed for the first time in two weeks, but that terrible sense of emptiness was still gnawing at her. The last thing she wanted was to eat and chat and pretend she was fine.
 
   ‘I can’t go anywhere. I’m on duty,’ she told them, pleased with her ready-made excuse. 
 
   ‘Oh, Dafydd is handling that, K.K.’
 
   Her eyebrows shot up. ‘What? Russ, are you nuts? He’s only just recovered from that bowel disimpaction fiasco.’
 
   ‘It’ll be good for him. Besides, I doubt he’ll actually have to see any of the patients. That man could convince someone who’d grown a second head overnight to just take some paracetamol and see how it goes.’
 
   Katie closed her eyes for a moment and took a deep breath in through her nose. Russell was nothing if not persistent. 
 
   ‘He’s worried about you too,’ Russell said quietly into the silence. ‘We all just want our K.K. back.’ Katie opened her eyes to look into their concerned faces, and gave herself a mental shake. What business did she have lurking around like a wet weekend, making all her friends worry about her? Was she such a pathetic specimen that she couldn’t appreciate what a lovely life she led and what great friends she had just because she’d endured a little heartbreak? For goodness sake, one of her patients this morning had had to flee all her friends and family to avoid being beaten to death by her husband; she was now in the women’s refuge with three bewildered kids in tow and only a tiny bedroom to stay in. Another had just been diagnosed with pancreatic cancer and given under three months to live, at best. Now, there were real problems for you, Katie thought, even starting to feel a little ashamed of herself. So she forced her eyes open and pasted a bright smile of her face, which she hoped didn’t look too forced. 
 
   ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Let’s feed the beast.’ She gave Sarah’s shoulders an affectionate squeeze, and although Sarah scowled at her Katie could still see the hint of relief in her eyes, and felt even more guilty for her moping about. The last thing Sarah needed in her state was having to worry about Katie. 
 
   Over lunch in the pub, Katie found that if you force yourself to smile, to banter with your mates and to swallow back your tears, you could actually start feeling a glimmer of normality. Kind of a fake-it-till-you-make-it type of thing. And once she started eating the pie Russell ordered for her, she realised that she was in fact hungry. So about halfway through lunch she felt like she was strong enough to broach the subject she’d been avoiding with Sarah and Rob for the last two weeks. 
 
   ‘Where is he, Sarah?’ she asked in a low voice. Sarah’s eyes flew to hers; she didn’t need to ask who Katie was talking about. 
 
   ‘He’s on another job,’ she said carefully, and to her surprise Katie saw a flash of anger in Sarah’s blue eyes before she masked it. 
 
   ‘In this country?’ Katie asked. She wasn’t convinced Sam had told the truth about London, and she had a morbid need to at least know where he was in the world. 
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘Is he …’ She looked down at her hands in her lap and took a deep breath. ‘… is he safe?’
 
   Sarah let out a brief humourless laugh, which further confused Katie, before saying, ‘He’s safe enough, that is until I get my hands on him.’
 
   ‘It’s not a crime to not want to be with someone any more, Sarse,’ Katie said, her voice still low and only just audible over the background chatter of the pub. Sarah just snorted, giving the remains of her sausage and mash a dark look. And muttering, ‘Men are pigs.’
 
   ‘Yes they are, darling,’ Russell put in. ‘But sadly, we love bacon.’ Sarah scowled at him and Katie let out a bark of laughter. ‘What?’ he asked innocently. ‘It’s true.’ Katie nodded, grinning and feeling better than she had in ages, but her smile gradually faded when she spotted something over Russell’s shoulder. 
 
   ‘What on earth?’ she muttered, rising out of her seat automatically, her eyes glued on the copy of Heat that was being held up in front of a woman on the table opposite. Sam’s face in glorious Technicolor was staring out of the front cover. He was sporting his standard grumpy look and he had shadows under his eyes, but what Katie noticed more than anything was that he was supporting a tall blonde who was hanging off his arm like a clinging vine. The headline underneath read, ‘The Hero’s Reward’. Katie moved to get a better look so that she could read the caption underneath, but Sarah, who had followed the direction of her gaze, grabbed her arm to stop her. 
 
   ‘Katie, sit down,’ she said, tugging on her arm. 
 
   ‘Sarse, you don’t –’
 
   Sarah pulled something out of her handbag and held it out to Katie. ‘I said sit down.’ Katie looked from Sarah’s unhappy face to the copy of Heat in her hand, then sat down heavily and grabbed the magazine. 
 
    
 
   Hero’s Reward.
 
   Model turned actress Lydia Swanson was seen at the premier of her new film yesterday on the arm of a former member of her security team, ex-SAS war hero Samuel Clifton.
 
    
 
   Katie flipped quickly to the page indicated on the front cover, scanning the article, which was peppered with pictures of Sam and a few more of Lydia, although thankfully the front cover seemed to be the only shot of them together. 
 
    
 
   Lydia and Sam were reunited on the set of her current film whilst they were shooting on location in Wales.
 
   Sam’s long history in the SAS ended in 2009 after he received a Distinguished Service Order, a medal typically awarded for meritorious service in actual combat. The details of exactly what Sam received the medal for are confidential. But he was known to have served in a number of extraction and tactical deployments all over the world during his highly decorated career, and he lost at least one member of his team on his last mission, which is thought to have contributed to his decision to leave the army.
 
   Silent Sam, as the paparazzi have quickly dubbed him, had no comment on his relationship with the star. Miss Swanson however told Heat that all they needed to know was that she was into ‘real men’ at the moment and they could take from that what they would. This is thought to be a jibe at Lydia’s ex: French model Henri Bougard, who has yet to comment on her new relationship.
 
    
 
   Katie let the magazine fall onto the table, and then pushed it away. 
 
   ‘I wanted to show you before you saw it from anyone else,’ Sarah said, flicking Russell a nervous look. They were both obviously on edge, thinking that Katie was about to have a breakdown in the middle of pub or something. Katie took a deep breath, then summoned up all the acting skills she possessed in order to manage an attempt at a nonchalant shrug and a weak smile. I will not cry, she told herself. 
 
   ‘It’s fine,’ she said, her voice coming out a little hoarse, so she cleared her strained throat. ‘It’s not like he was ever really in my league or anything. I’m not an idiot. I mean, why would you go for a boring, short, un-glamorous GP when you could have that woman on your arm? It’s against the laws of natural selection. Like should breed with like. I’m surprised I ever came onto his radar anyway.’
 
   ‘They’re hardly breeding, K.K.,’ Russell said. ‘It’s one picture. The desperate cow probably just grabbed onto him for the cameras.’
 
   ‘Desperate?’ Katie asked, shaking her head and grabbing the magazine again to open it to the offending double-page spread. ‘Do you want me to read out a list of her ex-boyfriends? Honestly, Russell, it reads like GQ’s top fifty sexiest men in the world; she’s hardly desperate.’ 
 
   ‘Give me that,’ Russell said, snatching the magazine and scanning the article. ‘Yeah, but they’re all posers and nancy boys. Hardly like the “real men” she’s claiming she wants a bit of now.’ 
 
   Katie rolled her eyes. ‘You’re one to talk about “nancy boys”. I know for a fact that you would give your left testicle to sleep with half that list. Get real.’ 
 
   ‘I know it looks bad,’ Sarah put in, rubbing her stomach and shifting to try and get comfortable on the wooden chair. ‘But honestly I don’t think he’s interested in her. I’d be really surprised if he –’
 
   ‘Have you spoken to him?’ Katie cut in. 
 
   ‘He won’t answer my calls. Rob’s talked to him a couple of times but he’ll only talk about the business and you know what men are like; they’re not very good at –’
 
   ‘Then I’m sorry, Sarse, but you don’t know what he’s interested in at the moment, and neither do I. Let’s just forget about it.’
 
   ‘But Kate, there’s more to it than that. You don’t know the half –’
 
   ‘I am not sitting here listening to any more bollocks about Sam, Sarah. I mean it.’ The hard edge to Katie’s voice caused Sarah to snap her mouth closed (a small miracle in itself). 
 
   After an uncomfortable silence, Sarah finally whispered, ‘Okay, honey. We’ll talk about it later.’
 
   ‘A lot later,’ Katie said, her mouth setting into a grim line. 
 
   ‘A lot later,’ Sarah agreed, giving Katie’s hand, which was clenched into a fist on the table, a small squeeze. 
 
   ‘Right then,’ said Russell, snatching the copy of Heat from the middle of the table and lifting it over his head with a flourish before shoving it into the hands of the next unsuspecting person to walk past their table (this happened to be Mrs Hughes pushing her shopping trolley; she wasted no time in adding it to her already vast collection). ‘Enough about Weird Rambo. Who’s going to tackle my latest dilemma for me? Balls: to shave or not to shave? That is the question.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 27
 
   This is what you’re going to tell them
 
    
 
   ‘Put my brother down,’ Benji told the man, his hands on his hips and his feet planted wide. He watched as the tall man slowly lowered Finlay down to the ground, and noticed that he kept a restraining hand on Finlay’s elbow. 
 
   ‘I was just showing your little bro here my toy gun,’ the man said, smiling at Benji. Benji’s eyes flicked down to the large black metal object clasped in a delighted Finlay’s hands, then back up to the man’s face. 
 
   ‘You’re a stranger. You shouldn’t be talking to my brother. And that is not a toy.’ The man’s head tilted to the side whilst he slid what looked like a mobile phone into his back pocket. 
 
   ‘Clever, aren’t you,’ the man said, his smile growing even wider. 
 
   ‘Yes, very,’ Benji returned, staring right into the man’s eyes. ‘Clever enough to know that you are not allowed a gun in a shopping centre. Clever enough to know that you are breaking the law. And clever enough to know that if you don’t let my brother go and I scream this place down, you would have a lot of explaining to do.’ The man’s eyes widened and he immediately lifted his hands off Finlay. 
 
   ‘Bang, bang,’ shouted Finlay, holding the gun up to point it at the man and giggling with delight. The man moved to grab the gun back but Benji was faster; he snatched the gun out of Finlay’s hands and shoved a now very cross Finlay behind him. 
 
   ‘Want it!’ Finlay whimpered. Benji inspected the gun for a second and then found the safety, flicking it off. 
 
   ‘Oh shit,’ he heard the man whisper, his face now a curious shade of green. 
 
   ‘Clever enough to know how to work a gun,’ Benji said, clasping the gun with two hands and aiming it at the man steadily despite its weight. ‘Clever enough to shoot a man like you if you come any closer to me or my brother.’ 
 
   The man’s eyes flicked from Benji to the gun, and he ran both his hands through his hair before muttering, ‘Christ, fine, whatever, you little freak.’ He looked around the deserted corridor for a moment, then spun on his heel to jog away. 
 
   Benji flicked the safety back on, opened up his Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle backpack, and shoved the gun inside before grabbing Finlay’s hand and dragging him back into the shopping centre. 
 
   ‘Want gun!’ Finlay said again, fighting against Benji’s grip. 
 
   ‘Finlay Davis, you are such a blooming dullard,’ Benji said, dragging him along and scanning the shops for their mum. ‘You never go with a stranger, you never talk to them, and you never play with their toys.’
 
   ‘Want gun!’
 
   ‘Ugh! How are we even related? Come on, Brain Cell, shift your bum.’
 
   *****
 
   ‘Benjamin Davis, you have the most vivid imagination I have ever encountered, I … what the fu –’
 
   ‘Now will you call the police?’ Benji asked, snapping his backpack closed again. She then spent ages on the phone (Benji thought he could have probably explained in half the time, but his mum was blubbing through the whole thing, which slowed the process considerably). When she’d finally finished and told them they had to wait for the police to arrive, Benji decided to take control. 
 
   ‘Phone Dad.’
 
   ‘I will after we’ve spoken to the police, honey,’ she told him, distracted by Baby Thomas, who was fighting to get loose from his pram. ‘Jack, hold onto Finlay’s hand; do not let go of him.’ Benji rolled his eyes and reached into his mum’s back pocket, deftly removing the mobile. 
 
   ‘Hey, it’s the kid,’ he said into the phone, after punching in the number he had memorised. ‘You said to phone if I saw any freaky stuff. Does stealing a gun from a big guy who kidnapped my brother count?’ He listened for a moment, then proceeded to give a detailed description of the man. 
 
   ‘Benji,’ his mum said, making a grab for the phone, ‘I told you I’d phone your dad.’
 
   ‘Gotta go. Mum’s losing it.’ Benji tapped the phone to end the call and handed it back to his mum. 
 
   ‘Benji, didn’t you think I might want to speak to him?’ she semi-shouted. 
 
   ‘That wasn’t dad,’ Benji said, and Sarah’s eyebrows shot up. 
 
   ‘Wha … ? You know what, I don’t want to know. You stand there and don’t let go of your brother’s hand.’ 
 
   *****
 
   Goodie tucked her mobile into her back pocket and almost smiled. She had been right about the kid: he was useful. She watched as Daniel jogged out to his car, which he’d parked illegally on the road. Before he had started the engine she’d slipped back into hers and was poised to move. As ever the arrogant idiot didn’t think to check if he had a tail, so used to having minions to take care of that for him but obviously not willing to involve others in what he had planned now. Just as she was about to pull away she dialled Sam and his deep voice filled the enclosed space. 
 
   ‘Problem?’ he asked. 
 
   ‘He’s back. He’s heading out of Cardiff,’ Goodie replied, now weaving in and out of traffic to keep up with Daniel’s Jaguar. 
 
   ‘What?’ Sam roared down the phone, and Goodie winced at the volume. ‘Since when?’
 
   ‘A while.’
 
   ‘Why the fuck didn’t you tell me?’
 
   ‘I’m telling you now.’
 
   ‘You should have told me as soon as he entered the bloody country, not when he’s only a few miles from her.’
 
   ‘I have a plan and I didn’t want you screwing with it,’ Goodie explained, having to cut another car off in her pursuit of Daniel but not letting that change the modulation of her speech. 
 
   ‘You are a goddamn psychopath, you know that? Christ, if she’s in danger I’m going to wring your –’
 
   ‘Listen, Rambo –’ Goodie cut him off, using the name that she knew he despised and for which reason she had become rather fond of. After all, Goodie had had to put up with being known by her nickname for most of her life; not that she had ever revealed her real name to anyone in that time apart from Sam, and that was only when she suspected they were both going to be killed after they were captured. Of the various identities on her three passports, not one even bore the slightest resemblance to her actual name. Sometimes she wasn’t sure she could even remember it herself. 
 
   ‘You want him to disappear, yes?’
 
   ‘Yes,’ he bit out. 
 
   ‘Well then, you’re going to have to trust me. Have I let you down before?’
 
   ‘No.’ 
 
   ‘Right, get your arse away from that vacuous whore and back to Wales. Let’s finish this.’
 
   ‘You’re lucky. I’m already here. Rob called me back yesterday. Do you know where they’re going?’
 
   Goodie sighed. Yes, she knew, but she hadn’t really wanted Sam involved. He would mess it all up. And Goodie didn’t like messy. 
 
   ‘Goodie …’ Sam growled. 
 
   *****
 
   Katie was just packing up her bag when she got the text. Russell was waiting for her to take her home (she still wasn’t allowed to travel on her own after dark – Rob had given her another talking to, adding ‘I’ll know’ rather ominously at the end. And Russell, being very proud to be charged with the responsibility of her safety, was totally overbearing on the subject). She picked up the phone, took one look at the screen and let it fall through her nerveless fingers. Stifling a scream, she dropped to the floor to retrieve it and then steadied herself on the desk as she rose to her feet. Her face drained of colour and one tear slid silently down her cheek. On her screen was a photo of Finlay with a gun to his head and a message; it had an address, and the words: come alone, tell no one.
 
   She grabbed her bag and her phone and slid out of her consulting room. After checking up and down the corridor to make sure Russell was still in his room, she hot-footed it out of the side door of the surgery and to her car. Once inside, she blinked rapidly to clear her eyes and entered the postcode into her sat nav. She took one look back at the surgery, before starting the car and peeling out of the car park. 
 
   *****
 
   ‘I knew you’d come,’ Daniel said, emerging from the shadows of the light-aircraft hangar. ‘I knew you’d see sense.’
 
   Katie looked around the cavernous space frantically. ‘Where is he?’ 
 
   He shook his head, smiling slowly. ‘I’m not in the business of kidnapping babies. You know me better than that.’
 
   ‘I don’t know you at all,’ Katie whispered, starting to walk back slowly towards the exit. ‘I never did.’ Daniel’s eyes flashed. 
 
   ‘You loved me. You told me. You would have done anything for me.’
 
   ‘The man I loved never existed,’ Katie said, edging back a little faster now. ‘Smoke and mirrors, that was all that version of you was. I only saw the real you once, and that was enough for me.’ 
 
   Daniel moved suddenly and grabbed Katie’s arm before she could make it through the hangar doors. ‘I can give you everything you could ever want,’ he snapped, shaking her slightly. ‘You’d never have to work again. Everything I’ve done over the last ten years has been for you.’ 
 
   ‘I love my work, Daniel, and I don’t need anything more than my friends, the pub, a spot of telly, the odd Chinese takeaway. You’ve never understood that; you’ve never understood me. What’s the fascination anyway? Surely there’s girls at your clubs that you –’
 
   ‘Sluts and whores and gold-diggers don’t interest me.’
 
   ‘You can’t buy love, Daniel,’ Katie whispered, and Daniel’s eyes flashed. ‘All this desperation for more and more money, buying and selling drugs, people. When will it be enough? What are you really achieving.’ 
 
   ‘Power,’ Daniel said through gritted teeth. ‘Whether you like it or not I’m a powerful man and I can make people disappear. You’ll change your mind eventually; you’re going to have a long time to come to the conclusion that we are better off together. Now, before the pilot gets here you’re going to have a bit of a sleep.’ Katie’s eyes widened as she saw Daniel pull out some white gauze from his jacket pocket. A pungent but strangely sweet smell registered, and she fought him harder as he tried to bring the gauze up to her face. She screamed and squirmed in his arms, kicking out at him. 
 
   ‘Stop it!’ he barked. ‘Nobody other than Carl and Frank can hear you.’ Katie struggled harder. She’d noticed two large men guarding the entrance as she had walked into the hangar. She knew who they were. They hadn’t helped her seven years ago, and she knew they wouldn’t now. 
 
   ‘Argh!’ he shouted as she sunk her teeth into his forearm. He shook her off violently and she started to run towards the doors, but before she could make it there he had grabbed her hair and pulled her backwards off her feet. She came crashing down on the concrete, and then felt something connect with the side of her head. Daniel had backhanded her, and she was now lying on her side; she tried to scoot backwards but he kicked out and she felt his boot connect with the side of her chest, knocking all the wind out of her. He covered her mouth with the gauze and she struggled again, causing white-hot pain to lance through her ribs. There were a few frantic seconds of her attempting to turn her head and fighting to take a breath, and then suddenly he was just … gone. 
 
   She was feeling groggy but she could still hear the shouts behind her, the sickening sounds of hits landing on flesh, even of breaking bones, and then everything went quiet. 
 
   ‘Katie?’ She heard Sam’s voice as if from very far away and she blinked, looking up to focus on his face. He looked maybe a little thinner than she remembered, his normally short hair in dire need of a cut and his stubble verging on beard-like proportions. And there was a trickle of blood from his temple running down into that beard. 
 
   ‘You’re hurt,’ she said, her voice strangled with the pain in her ribs. 
 
   ‘I’m hurt?’ he growled, reaching forward to trace the side of her face that was throbbing with pain, before wrapping one strong arm under her shoulders and the other under her knees. She keened as the movement jostled her abused ribs, and he looked pained as he rose to his feet with her cradled in his arms. 
 
   ‘You said it was under control.’ Katie blinked at the barely leashed fury in Sam’s voice and followed the direction of his gaze to the other side of the hangar. Goodie was standing over three bodies, tying her hair up into a short ponytail, completely unruffled. She gave Sam an exasperated look. 
 
   ‘It was under control. He did actually need to have done something for the police to be interested, you big idiot.’
 
   ‘She’s been beaten, Goodie. She’s black and blue. He could have killed her. If I hadn’t turned up when I did he may well have done.’
 
   ‘Don’t be ridiculous. If you hadn’t barged in she would be knocked out but fine. She wouldn’t have had to ever see this pathetic specimen again, and more to the point she wouldn’t have known I was ever here. As it is –’
 
   ‘I won’t say anything,’ Katie said, and Goodie looked her in the eyes before striding over to them. Sam pulled Katie further into his chest, only loosening his grip when she winced slightly. ‘You were watching him, weren’t you?’ she whispered when Goodie was close. ‘You were protecting me.’ Goodie’s eyes flicked up briefly to Sam, and then she nodded slowly.
 
   ‘She used you as bait, Katie,’ Sam ground out, scowling down at Goodie, who stood her ground. 
 
   ‘But you did that to protect me too, didn’t you?’ Katie asked, and Goodie nodded again. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered. Goodie frowned briefly before blanking her expression. 
 
   ‘The police will come here now,’ she told Katie. ‘They will ask what happened. This is what you’re going to tell them.’ 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 28
 
   I hear you like to beat little girls
 
    
 
   Daniel swam up towards full consciousness, registering the soft sheets he was lying on, and then blinking up at the ornate ceiling above him. He struggled up to a sitting position and looked around the room in confusion. He was in the main bedroom of his country house. The one he’d bought to impress Katie, that he rarely ever visited now. He had it cleaned once a week and the gardens sorted, but other than that it was left unoccupied. 
 
   He swallowed past his burning throat and noticed the glass of water sitting on his beside table. Flinging his legs over the side of the bed, he grasped the glass and drained it in two gulps, then sat rubbing his forehead and willing his memory of how he had escaped to return. The guys must have got him out of there somehow, he thought. His last memory was of that big gorilla dragging him off Katie and punching him in the face, before someone had grabbed him from behind and held the gauze up to his face. He frowned; there must have been two of them. How did Frank and Carl get him away? Shaking his head to clear it, he vaulted off the bed and turned towards the en-suite. That was when he saw her. She was sitting cross-legged on a huge armchair in the corner of the room, her blonde head cocked to the side, looking like a small, curious bird. A huge dog was sitting by her side. 
 
   ‘What the – ?’
 
   ‘Hello, Daniel,’ she said, smiling slowly. 
 
   He shook his head. ‘Look, I don’t know why the guys sent you up here, sweetheart, but I’m in no state to …’
 
   She clicked her tongue reproachfully and slid off the chair, walking over to the window and then trailing her fingers along the sill. The dog remained unmoved, ears forward and alert, its gaze locked on Daniel. ‘Women are all whores or Madonnas to you, aren’t they, Daniel? You either put them right up there on a pedestal, or you buy and sell them for profit.’ 
 
   ‘What are you – ?’
 
   ‘Well, I’m not a whore and I’m not a Madonna. In fact I expect you would find a woman like me very confusing.’
 
   Daniel didn’t know who the fuck this woman was, but she was … disconcerting, and he was not in the mood to stick around listening to any of her  bullshit. Maybe she was a stalker or something? (The irony of that thought was of course completely lost on Daniel.) He moved to the door and grabbed the handle but it refused to open. 
 
   ‘It’s locked,’ the strange blonde put in helpfully, watching him from across the room as he imagined you would watch a bug under a microscope. 
 
   ‘Who are you?’ he asked, turning slowly from the door to face her. 
 
   ‘My name is Goodie,’ she told him. ‘Well, actually that’s not really my name. I haven’t used my real name since I was nine years old.’
 
   ‘What are you –?’
 
   ‘Strange, yes?’ she asked conversationally, and for some reason her voice caused a shiver to run up his spine. ‘Why should a nine-year-old change her name? But then again I was no normal nine-year-old. By that stage I had already known the full range of a human’s capacity for violence.’
 
   ‘Who do you work for?’
 
   ‘Work for? I work for myself. Always myself. And I work for money. I am – how would you put it? – freelance.’ 
 
   ‘Did you –’ he swallowed nervously, she was really spooking him for some reason ‘– did you bring me here?’
 
   ‘Yes.’
 
   ‘Where are my men?’
 
   ‘Arrested, I expect, by now. You, however, managed to escape. Nobody could stop you. You tore away from the aircraft hangar in your Jaguar with its tinted windows – very useful by the way – and drove yourself here to your little country hideout.’ 
 
   He frowned at her. ‘When are the police coming?’
 
   She smiled. ‘Police? You want to get arrested now? I thought you spent most of your time and an awful lot of money on bribes avoiding just that eventuality.’ 
 
   ‘What do you want?’ Daniel was done with this odd conversation; everyone had his or her price, and this Goodie character would be no different. 
 
   ‘Oh, are you talking money? It’s alright, I’ve already been paid, thanks.’
 
   ‘W-what?’ 
 
   ‘We’ll get to that in a minute. Now, I hear you like to beat little girls. Why don’t we have a sparring match right here, right now? Both of us are unarmed, I’m about half your size. What do you say?’ 
 
   ‘You’re nuts,’ he told her, tensing as she walked slowly around the bed and towards him. She shrugged and made a hand signal to her dog, causing it to lie on the floor with its head in its paws. 
 
   ‘We can get to know each other a bit. Come on, Danny, where’s your sense of fun?’
 
   ‘My what? Urgh!’ 
 
   She was so fast that he didn’t even see the blow to his head coming until it had already connected. The force of her foot in his face caused his head to snap to the side. He saw stars for a moment before he refocused on her. She smiled at him and lowered her guard, and he used the opportunity to launch himself across the room at her, but fell hard onto his knees when she darted out of the way. Another blow to the back of his head left him sprawled face down on the floor. 
 
   ‘Now, where was I?’ she asked, walking around his prostrate body as he struggled to breathe through the pain. ‘Ah yes, the nameless nine-year-old. Have you ever been to Siberia, Daniel?’ 
 
   ‘What?’ Daniel wheezed, pushing himself up onto all fours only to be kicked in the ribs and collapse onto his back. 
 
   ‘Let me tell you: it’s cold. Freezing fucking cold. Have you ever been hungry and freezing cold? So hungry and cold that you would do anything to be warm, anything to be full?’ 
 
   He tried to sit up and she squatted in front of him, delivering a swift punch to the throat that left him winded and gasping. 
 
   ‘My mother and I, we were that hungry, Daniel. She would have done anything, and she did, right up until her pimp killed her. He might not have been as successful a pimp as you but he, like you, knew how to keep his bitches in line.’ 
 
   She put one foot either side of Daniel’s torso and squatted down, grabbing his shirt collar to lift his head off the floor and looking straight into his eyes. 
 
   ‘That’s why they recruited me, you know,’ she told him, never breaking eye contact. ‘At nine years old I knew what to do with a murdering pimp, and I did it. When they found me they thought to themselves: if she can do this at nine with no training, what could she be capable of as a grown-up, and how could we use her? Just another example of men using women to get what they want.’ She threw his head back and it made a sickening crack against the floorboards. ‘Yes, I know what to do with pimps, Daniel, but unfortunately for you in this case I’ve already sold that privilege to somebody else. 
 
   ‘I … I –’ Daniel stammered through his aching throat, watching as she crossed the room and started unlocking the door. 
 
   ‘Sometimes I work for governments, sometimes for private companies, but sometimes I simply work for whoever can pay me the most. I’m not fussy that way, and you, Daniel, have a lot of enemies. You really should have thought before you killed Gregoski. Us Russians aren’t big on mercy. 
 
   ‘You know, I’m very private. I would never tell anyone that much about my background. Not if I thought they were going to be able to repeat it.’ 
 
   He watched the door swing open and several large bodies filled the room whilst Goodie melted away into the background, her dog padding silently after her. 
 
   ‘I see the little girl has had her fun,’ the largest of the men said in a strong Russian accent. ‘Our turn now, I think.’
 
   *****
 
   ‘We’ve been over this enough now,’ Sam growled at the inspector for about the fourth time, standing up from the uncomfortable hospital chair and crossing his arms over his chest. 
 
   ‘Listen, Mr Clifton, if Daniel Baxter was there, then the more details we can get the better.’
 
   ‘She’s given you everything she knows; just like she gave the other officers.’
 
   ‘If we’re to have any hope of finding him then we have to make sure we have all the details. I know that she –’
 
   ‘It’s fine,’ Katie cut in, and both men turned to her. Sam felt his hands clench into fists at his sides. She looked so small on the bed, one side of her face covered with a large purple bruise and her eye nearly swollen shut. She laid her hand on Sam’s arm and he frowned at how cold it felt. ‘When I regained consciousness there were just the other two men lying on the floor. Daniel had left. He didn’t share any of his plans with me before he knocked me out, other than all that stuff about how he was going to make me happy, that he was powerful and that he could …’ she took a deep breath and Sam felt her shiver, ‘… that he could make people disappear.’ 
 
   Sam was done. They had all they needed and he knew that they would never find Daniel Baxter, even with all the evidence in the world. Not in this lifetime. 
 
   ‘That’s it, boys. You’re out of here,’ he told them. The inspector eyed Sam’s large frame for a moment, then sighed in defeat. 
 
   ‘Okay, but if you remember anything, Dr Kendrick, please call me on this number, day or night.’
 
   ‘Wow,’ Katie said, taking the extended card reverently. ‘Day or night, just like on Law and Order – awesome.’ The grim-faced officer shocked Sam by actually breaking into a smile. Katie was too adorable for her own good, Sam decided, as she forced a tin of biscuits that Lizzie, one of her A&E mates, had given her onto the inspector before he left, telling him he had to keep his energy up to ‘take down perps and such like’. 
 
   Katie’s smile died as the inspector left the room and she eyed Sam cautiously. ‘Um, I haven’t had the chance to say it yet, what with CT scans and police interviews, but … thanks. If you and … you know who … hadn’t turned up and –’
 
   ‘She’s not Voldemort, Katie,’ Sam said, rolling his eyes. ‘And the room’s not bugged. You can say her name.’ Katie widened her eyes, beckoned Sam closer and her voice dropped to a whisper. 
 
   ‘I’ve watched loads of Law and Order, Sam. They’re probably listening outside the door. Crime never sleeps.’ 
 
   ‘I don’t think that an extensive knowledge of crap American telly qualifies you to make accurate predictions with the British police force. Daniel might be a big fish but these guys are hardly MI6. I doubt their budget extends to chocolate biscuits, leave alone sophisticated surveillance equipment to monitor a witness who’s highly unlikely to lie in the first place.’
 
   ‘Where did she take him?’ she whispered. 
 
   ‘I don’t know,’ Sam lied. ‘And even if I did I would never tell you. Believe me when I say, the less you know, the better. And don’t you dare thank that bitch. When I get my hands on her I’m –’
 
   ‘She did what she thought was best, Sam.’
 
   ‘She told me she’d make contact when he was back in the UK. She promised she’d keep you safe.’
 
   ‘I am safe.’
 
   ‘Not before you were bloody well beaten to a pulp. That is not my idea of keeping you safe.’
 
   ‘She had her reasons.’
 
   ‘She’s a goddamn psychopath.’
 
   ‘Sam, you don’t mean that, you –’
 
   ‘She watched it,’ Sam suddenly roared, a flash of colour staining his cheekbones. ‘She watched him hit you, kick you. She –’
 
   ‘Hey, hey, hey,’ Katie chanted, reaching up to link her hands behind Sam’s neck and pulling his face even closer to hers. ‘Shh. It’s over. I’m fine. Let it go.’ Sam searched her face for a moment before dropping his forehead to hers. His eyes closed and he took a deep breath as the tension melted out of his body. 
 
    ‘Um … Sam,’ Katie called softly. ‘Where are the others?’ 
 
   Sarah, Rob, Russell, Frankie, Tom, Lou and Dylan had all been there earlier, their pale faces and worried expressions forcing Katie to put up a brave front, to smile and even attempt to laugh, which Sam considered bloody stupid when she had goddamn broken ribs. He’d noticed her glancing at Sarah with open concern as the blonde waddled around the small cubicle, fussing Katie and looking totally wrung out. The shock of what happened with Finlay and Benji, and then finding out Katie had been hurt, had taken its toll. Eventually Sam had had enough. 
 
   ‘I told them all to bugger off whilst you were in CT,’ he explained, straightening up slowly and running his hands through his hair. Katie frowned up at him. 
 
   ‘I … I don’t understand.’ 
 
   No, of course she didn’t. Sam didn’t even understand what he was doing himself, and he was the one who’d had a thirty-minute blazing row with an aggressive pregnant harpy and an equally aggressive (albeit in the campest way possible) gay man. They had let him know in no uncertain terms how badly he’d hurt Katie over the last few weeks. Yes, they were grateful for him saving her today, although the fact that she’d not come away unscathed was certainly a sticking point; but it was made clear to him that he was not good for Katie; that he should stay away. 
 
   He knew they were right. He knew he should leave, but he just … couldn’t. And anyway there was no way Katie was going to be forcing any more smiles to make other people feel better today. At least with him the smiles were few and far between after how he’d treated her. 
 
   Quite how he’d managed to get rid of her friends he still wasn’t sure. He was actually considering physically ejecting them from the A&E until Rob stepped in, bravely risking life and limb as he told his wife to: ‘Stop it, Sarah. Leave them be.’ 
 
   Sam had thought Sarah was going to punch him in the face, but after a brief stare-down she simply sighed, rubbed her back, which must have been beginning to ache, and then waddled over to Sam. 
 
   ‘Don’t fuck up again,’ she told him, poking him hard enough in the chest to almost make him wince. Rob gave Sam a chin-lift before ushering everyone, even a red-faced Russell who was asking why they were listening to ‘these testosterone-addled freaks’, out of the room. He saw Rob rub Sarah’s lower spine on their way through the door, and a strange surge of emotion went through him. Jealousy, maybe, mixed with a hint of pain.  
 
   ‘Okay then,’ Lizzie’s bright voice broke into Sam’s thoughts and he tore his gaze away from Katie’s to look at the small, slightly dumpy but still attractive woman in front of him, her dark hair shorn in a pixie cut and a stud in her nose. ‘CT is clear. I’ve got your pain meds here so you’re ready to go.’
 
   ‘Shouldn’t she stay the night?’ Sam asked, towering over Lizzie, who appeared totally unintimidated. 
 
   ‘As long as she follows the head-injury advice and has someone to stay with her who can check on her every hour, there’s no problem.’ 
 
   Sam crossed his arms over his chest and glared at Lizzie. ‘She was knocked out. She could … she could bleed into her brain. Anything could happen and you want her to just waltz out of here? Are you nuts? I want to speak to your boss.’ 
 
   ‘Listen, big guy, I’m the most senior registrar on the floor tonight so if you’ve got a problem with –’
 
   ‘It’s fine,’ Katie cut in, and Sam turned to see that her mortified face was suffused with colour. ‘I’ve got plenty of people who could stay with me. I’m happy to go.’ Sam scowled at Katie and then Lizzie, before snatching the head-injury advice sheet out of Lizzie’s hand. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 29
 
   Why are you still here?
 
    
 
   By the time Katie had been installed on her sofa at home, a cup of herbal tea in her hands (Sam had vetoed caffeine – he didn’t think she should be drinking any ‘mind-altering substances’), she was beginning to develop a healthy hatred for that bloody advice sheet. 
 
   ‘How’s your headache now?’ he asked, and Katie rolled her eyes. 
 
   ‘I took paracetamol two minutes ago, Sam – it’s not like taking a shot of heroin, it does take a while to kick in.’ 
 
   Sam ignored her, sat down next to her on the sofa and, to her confusion, he started peering into one of her ears, then trying to turn her head to do the same on the other side. She pulled back from his grip. ‘What are you doing now?’
 
   ‘Just checking for bleeding from your ears,’ he explained, his attention back on the damn sheet. Katie made a grab for it, but he was too quick for her. 
 
   ‘Put the sodding thing away,’ she said through gritted teeth, and he turned his attention back to her. 
 
   ‘You seem a bit grumpy,’ he muttered, a crease forming between his eyebrows. ‘That’s one of the warning signs. I think I’m just going to ring the hospital back. You might –’
 
   ‘You will do no such thing,’ Katie told him. ‘The last thing I need is for the local A&E, which I have to refer to and discuss patients with, to think that I can’t even take a little bump to the noggin without making a blooming ridiculous fuss. Honestly.’ She reached over and this time did manage to grab the sheet, which tore down the middle. Sam looked ready to grapple her for her half, but glanced down at her ribs and settled back on the sofa. 
 
   ‘Give. It. Back.’ 
 
   ‘Not until you promise to stop making a fuss.’ 
 
   Sam scowled at her and then at the crumpled half of the sheet in her fist. ‘I promise,’ he ground out. 
 
   As soon as Katie handed over her half he started smoothing it out again, holding the two pieces together. 
 
   ‘I really can get someone to come and look after me, you know,’ she told him, trying to put more determination behind her words, but finding that difficult, what with her head pounding and her ribs aching. ‘You don’t have to stay.’ 
 
   She started blinking furiously, sudden emotion gripping her as she imagined what he would likely be doing and who he’d be doing it with if he wasn’t stuck here out of a misplaced sense of guilt. Because Katie had worked it out now. All this concern, the insistence that he be the one to look after her: he felt guilty. He thought he’d let her – and, perhaps more importantly, Rob – down after promising to protect her. This was his way of making up for it. What he didn’t realise was that it hurt for him to be here like this in her house and for him not to be holding her; for him to be treating her like some sort of maiden aunt. 
 
   ‘Doesn’t say anything in here about food,’ Sam muttered, totally ignoring her comment. ‘I’ll make some soup,’ he decided as he grabbed the remotes and flicked through her planner until he had the latest unwatched Gogglebox on the go. She ground her teeth and stayed silent. For some reason the fact he would know exactly what she wanted to watch on telly wound her up even more. 
 
   After some burnt toasted sandwiches and soup, Sam packed her off to bed, still using the absolute minimum of physical contact. Just after he’d pressed another two painkillers into her hands and watched like a prison warden as she swallowed them, Katie decided to ask the question that had been plaguing her all day. 
 
   ‘Why are you still here?’ she whispered. To her shock he actually looked pained for a moment, scrubbing his hands down his face, then holding his head as he looked at the floor, muttering, ‘I don’t know.’ After that flattering little gem, he looked up to stare at her in her bed for a long moment, his fists clenching in his lap so hard that the knuckles were white, before he abruptly got up and swept out of her room. Katie lay awake staring at the ceiling and trying to work him out until the painkillers kicked in and she fell asleep. 
 
   Every hour on the hour Sam woke her up and asked her the most ridiculous questions (who she was, where they were, who he was), most of which she answered with ‘bugger off you sadist’. Once he was satisfied that she was essentially okay, he let her drift back off again. The only time she had woken up naturally by herself, she’d blinked up to see him hovering over her, simply watching as she slept. When he’d noticed she was awake he’d gone through the same routine as before, but this time, just before she drifted back off to sleep, she could have sworn she felt his breath against her face and his nose glide across hers before the darkness claimed her again. 
 
   When morning finally came, Katie woke up alone. She groaned as she sat up, her face and ribs now aching more than yesterday. Thankfully there was another glass of water and painkillers on her bedside table, and after gulping them down she managed to slip out of bed to pad down to the kitchen in her dressing gown. 
 
   ‘Hello, darling.’ Mary Longley was standing in Katie’s small kitchen next to the kettle. 
 
   ‘Oh … hi, Mary … um …’ Katie frowned and looked around the kitchen in confusion.
 
   ‘He’s gone, dear,’ Mary said gently, pulling away from the counter to move to Katie and push a steaming cup of tea into her hands. Mary’s eyes searched Katie’s face for a minute, settling on the bruising and swelling around her right eye. Her mouth tightened before she took the cup of tea back out of Katie’s hands, placed it on the counter and engulfed her in a gentle hug. ‘I’m so sorry you were hurt, honey,’ Mary muttered into Katie’s hair, and to her dismay Katie felt her eyes sting with tears. Mary was as close to a mother as she had in the world, and maternal affection was exactly what she needed at that moment. 
 
   ‘I’m okay, Mary,’ Katie lied, her voice hoarse.
 
   Mary pulled back and held her shoulders. ‘You’re not,’ she told her. ‘But you will be.’ 
 
   She kissed Katie’s forehead and then moved back to the kitchen cupboards. ‘Right: breakfast. Please tell me you don’t still eat these?’ She held a box of Pop Tarts up in front of her and away from her body as if they were contaminated with a flesh-eating virus. Katie smiled, biting her lip, and Mary huffed out a breath in disgust.  ‘Well, today you’re having porridge,’ Mary bossed, clanging around with the pots and pans. 
 
   ‘Where … where did he … ?’ Katie trailed off, avoiding eye contact with Mary as she slid onto one of the kitchen stools and started to sip her tea. 
 
   Mary stopped her banging and turned to face Katie. ‘Sarah rang him this morning to check on you. He said he had to leave, and seeing as I’m staying there whilst we wait for the baby, I grabbed the chance to evacuate.’ 
 
   Katie gave her a weak smile. No doubt things were hectic at Sarah and Rob’s, but she knew that wasn’t why Mary was here; Mary was worried about her. 
 
   ‘Anyway the last thing you need when you’re trying to heal is an overbearing hormonal pregnant woman cluttering up your house. I love my daughter, don’t get me wrong, but she has always been a drama queen.’ Katie let out a very half-hearted giggle and lapsed back into silence. 
 
   ‘I’m sorry this happened again,’ Mary said, still staring at Katie, and for the first time it registered that Mary was looking pale, her eyes creased with worry. ‘I promised your mum that we’d look after you … I … we didn’t look after you.’ 
 
   ‘Mary, please,’ Katie begged, ‘please don’t talk like that. I’m fine and what happened wasn’t your fault. It wasn’t even my fault; it was Daniel’s. And now it’s over.’ 
 
   ‘Yes,’ Mary said firmly, her mouth tightening into a grim line. ‘It bloody well is.’ From the look in her eyes Katie could tell that Mary knew Daniel hadn’t ‘escaped’. Possibly she even knew more than Katie about what happened to him.  Katie herself had decided that she didn’t want to know. Sam was right, the less knowledge she had the better. 
 
   All she really knew, and she knew this down to her bones, was that he was never coming back. Never. 
 
   ‘Sarah wanted to talk to you about Sam. That’s one of the reasons I wouldn’t let her come.’ Mary had turned away from Katie to go back to making porridge and her voice was deceptively casual, but Katie could see the tension in her shoulders. ‘You know, Katie, you and I – we’re very much alike. We like to fix people, we like to pick up the lost cause and turn it around.’
 
   ‘Um … I’m not sure I follow, Mary.’ Katie frowned down into her tea. 
 
   ‘Sometimes there are things that can’t fixed,’ Mary said softly, and for some reason Katie felt her eyes fill with tears. ‘Sometimes pain runs too deep and the darkness is too all-consuming for even a bright light like you to extinguish it. Sarah thinks otherwise. She cares about you both, but I’ve been around a lot longer than she has. I love that boy, I’m grateful to him for keeping my son-in-law safe all these years, for keeping you safe now, and I hope that some day he can be helped. But I don’t want to see you broken in the process.’
 
   ‘Mary, we’re not even –’
 
   ‘I don’t care what you think is going on, I saw the way he was this morning when I arrived: prowling around, giving out orders, making me read that blinking information sheet twice before he’d leave. There’s no way he’s going to leave you alone. Just be careful, okay? There are other ways to be hurt.’
 
   *****
 
   But what Mary didn’t understand was that it was too late for Katie. Sam had already hurt her, and over the next two weeks as her physical injuries healed she was realising that maybe the pain of that would last far longer than anything Daniel had inflicted. True, she no longer saw him in the pages of Heat or any of the other gossip rags (which she had started buying religiously and poring over with grim fascination), but since he left her that morning she hadn’t heard from him once. It was like now that she was safe she had been wiped conveniently from his brain. 
 
   The only brief chink of hope she had was a phone call a week after she’d returned to work. Gweneth had put a lady she described as ‘some twp bugger who won’t even tell me her name’ through to Katie on her phone triage, and to Katie’s surprise a vaguely familiar, husky voice had sounded down the line:
 
   ‘Hello, this is Lydia Swanson,’ she’d told Katie grandly, as if expecting some sort of round of applause. 
 
   ‘Um … hi,’ Katie said uncertainly, and heard the other woman sigh loudly down the line. 
 
   ‘I understand that you were the one … that is to say, you were the doctor that worked on the set; the one with the interesting clothing.’
 
   ‘Yes, well, I only went there a couple of times but if you remember we actually met at –’
 
   ‘Look, I’ll cut to the chase shall I? Is he with you?’
 
   ‘Uh … what?’
 
   Lydia sighed again. ‘You know exactly who I mean. Is he with you?’
 
   ‘No,’ Katie said, flummoxed by this bizarre conversation. She’d not had much to do with B-list celebrity actresses or models before, but she imagined that they were not in the habit of phoning up random nobodies in Wales in an attempt to hunt down their errant boyfriends. ‘I rather thought he might be with you.’
 
   Lydia snorted. ‘Yes, well, we’re just having some communication problems at the moment. I can’t seem to get through to him on the phone and I … look, if you see him, tell him I’d … I’d like to know where I stand.’
 
   Lydia’s tone at the start of her speech had been defiant, but by the last sentence it had softened; she sounded almost vulnerable, so Katie said, ‘Okay, yes, I promise I will. But if you don’t mind me saying … um … just don’t take this thing with Sam too personally. I mean you’re really beautiful and … and …’ Katie wracked her brain to try and come up with another compliment, ‘and … well, famous. I mean, what about Ryan Reynolds? – he’s a nice-looking lad; aren’t you filming something with him this year?’ Katie was thanking her lucky stars for the amount of trashy magazine reading she’d been packing in in the last two weeks.
 
   ‘I … um … thanks, but Ryan Reynolds is married, and anyway all the other men I know are either big wimps or gay.’ Ha! Russell was right, Katie vowed never to tell him; he was unbearably smug as it was. ‘Look, never mind. Just tell him to ring me, okay?’ The phone went dead before Katie could remind her that she didn’t have a clue where Sam was, leave alone the ability to pass on messages from jilted girlfriends. But she did find the fact that Lydia had been jilted heartening in a weird way. If it was good enough for a Hollywood actress it was good enough for her, she told herself. So why she still had an ache in her chest and why her eyes should start smarting, she had no idea. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 30
 
   Look what we made
 
    
 
   ‘Hello?’ Katie called down the hall, pushing the heavy front door open. ‘Anybody there? Your funnest babysitter ever is … argh!’ A small body darted out into Katie’s legs from the living room; she stumbled before falling heavily on her backside. Finlay untangled himself from her legs and barrelled around to her head to peer over her, his snot and drool dripping onto her forehead. 
 
   ‘Auntie Katie kick me,’ he said, stubby little legs planted wide and a grumpy expression on his face. ‘Auntie Katie go naughty step.’ 
 
   ‘Finlay, you scared me half to death, you little tyrant,’ laughed Katie, pushing herself up on her elbows to sitting, then grabbing Finlay in for a cuddle. ‘Where did I hurt you, baby?’
 
   ‘I not baby! I Finlay!’
 
   ‘Okay, Finlay, where did Auntie Katie hurt you?’
 
   ‘My tummy.’
 
   ‘Right, then, there’s only one cure for that.’ She pulled up his jumper and blew a raspberry on his tummy, causing him to collapse in fits of gorgeous toddler giggles. 
 
   ‘No, Auntie Katie. You naughty giwl. You go naughty step,’ he shouted in between his laughter. 
 
   Then suddenly he stopped. 
 
   Katie withdrew her face from her raspberry-blowing endeavours, shocked by the sudden silence (not a common occurrence in the Davis home), and the first thing she saw was a pair of large black boots on the carpet in front of her. Her eyes travelled up the long, jean-clad legs and bulky frame until she finally met his brown eyes. Why was she destined to always look like a complete numpty in front of this man? 
 
   ‘Uh … hi,’ she muttered, scrambling to her feet with considerable difficulty as Finlay refused to let go of her neck. Sam stood stock still, frozen in place, his eyes watching her and Finlay flaying about, without once offering to help. He looked thinner, she noticed, and there were dark circles under his eyes, which were just that bit bloodshot. 
 
   Was he still having nightmares? she wondered, then mentally kicked herself for worrying about a man who had wiped her out of his life without a second look. He frowned down at her for a long moment, before clenching his unshaven jaw and silently stepping around her to stalk off down the corridor. As he passed the kitchen, Katie heard Sarah’s voice.
 
   ‘Oh! Hi, Sam, Rob’s in his … well, I …’ Sam didn’t even pause to glance at Sarah, he just carried on past her and into the office at the back of the house, slamming the door behind him.
 
   ‘Sarah Davis,’ Katie said in a low voice, tucking Finlay onto her hip and storming into the kitchen, narrowly missing Baby Thomas, who was sitting on the floor playing with a wooden spoon and a saucepan. ‘If this is some sick attempt to get us talking, it’s really backfired on you.’ Sarah in her wisdom had taken the exact opposite stance to her mother when it came to The Katie and Sam Saga. She was not of the opinion that Katie should let sleeping dogs lie and accept Sam’s rejection. For some reason she was continually badgering Katie to keep ringing him, keep trying to see him. She said she knew that Sam cared about her; she said there was more going on with him than she could share and that Katie shouldn’t give up on him. 
 
   ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Sarah snapped, shooting the office a furious look before turning back to the pots on the stove. ‘I’m the size of a house. I need to cook and freeze a week’s worth of food. I needed you here. It’s got nothing to do with –’ Sarah paused for a moment, grabbed hold of the kitchen counter with one hand and her stomach with the other whilst deep breathing and letting out small grunts ‘– him,’ she finished, once she’d straightened up. Katie’s wide eyes were focused on Sarah’s stomach, which she could see visibly change shape as the smooth muscle of Sarah’s uterus relaxed. All thoughts of Sam were a distant memory. 
 
   ‘Sarah?’ she asked cautiously. ‘How long have you been having contractions?’
 
   ‘What?’ Sarah snapped. She was now moving around the kitchen like a mad woman, stirring pots, extracting dishes from the cupboards. ‘I’m not having contractions, just some Braxton Hicks: nothing to worry about. I can’t be having contractions yet, I …’ She stopped again and clutched her stomach. This time the grunting was even louder and lasted for nearly a minute. ‘… haven’t finished cooking yet, and the washing …’ She stopped again and this time her face went red with the grunting. Christ, Katie thought, she’s pushing. 
 
   ‘Sarah,’ Katie said gently, trying to keep the mounting panic out of her voice, ‘You’re having a baby right now, okay?’
 
   ‘No, I … argh …’ Sarah’s face clouded over with pain and she gave a low feral growl from the back of her throat. She waddled over to Katie, who put Finlay down on the floor with another wooden spoon before Sarah grabbed onto both of her shoulders, rested her forehead against Katie’s, and started panting. 
 
   ‘I’m having a baby,’ she eventually managed to get out between her pants. 
 
   ‘Everything’s going to be fine,’ Katie told her, trying not to wince at the force of Sarah’s grip on her shoulders as Sarah started to squat slightly and her face went an interesting shade of purple. ‘Rob!’ Katie shouted. ‘Get your arse out here right now!’ 
 
   ‘You said “arse”.’ Katie turned to see Benji and Jack standing in the doorway, both pairs of wide eyes watching their mother as she continued to grunt and pant. 
 
   ‘Yes, yes, I did,’ Katie agreed. ‘Now, Benji, go and get your dad, tell him Mummy is having a baby right now. Jack, you go and get me some towels.’ Both boys’ mouths dropped open before they spun around to do Katie’s bidding. In moments both Rob and Sam were filling the doorway, with Benji in between them. Jack barrelled through and dropped some blue towels at Katie’s feet. 
 
   ‘I want …’ Sarah paused to grunt. ‘… pink …’ More grunting. ‘… towels …’
 
   ‘Honey, it’s not going to make any difference what colour towels we use. By now the deal is sort of done. You know that, right?’ Rob said as he walked over and started rubbing her back. 
 
   ‘I want pink towels!’ Sarah screamed, shrugging Rob’s hand off and gripping Katie’s shoulders even more firmly. 
 
   ‘Baby, come on. Let’s –’
 
   ‘Don’t you dare baby me, you great big toxic sperm …’ Sarah broke off again and let out an animalistic growl as her face flushed back to an alarming shade of red. ‘… generating machine. You’ve done enough bloody damage.’
 
   ‘Right then,’ Katie said, trying to turn slightly to catch Sam’s eye but still in Sarah’s shoulder-death-grip. ‘Why don’t you take the children out of here, Sam? Upstairs maybe?’ Sam, who had been surveying the scene with growing horror, moved at lightning speed, gathering up all four of the children and practically carrying them all away. 
 
   ‘Hospital,’ Sarah said through gritted teeth. Katie glanced down and felt her face drain of all colour. 
 
   ‘I don’t think we even have time to get you to the living room Sarse, leave alone to the maternity unit –’
 
   ‘Argh!’ Sarah shouted, squatting down even further. 
 
   ‘Rob,’ snapped Katie at a now very pale-faced Rob, who had to Katie’s exasperation taken a small step back in horror. ‘Take her trousers and knickers off.’ 
 
   ‘W-what?’ he stammered, and then, at Sarah’s next half-human scream, he leapt forward and did as he was asked. Ten minutes later, and with Sarah leaning back into Rob’s chest on the floor of the kitchen and Katie at the ‘business end’, Baby Oliver was born, pressed into Sarah’s waiting arms and promptly wrapped in a bright pink towel. Katie glanced up at Rob, who she could tell was somewhat bracing himself for Sarah’s reaction. After a few moments gazing down at Baby Oliver’s scrunched-up little face, Sarah looked up and back at Rob and smiled hugely. 
 
   ‘Look what we made,’ she whispered, and Rob encircled both of them in his big arms, grinning back at his wife. 
 
   ‘Even my toxic evil sperm has its uses,’ he told her, and she rolled her eyes until they were resting again on the little bundle in her arms. 
 
   ‘I’m just going to check on the others a sec,’ Katie murmured, pulling away from the three of them to leave them in some peace for a while. 
 
   ‘Thank you,’ Rob said as he grabbed her by the arm and pulled her down for a kiss on the cheek. 
 
   ‘Love you, K.K.,’ Sarah told her. Katie straightened, her eyes shimmering with tears, and gave them both a little finger wave before she moved to leave. 
 
   Just as she was about to go through the kitchen door, she heard Sarah call out: ‘Give him a chance, okay?’ Katie stilled with her hand on the doorframe and her back to them. She heard Rob muttering at Sarah to ‘Just leave it alone,’ and she turned her head to look over her shoulder and give them both a shaky smile.  She decided that you did not argue with a woman who’d just given birth on her kitchen floor to her fifth boy, so she gave a small nod instead. 
 
   ‘Okay, honey,’ she lied, before turning away and darting out into the corridor. 
 
   Katie paused at the entrance to the upstairs playroom. Benji and Jack were both huddled over the iPad; but what drew her eye was Sam sitting on the floor with both Finlay and Baby Thomas snuggled into him, reading The Gruffulo. More shocking still was that he was doing the voices. Katie’s mouth dropped open, and as he changed from the Gruffulo’s deep, growly voice to the mouse’s high squeaky one, she had to stifle a surprised giggle. Sam’s head snapped up as he heard Katie’s muffled snort, and he narrowed his eyes at her before his lips curled up in a small smile. 
 
   ‘Uncka Sammy!’ Finlay shouted, grabbing Sam’s face and trying to force it down to the book again. ‘Wead it! Wead it!’ Sam dutifully finished the last page, still with voices, and by the time he was done Baby Thomas (or just Thomas as he had now been usurped of his baby title) was asleep in his arms. Katie moved to them and lifted the Thomas up. When she got back from settling him in the cot in his own room, the remaining boys and Sam had moved onto playing table football. 
 
   ‘Are they okay?’ Sam asked, abandoning his place at the table to walk over to her, a fierce frown on his face. She smiled reassuringly and realised that Sam was not an optimist. In his world, if something was going to go wrong it probably would. Life must have taught him that. 
 
   Unfortunately she didn’t know the half of it. 
 
   ‘They’re fine, Sam. A beautiful baby boy.’ She saw the relief flood his face and the tension drain out of his body. 
 
   ‘We’ve got another brother?’ asked Benji, leaving the table to run over to Katie.
 
   She nodded. ‘Oliver,’ she told him. 
 
   ‘Hurrah!’ cried Jack, picking up Finlay and spinning him around. ‘Boys win, girls in the bin!’ Katie smiled and shook her head as all three of them started chanting the rhyme as they sped downstairs to check out the newest addition to the family. 
 
   ‘You’re really great with them,’ Katie said, and Sam shrugged. 
 
   ‘Sarah always sort of managed to suck me in by hook or by crook. She’s … persistent.’ Katie laughed. 
 
   ‘That’s one way to describe her.’ Their eyes met for a moment, before Katie looked away and started tidying up the room. 
 
   ‘Look … um … I’m going to stay for a while and then I’ll probably take the kids over to mine for the night … um …’ She trailed off, unsure why she was prattling on to Sam about her plans. He was still staring at her, and she wished he’d take his broody self off somewhere else. 
 
   ‘Katie,’ he said, his voice unusually hoarse and even slightly strangled. He cleared his throat and continued, ‘I …’ She looked up to see him rubbing the back of his neck with his hand, uncharacteristically hesitant. ‘Look, can you just stop that for a minute,’ he said, and to Katie’s surprise she felt her upper arm clasped in his iron grip and was hauled up to her feet, iPad in one hand and Finlay’s stuffed dog in the other. 
 
   As far as Katie was concerned there was nothing left to say. If he’d wanted to talk to her, he could have answered her phone calls or the texts she’d left him over the last two weeks. And anyway, what was the point? So he wanted to smooth things over with her and make everything less awkward when they ran into each other like this; bully for him. For Katie the whole thing was too raw to start rehashing and sweeping under the carpet. She was happy for a few years to pass until she had to see him again. Maybe then she could treat him like a casual acquaintance, but she wasn’t up for any more humiliation right now. 
 
   ‘Let. Go,’ she bit out, yanking her arm out of his hand and taking a step back.
 
   ‘Please,’ she heard him whisper, his hand lifting towards her and his face suffused with what look like pain. She frowned at him in confusion before he closed his eyes and his head gave a tiny shake. When he opened them, his familiar blank mask had replaced the pain in his expression, and his hand had dropped back to his side. She shrugged. 
 
   ‘Sam, what do you want from me?’ she asked baldly, never one to play games. 
 
   ‘I … I don’t know,’ he told her; but it almost seemed like he was talking to himself. Mary Longley’s words echoed around Katie’s head: ‘Sometimes pain runs too deep … There are other ways to be hurt.’ 
 
   ‘Sam?’ Katie called softly. Of their own accord her feet took a step towards him, but it was Sam’s turn to take a step back. 
 
   ‘I’d better go,’ he told her in a hollow voice, and she narrowed her eyes at his retreating back, refusing to give into the pricking behind them, or the insane urge to run after him. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 31
 
   Let me tell you a story
 
    
 
   Katie was exhausted, both emotionally and physically. It had been three months since Baby Oliver was born, and today had been the first day she’d had to see Sam. Sarah and Rob had finally decided to have all the boys christened as a job lot. The older boys were asked to choose their own godparents, and Benji had chosen Katie and Sam. Sarah had been nervous when she told Katie a month ago that she would be sharing godparent duties with him. To Katie it was a worst-case scenario; she would have no hope of avoiding him. But she knew it was what Sarah and Rob wanted, she knew how close they were to Sam, and maybe she didn’t understand it but she could accept it. So she’d laughed it off with Sarah, telling her not to be a prat and that she wasn’t such a twp bugger that she’d still be mooning over a bloke who’d dumped her months ago. Sarah had given her a sceptical look but thankfully hadn’t pushed the subject. 
 
   That morning, Katie had arrived at the house to hear raised male voices as she opened the front door. 
 
   ‘I’m getting help, you prick. I’ve been going to counselling for over three months now. I’ll be perfectly fine,’ she heard Sam shout. 
 
   ‘Christ,’ Rob blasted back. ‘You really are a stubborn git, aren’t you? There’s plenty to do in this goddamn country. I need you here, you selfish bastard.’
 
   ‘Somebody with experience needs to go out there before it turns into an all-out clusterfuck.’
 
   ‘I’ve got plenty of men to go.’
 
   ‘None of them are up to it and you know it.’
 
   There was shuffling, and then Katie heard a crash. Her eyes widening, she unfroze and hurried down the corridor. When she reached the entrance to the kitchen, she sucked in a shocked breath. Rob had Sam up against the floor-to-ceiling cupboards, the front of his shirt fisted in both hands. 
 
   ‘What on earth?’ Katie whispered, but neither of the furious men heard her. 
 
   ‘You are not –’ Rob pulled Sam back then slammed him up against the cupboards again ‘– going back there. You’re not going back.’ 
 
   Sam’s jaw was set at a stubborn angle as he stared back at Rob. ‘Take your hands off me,’ he said in a surprisingly quiet voice. ‘Look after your family, okay? I can look after myself.’ 
 
   ‘Bollocks you can,’ Rob bit out, giving Sam another push before releasing him and stepping back. Katie felt a hand slip into hers, and looked down to see Benji standing next to her, his wide eyes focused on the two angry men. 
 
   ‘Daddy?’ he asked in a small voice. Both men spun round to see Katie and Benji standing in the doorway. She watched as the anger and tension drained out of their bodies, and Rob forced a smile for his son’s benefit. 
 
   ‘We were just mucking around, mate,’ Rob said, striding over to Benji and ruffling his hair. ‘Your mum and brothers ready yet?’
 
   Benji’s intelligent eyes flicked between Rob and Sam. ‘Mum says: “Can you please get up here and help me dress these bloody hooligans.”’ 
 
   Rob crossed his arms over his chest. ‘Benji, you know the rules.’
 
   Benji scowled. ‘I can’t help it if your wife uses the b word and corrupts my young mind, you know … Dad!’ Benji made a grab for Rob’s phone, which Rob had extracted from his pocket. Katie knew the drill: every time Benji swore, fifty pence came off his pocket-money. The argument that ensued ensured that Benji forgot all about the tension in the kitchen as both father and son went upstairs to help Sarah. 
 
   What followed between Katie and Sam was an awkward exchange of stilted greetings, after which they actually shook hands. 
 
   Shook hands.
 
   It was one of the most ridiculous experiences of Katie’s life. After that, she had fled the kitchen to help upstairs and they’d proceeded to spend the rest of the day ignoring each other. 
 
   Of course being joint godparents meant that they couldn’t achieve complete avoidance. During the ceremony they had to stand side by side, and in the photos that followed they were pressed even closer. Being pressed up against his massive bicep, her hip touching his leg, was like an exercise in torture. By the end of the gruelling half hour she’d felt like she was going to pass out. 
 
   Rob and Sam didn’t argue again openly but the tension was still crackling between them. Katie was desperately curious as to why they’d been fighting and where Sam was planning to go, but she refused to give into temptation and ask either Rob or Sarah. The last thing she needed was for them to be getting any ideas. She’d finally managed to convince them that she was totally over him, and the nagging had died down to just unhappy looks and muffled sighs. 
 
   After the church, the craziness of the party at Sarah and Rob’s house had been a godsend as far as avoiding Sam went. The only slightly dodgy moment was when Russell had tugged on her elbow and stage-whispered in her ear, ‘Heads up, twelve o’clock: Weird Rambo directing his best broody-slash-smoulder look your way. I know he’s an unmitigated bastard, darling, but unfortunately that does not detract from his hotness.’ 
 
   Russell’s stage-whispering was akin to the shout of a normal person, and Katie had directed a well-aimed elbow into his ribs to shut him up, lest Sam should mortifyingly overhear. But when she sneaked a look across the room at him he was talking to another of his army buddies, not a brood or smoulder in sight. 
 
   It wasn’t like Katie to leave a party early, but she had her limits. Spending time in a room with the man you loved whilst not being able to touch him or really even talk to him without having a stilted, awkward conversation was exhausting. By the end of the night her eyes felt scratchy from holding back tears, her head was banging and her chest felt unbearably tight. She kissed Baby Oliver and hugged Sarah, but gave up on saying her goodbyes to Rob or the boys. They were all close to Sam and she didn’t think she could take another awkward handshake. Russell, seeing the strain on her face, agreed to walk her home, and left her at the door (he had other fish to fry – Lou’s brother was at the party and as Lou had predicted he was just Russell’s type; although, given how tall, blond and attractive Jimbo was, Katie reckoned he would be any gay man’s, or straight woman’s, for that matter, dream come true). 
 
   So she was alone as she shut the front door behind her and reset the alarm, her movements automatic. Finally Sam’s security nagging had sunk in, and he wasn’t even around to see it. She sniffed and felt a single tear slide down her cheek before she moved across the dark room, sank down onto one of her armchairs, hugging one of her Lady pillows to her chest, and reached for the light. 
 
   ‘Christ Jesus! Jesus Christ!’ Katie shouted, springing up out of the chair. 
 
   ‘Hello,’ Goodie said mildly, not moving from her position on the sofa, where she was sitting with both legs tucked up underneath her. Salem was sitting in front of her; both dog and master were perfectly still. Goodie tipped her head to the side and regarded Katie, a curious expression on her face. ‘You’ve been crying?’
 
   ‘W-wha … Goodie! You can’t just let yourself into people’s houses and make yourself at home.’ Katie, despite being in a state of shock, still reached forward to give Salem’s ears a rub (it wasn’t his fault his mistress was a sociopath).
 
   ‘You would prefer I waited outside?’ Goodie asked, frowning slightly. ‘I do not think this is the case. It is cold. I installed the security system; I knew how to get in. I knew you would not want me to be cold.’
 
   ‘Of course I don’t want you to be cold,’ Katie said with what she felt was infinite patience. ‘But you scared the bejesus out of me. And the door was locked. Maybe you could get past the alarm but I know you don’t have a key.’
 
   Goodie shrugged. ‘I don’t need a key.’
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘Katie, I could break into houses much more secure than this one undetected before I reached the age of ten. This was not a struggle for me.’
 
   ‘I … I …’ Katie sighed and collapsed back onto the armchair. ‘Goodie, what are you doing here?’
 
   ‘I wanted to see you and tell you to your face that you never have to worry about Daniel Baxter again.’
 
   ‘Do I want to know what happened to him?’ Katie whispered. 
 
   ‘No,’ Goodie told her immediately and firmly. Katie broke eye contact with Goodie’s steely gaze to stare down at her shoes, and unconsciously started rubbing her temples. What kind of ridiculous woman wore bright orange high-heels to a christening? she thought to herself. But as her eyes travelled to her puffy multi-layered polka-dot skirt, she realised that the shoes were the least of her problems. And why was she frantically thinking about her appearance now? 
 
   Goodie’s voice cut through her thoughts. ‘He deserved what he got,’ she said. Her tone, as always, was controlled, but Katie could just about detect the undercurrent of fury threading through her words. She shrugged, but still couldn’t find the strength to lift her head. 
 
   ‘Listen to me.’ Goodie’s voice was nearer now. Katie looked up in surprise to see her crouching in front of her. It was truly freaky how silently the woman could move. ‘I promise he deserved everything that happened to him. The world is a better place with him disappearing off the face of it.’ 
 
   Katie nodded slowly, but the fact that she had been the cause of Daniel ‘disappearing off the face of the world’ was making her feel more than a little sick. 
 
   ‘He didn’t just buy and sell drugs; he bought and sold people, Katie. And now he’s gone.’ 
 
   Katie nodded a little more firmly this time. 
 
   ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Okay … thank you.’ Goodie waved her hand in a dismissive gesture and stood from her crouch to go and sit back down on the sofa. 
 
   ‘It was fun for me,’ she said with a small smile, and Katie’s eyebrows shot up at Goodie’s idea of ‘fun’. ‘And now some very useful people owe me a very big favour, so I’m happy.’ 
 
   ‘I don’t want to know anything about that either, do I?’ Katie asked, and Goodie nodded, her smile growing wider. 
 
   ‘Now tell me; why were you crying?’
 
   Katie frowned; she was quite sure Goodie was not the sort of female who invited emotional exchanges very often. ‘I’m fine.’
 
   ‘You are not fine,’ Goodie told her. 
 
   ‘Um …’ 
 
   ‘Sam is not fine either. You are the one that needs to go to him, Katie.’
 
   ‘Goodie … I don’t think –’
 
   ‘Do you know that when you fear for your life, when you’re isolated from the outside world for enough time with someone, all your barriers come down? You reveal things you would never dream of letting slip normally. Sam is the only person alive who knows my background.’ Goodie paused to catch Katie’s eye. ‘And I am the only one who really knows his.’
 
   ‘Okay,’ Katie said slowly, still not sure where Goodie was going with this.  
 
   ‘Let me tell you a story,’ Goodie said, settling back into the cushions but not dropping eye contact with Katie for a second. ‘There was a beautiful boy and he loved his mother, but his earliest memory was of her lying on the carpet of their living room, sobbing for hours whilst he watched, hungry from a corner. From the age of four he rode an emotional roller-coaster with a woman who was either laughing uncontrollably or in the depths of despair. Sometimes he would eat painstakingly prepared home-cooked meals; sometimes he would have to raid the freezer for frozen peas for his supper whilst his mother cried herself to sleep. 
 
   ‘He learnt to shut down his own emotions; he learnt to be hard. Then one day his mother didn’t arrive to pick him up from school. He wasn’t surprised, this often happened. He was surprised when it was his father who eventually showed up. His mother was gone; she had driven her car off the road straight into a tree. So the boy went to live with his father, a man that, thanks to his mother, he barely knew. 
 
   ‘His stepmother was kind but painfully shy herself. She tried to draw out the ten-year-old little boy but could never quite manage it. That was until she had a baby, a little girl. Have you ever noticed how sometimes people who have difficulty relating to adults respond differently with young children and animals?’
 
   Goodie’s hand dropped to Salem as she spoke, absently stroking his back. 
 
   ‘That little girl brought the broken boy out of himself. She lightened him; she saved him; so that when he was ready to move to senior school he made friends, real friends, and one in particular. These boys were inseparable. They shared a dream of careers in the military and they made that dream happen. They met another boy (well, nearly a man by then) in their training and the three of them were successful. All three made it into the Special Forces.
 
   ‘They went all over the world; they were some of the best operatives out there. That was why when an assignment came up that the government had to get right and only the best were selected, the friends found themselves deployed together for the first time. The mission was covert. They were working with both American forces and –’ Goodie smiled a small smile ‘– some more … freelance types.’
 
   ‘You were there,’ Katie said, a statement not a question, which went unacknowledged by Goodie. 
 
   ‘There was a cartel. It was out of control. Too many drugs pumping through from it. Too much destruction in its wake. The governments decided to do something, but something that was below the radar … unofficial. It went very bad.’ 
 
   Katie felt the blood drain out of her face. ‘What happened?’ 
 
   Goodie stared at her for a beat as if to assess whether Katie genuinely wanted to know. Her eyes hardened and she made her decision.
 
   *****
 
   Katie retched into the toilet one last time, expelling the last of what she’d eaten that day and thanking her lucky stars that she hadn’t gone for the prawn rolls. 
 
   ‘Are you still alive?’ she heard Goodie ask through the door as she pulled back to sit on the cold tiles. She braced herself, told herself to stop being such a big girl’s blouse and pushed up from the floor. After she’d washed out her mouth and flushed the toilet she moved to the door, resting her head against it for a moment before she could bear to wrench it open. 
 
   Goodie was standing on the other side with Salem next to her, her face impassive and seemingly indifferent to the fact that she had just overhead Katie being spectacularly and repeatedly sick. Katie took a deep breath, the details of Goodie’s harrowing account still twisting in her mind.
 
   ‘Goodie, I’m so sorry that happened to you. I –’
 
   Goodie slashed her hand through the air in a dismissive gesture. ‘I was not damaged by this,’ she told her, and Katie frowned back at Goodie in confusion. ‘I am not like other people, Katie. I do not feel things the same way. My life has been very different from a very young age. It is not normal but this did not affect me. Nothing affects me. I’m a freak that way. But Sam, he is different: damaged, but not beyond repair. So now he suffers.’
 
   ‘Post-traumatic stress disorder,’ Katie said. 
 
   Goodie tilted her head to the side. ‘I knew you would know this, understand it. He is haunted by what happened. He once told me that he was going to shut down completely to block it out, and for a few years I think it worked … That was until he let himself feel something – something for you.’
 
   Katie went through the symptoms of PTSD in her mind: flashbacks, hyper-vigilance, emotional numbness, nightmares. She closed her eyes, slowly letting it all fall into place. When she finally opened them, she felt more energised than she had been in days.
 
   ‘Thanks, Goodie,’ she said, and then, ignoring Goodie’s horrified face as she did it, she flew across the coffee table and engulfed her in a tight hug. Goodie gave her a few light taps on her back before pulling away and jumping out of hugging range as if Katie might pounce again at any moment. Katie gave her a shaky smile, tempted to force yet more physical affection on her, but managed to hold herself back. She dropped to give a confused Salem another ear scratch before straightening and heading for the front door.
 
   ‘I’ve got to go,’ she told Goodie, and Goodie’s lips tipped up in a barely-there smile whilst she inclined her head in agreement. 
 
   Once they were both outside and Katie had locked up, she put her hand on Goodie’s arm to stop her from disappearing into thin air, as she was wont to do. 
 
   ‘You’re not a freak, Goodie.’ She held Goodie’s eyes and for the first time saw a hint of vulnerability enter them before they hardened. 
 
   ‘You don’t know me, Katie,’ she whispered. 
 
   ‘I know that you care enough about Sam to come to me. I know you cared enough about me to do what you did to Daniel, whatever you say about doing it for favours. You can feel, just like anyone else. You could live a different life if you wanted.’ 
 
   Something flashed across Goodie’s expression so fast that Katie couldn’t quite catch it, but somehow she thought it might have been hope. 
 
   ‘I am what I was made and nothing more. Your wildest imaginings would not come close to what I have done. Like I said … you don’t know me.’ Goodie yanked her arm from Katie’s grip and she was gone, Salem padding silently in her wake. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 32
 
   The rest we can figure out as we go
 
    
 
   ‘Hello?’ Katie called, pushing the door to Sam’s flat open gingerly. After five minutes of knocking and doorbell-ringing, she’d decided to use the key Sam had given her a while back to get in. Maybe a little stalkeresque of her, but she wanted to find Sam any way she could, and if that meant breaking into his flat to scour it for information, then so be it. 
 
   As she walked into the dimly lit, Spartan space she was vaguely thinking how much of a hypocrite Sam was with the whole security thing when all his flat had was a poxy single-key lock and no alarm. She groped along the wall for the light switch. When she finally flicked it on and turned around, she nearly gave out her second scream of the night. What is it about these people? she thought. It’s freaky to be that silent. 
 
   Sam was sitting in the middle of his old, worn sofa; his head was down-bent, his elbows were resting on this legs and his hands were dangling down in the middle of his spread knees. In front of him was one of the cardboard boxes he hadn’t unpacked, with a glass of some type of brown spirit resting on top. His hair was so tousled that it looked like he’d been raking his hands through it for hours. She was struck again by how long it had grown, curling over the collar of his shirt and sticking up messily over his head. It was quite a difference from the buzz cut he always used to sport. 
 
   ‘Bugger off, Rob,’ she heard him mutter to the floor. 
 
   ‘Sam?’ she whispered, and watched as he raised his head slowly to focus on her with visible effort. His eyes were bloodshot, his face pale, and he had dark circles under his eyes. His cheeks were also more sunken than they had been, making his cheekbones look even more sharply cut. 
 
   He looked gorgeous, miserable, and totally lost. 
 
   ‘What are you doing sitting in the dark?’ she asked as she walked over to sit beside him. Sam rubbed his eyes and blinked before refocusing on her. 
 
   ‘Are you really here?’ he asked, and Katie frowned. Now that she was closer to him, she could smell the alcohol fug. 
 
   ‘What are you on about, you twp bugger?’ 
 
   He scrubbed his hands down his face and then reached up with a not-quite-steady hand to push one of her escaping curls out of her eyes. 
 
   ‘Dream Katie doesn’t call me a twp bugger,’ he muttered, frowning down at her. 
 
   ‘Well, Dream Katie might not, but Real Katie thinks you bloody well are. We’ve got some talking to do, boyo.’ 
 
   ‘Dream Katie’s not quite so shouty either,’ Sam told her, rubbing his temples. 
 
   ‘Well, Dream Sam’s not big on sitting on his own in a dark room getting ridiculously steaming, but there we go.’
 
   Sam looked at her and, despite his tentative smile, the pain and longing on his face was so stark that Katie simply moved across to him on instinct, wrapping her arms around his big frame and giving him a tight squeeze. His body was still for a moment, as if in shock, before both his arms came around her and he pressed her into his chest, breathing in the scent of her hair at the top of her head. 
 
   ‘You came back to me,’ he rasped into her hair. 
 
   ‘I never wanted to leave you, you daft article. That was all you.’ 
 
   ‘I thought you deserved more than I –’
 
   ‘Don’t bullshit me, Sam Clifton.’ Katie cut him off, pulling away to look into his eyes. ‘You were scared. You started to … well … like me, and it pulled you out of your comfort zone. I’m not judging; anyone who had been through what you’ve been through would want to stay numb and would be more –’
 
   ‘Like you?’ Sam asked, frowning down at her, and for a moment Katie’s heart dropped. Oh God, she thought, I’ve been a right numpty assuming he actually likes me. He goes out with celebrities for goodness’ sake. ‘Like you?’ he repeated. ‘For Christ sake, Katie, I sodding love you, you prat.’ 
 
   ‘W-what?’
 
   ‘Haven’t you worked it out by now? Jesus, I fell in love with you the first time I met you, at Rob and Sarah’s engagement party. I thought you were the most gorgeous thing I’d ever seen. You were wearing one of those outfits – you know, the ones that are so bright you look like something out of Fraggle Rock, the kind that could induce an epileptic seizure if stared at from a certain angle. You had Benji on your hip and your hair was all piled on top of your head with the curls fighting their captivity. I thought you looked like some sort of breathtakingly beautiful psychedelic fairy. 
 
   ‘Then you spoke, your soft voice with your accent. By that stage I was almost halfway gone. What sealed the deal was when Benji spilt your drink all over you; you threw your head back and you laughed. It was one of those laughs where you use your whole body; everyone in the room stared at you. Then … then you snorted. You remain the only woman I know who snorts every time she really laughs. After that you looked at me and you blushed. Tears were running down your cheeks from laughing so hard, your face was bright red, and I couldn’t take my eyes off you.’ 
 
   ‘You … you …’ Katie looked away for a moment, trying to take in what he was saying. ‘You were a complete wanker when we first met. You barely acknowledged me. I felt like an idiot.’ 
 
   Sam’s face clouded over. ‘That was six years ago, Katie. I just got back from … I couldn’t even process …’
 
   Katie’s eyes widened. ‘Oh my God, that was straight after, wasn’t it?’ 
 
   Sam nodded slowly. ‘Who told you?’
 
   ‘Goodie.’
 
   ‘Of course.’
 
   ‘Do Rob and Sarah know … ? I mean …’
 
   ‘Rob was out there with us. He wasn’t captured but he was part of the team. Rich was his best friend too. Although to be honest even Rob doesn’t know everything. Only Goodie knows, and now, I suppose, you. Sarah knows I’m damaged, but not what happened.’
 
   ‘I don’t think she told me everything. I was … I mean, I think she might have thought better of it as she got into it.’ Katie was not about to tell Sam that she had been physically ill after hearing what she suspected was a significantly toned-down account; she didn’t want to put him off if he decided to share more with her in the future. 
 
   ‘You know you can’t repeat that stuff, don’t you, Katie? Top … confidential … covert …’ Sam blinked for a moment and shook his head as if to clear it, reminding Katie of how very drunk he was. 
 
   ‘Hey,’ she said softly, taking his stubbled face in her hands. ‘Who would I tell?’ He blinked again, his eyes glazing over as he stared into hers. 
 
   ‘I missed you,’ he breathed, sliding his hands up into her hair, his eyes roaming her face as if drinking in its every detail. ‘I tried not to look at you today. It actually hurt to look at you and know that I’d fucked everything up, that I couldn’t touch you. 
 
   ‘Oh, Sam, I –’
 
   ‘I wasn’t with Lydia in London,’ he said urgently, clenching his hands in her hair. ‘I mean, I was with her but not with her with her. I was only meant to be part of her security when that picture was taken, but she practically jumped on top of me as soon as she saw the paps.’
 
   ‘Listen, Sam, I –’
 
   ‘Sarah told me you saw the picture; she called me a lowlife selfish piece of shit, and she was right. Katie, I’m so –’
 
   ‘Will you please shut up a sec. I’m trying to tell you I love you, you big idiot.’ 
 
   ‘W-what?’
 
   Katie rolled her eyes. ‘Don’t look so surprised. You must have realised I was just a bit keen on you when you caught me asleep on the sofa with my face buried in your unwashed running T-shirt that time. Or perhaps when I leapt on your family with rampant overfriendliness the first time I met them.’
 
   ‘They leapt on you, Katie. They love you too. From what I gather from when I listen to their messages, they’re even angrier with me than Sarah. And anyway you’re the friendliest person I know. You were even nice to Lydia and she’s a raving bitch.’
 
   ‘Why … why were you ever with her? I mean you did sort of … go out with her for a while.’
 
   Sam closed his eyes slowly, then rested his head on the back of the sofa. ‘She served a purpose. The women I’ve been with in the last six years all have. They’ve all been … well, a bit cold, a bit superficial, a bit vain, and most importantly … not you.’ 
 
   ‘Oh, Sam,’ Katie muttered, tugging his head back up and searching his face. To her shock his bloodshot eyes were actually wet. She felt her own fill with tears as she leaned in to kiss him. His body jerked as her lips met his, but after a moment of hesitation he hauled her even closer, then flipped her over him so that she was laid out on the sofa underneath him. 
 
   ‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered as he kissed down her neck, yanking at her clothes almost desperately. ‘I’m sorry I messed it up. Please stay with me.’ Katie knew that if he weren’t so drunk he would never have let himself be so vulnerable. Maybe that was why she’d never seen him drink any more than a couple of beers in her presence before. 
 
   ‘I’ll not leave you, honey,’ she told him, her hands sliding into his hair and down his back almost reverently. ‘You’re stuck with this taffy* nightmare now.’
 
   She felt him smile against her neck before he pulled back so that his face was hovering above hers. His smile faded as he stared into her eyes. He looked so serious and troubled that she felt her chest constrict for him. 
 
   ‘I’ll try, okay?’ he whispered, ‘I’ll try … If it’s not enough, then please –’
 
   She cut him off with a swift punch to his arm, her small fist bouncing off his bicep. ‘Stop that. No more Mr Negative Weird Rambo. We love each other, the rest we can figure out as we go.’ 
 
    Then she smiled, and watching her beautiful face light up, Sam felt for the first time like he could believe her. 
 
   Maybe. 
 
    
 
   *taffy – slang for Welsh
 
   


  
 



Epilogue
 
   For bringing back my boy
 
    
 
   Sam watched as Katie waddled up the garden, the crazy, fit-inducing print of her dress stretched snugly over her rapidly expanding stomach. The logistics of Sam’s genetics being brewed up in Katie’s small body made for very uncomfortable pregnancies and the inevitable ‘sunroof’ exit, as Russell termed it. ‘Better than having your foof ripped to bits,’ Russell had told her when she was upset after the obstetrician had broken that news in her first pregnancy. ‘And all that panting and sweating, looks like a most undignified business, darling; you’re best off out of it.’ Diffusing an emotive situation with humour was Russell’s speciality and Sam had actually grown to like the camp bastard over the years. 
 
   ‘You managed it then,’ he heard Bryn say next to him, and Sam turned to smile down at him. He was frailer now, relying on a frame to walk, but still not succumbing to the indignity of a wheelchair. 
 
   ‘Managed what?’ he asked as he felt a firm tug on his trouser leg. 
 
   ‘Daddy, cuccol!’ shrieked Annie from the ground, stamping her chubby little leg and frowning up at him. One of her bunches was half out, the other sitting at an awkward angle on her head. Her face was smeared with icing, and there were twigs and dirt all over her dress and in her hair. Sam shook his head as he smiled at his daughter and lifted her up to kiss her dirty little face. The last time he’d seen her, she had been with Oliver and Thomas, holding hands with both of them as she toddled away between them. Whatever state she was in now, Sam had no doubt that those boys were a hundred times worse. 
 
   ‘Naughty boys?’ Sam asked. 
 
   ‘Vewy naughty, Daddy,’ she said solemnly. ‘I mucky.’
 
   ‘No more playing with naughty boys then,’ Sam told her, and her face fell.
 
   ‘But I wuv the boys, Daddy,’ she wailed, her bottom lip trembling. Sam laughed and blew a raspberry in her soft neck, making her squirm and giggle in his arms until finally his wife made it to them. 
 
   ‘Anya Clifton, what on earth happened to you?’ Katie cried.
 
   ‘As if you need to ask,’ Sam said, settling Annie on his hip and smiling down at his barrel-shaped wife, before pulling her into him and kissing the side of her head. She looked up at him like he was the eighth wonder of the world for a moment, before she smiled back and attempted to wrap her arms around both him and Annie. Her stomach got in the way and she gave a ‘humph!’ before pulling back. 
 
   ‘I’m completely spherically; if this baby grows any more I’ll be as wide as I am tall.’ 
 
   Sam felt it diplomatic to not point out that they had already passed that point of the game, saying instead, ‘You look no different to the first time I saw you.’
 
   ‘You thought I looked ridiculous the first time you saw me.’
 
   ‘Maybe, but you were still the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.’ Katie gave him that look again, and jumped a little when Bryn cleared his throat. 
 
   ‘Goodness, Bryn, I didn’t see you there,’ she said, turning to him and kissing his cheek. ‘It’s a bit of a circus I’m afraid. Rob’s already had to break up a fight between Gweneth and Ida over the prime cake spot on the trestle table. Carnage. Can I get you a chair so you can sit up here out of the fray?’
 
   ‘For Christ’s sake, Katie,’ Sam bit out. ‘If I see you lug one more chair around I swear I’ll lose it. Wait there, Bryn.’ 
 
   When he returned with two chairs in one hand and Annie still on his hip, Katie was frowning at him.
 
   ‘Sam!’ she hissed. ‘For the last time: you can’t blaspheme at a church barbeque.’ 
 
   Sam put down the chairs and levelled a look of supreme unconcern at her. ‘I can do what I like in my garden outside my house. If the church doesn’t like it, they can go to hell.’ 
 
   Katie winced. 
 
   ‘Well, we agreed to host it, so –’
 
   ‘You agreed, baby. Just like you do every year because you’re a pushover.’
 
   ‘I am not a –’
 
   ‘Yes you are,’ he told her, then kissed the tip of her nose. ‘Now sit down and stop rushing around like a blue-arsed fly for a moment.’ 
 
   But Katie’s attention had been diverted by the loud music, which had just started up on the far side of the garden. 
 
   ‘Oh crikey, Russell,’ Katie moaned as she started to waddle over to the commotion. ‘Mrs Jones has only just had that hip replaced.’ 
 
   Sam sighed in defeat and sank down into the empty chair next to Bryn. From their vantage point at the top of the garden they could see the entire set-up. Trestle tables were laden with food under a large canopy that he and Rob had erected that morning. Round tables and chairs were arranged on the lawn. A cricket pitch was on the go to the side, and next to that Russell had some wholly inappropriate music blasting from a set of speakers and was attempting to teach a dance to a mishmash of old ladies, children, various members of the congregation, including the vicar. To his horror, Sam’s mother and sister were joining in too. 
 
   He could make out a few lines of the song ‘Bang Bang’ being the most frequent: ‘You need a good girl to blow your mind’, and, ‘She got a booty like a Cadillac’ coming a close second. He sighed and watched as Katie attempted to extract one of the more frail old ladies from the group but was met with fierce resistance. Sam smiled and sat back in his chair. Practically the whole village was there. Was it something he would have chosen? – to have this many people invade his home? Probably not. Did it make his wife happy? Definitely, yes. 
 
   When Katie was pregnant with Anya, he’d told her they needed more space. She had looked uncomfortable and said she was happy where she was. He’d tried to talk her round many times in the weeks that followed but she always managed to change the subject. Eventually he’d realised the problem. 
 
   ‘The cottage is fine, cariad,’ Katie had said soothingly. ‘I don’t think we should take on a bigger mortgage at the moment.’ Sam had wanted to slap himself for being so bloody secretive. She had no idea of his situation and he’d never made any attempt to tell her or merge their finances. He hadn’t even known the cottage had such a big mortgage. 
 
   ‘Let me show you something,’ he said, and had sat her down in front of his laptop. After opening up all his various accounts and watching her eyes grow round and her mouth drop open, he closed the lid and turned her to face him. 
 
   ‘Right, now choose a house. Anywhere you want. Any kind you want. I don’t give a shit; I just want more space. 
 
   ‘Wh… How … ?’
 
   ‘I told you ages ago. Money is not a problem for me. The jobs I used to do, they paid very well. Who do you think put up the capital for the business with Rob? Why do you think he was happy that I was a silent partner for so long?’ 
 
   Since he’d married Katie, those jobs were a thing of the past. He stayed closer to home and he took a bigger role in the running of the business. He thought he would miss it: the adrenaline, the action. But he’d found that in life there were different ways to get your rushes. Being loved by a woman like Katie was one of them. Having your own family was another. The danger he’d sought, just like the women he’d been with, had been a distraction, and in the end it had delayed his grieving and his healing. 
 
   ‘Come on, shrimpy,’ Benji said as he grabbed onto Annie’s grubby little hand. ‘Mum’s put me on clean-up duty.’ 
 
   Annie scowled at him but wriggled off Sam’s lap to allow herself to be led into the house. 
 
   ‘I not shwimpy!’ she shouted at Benji, and Sam smiled when he heard Benji yelp; she could be a vicious little thing when she was riled. 
 
   ‘Managed what?’ Sam asked, turning to Bryn. 
 
   ‘Managed to fight those demons you were carrying,’ Bryn said. 
 
   ‘Sometimes I think I have,’ Sam told him, his eyes clouding over. He still had the nightmares, not as frequent now but they still came. 
 
   ‘Never be totally free of it, boy. Never. Took Muriel five years to help me beat mine back. No fancy counselling in my day. All the therapy I had was with her. Reckon in the end that counted for more. Still, it never goes away. In the dead of night when everything’s still and it’s just me and the dark – sometimes I’m back there, like it was yesterday. I can smell the death, hear the screaming again.’
 
   Sam nodded in acknowledgement and Bryn put his wrinkled, papery hand over Sam’s forearm. ‘Worth it though,’ he said softly. ‘If this is what we were fighting for, it was worth it.’ Sam looked into Bryn’s faded blue eyes and felt the constriction in his chest ease a little more. 
 
   He would get there. 
 
   Eventually. 
 
   And yes. 
 
   It was worth it. 
 
   *****
 
   Katie gave up her fight with Mrs Jones and retreated from the mass of people Russell was corralling into a dance fit only for late night MTV. As she moved over to the trestle tables to rearrange some of the cakes and start ladling out the homemade lemonade, she felt a hand on her arm. 
 
   ‘Oh, hi, Michael,’ she greeted Sam’s father. He looked out of place in the relaxed atmosphere of the garden wearing a formal suit, but Katie had never seen him in anything more casual. 
 
   ‘Katherine,’ he said with a stiff little smile, and Katie almost groaned; he was the only person she knew to call her by that name. She didn’t have the heart to tell him that Katie wasn’t short for anything and was on her birth certificate. ‘Quite a set-up you have here today; and such a wonderful cause.’ 
 
   To Katie he sounded the same as he always did: like he was giving a speech to a room full of boring investment bankers. But she supposed that a lifetime filled with exactly that would leave you incapable of anything else. It was no wonder that he hadn’t been able to reach a damaged ten-year-old Sam all those years ago. 
 
   ‘Thank you so much for coming,’ she said warmly, stretching awkwardly up, given her enormous proportions, to kiss him on the cheek. ‘Eva and Rachel are having a good time.’ 
 
   ‘Uh … yes,’ he said, his bemused face taking in the bizarre scene of his wife and daughter gyrating around to the music and then collapsing in fits of giggles. Rachel had definitely come out of her shell over the last few years. 
 
   Katie stood awkwardly by his side in the silence for a moment, then started to move away, muttering; ‘Scuse a sec, got to dish out the –’
 
   ‘Katherine,’ he said suddenly, cutting her off and once again reaching for her arm. ‘I haven’t had a chance to … that is, I never found the right moment to …’ He looked a little lost for a second and Katie stared in fascination. Michael unsure of himself was not something she was accustomed to. ‘I need to … to thank you.’
 
   ‘Um … for what?’
 
   ‘For bringing back my boy.’ 
 
   He looked down at his feet for a moment, then back at her, his face holding more expression than she had ever seen him display before. He looked almost fierce. ‘I let him down as a child. But then, after he started healing, I thought at least I had married a woman who could fix him, and had at least made another child who could repair the damage my neglect caused. Then he left home, he joined the military. For a few years he was okay, made good friends and then he … he went away again. It was the same look he’d had when he was a boy: detached, cold, in pain. And I was helpless again. My wife and my daughter couldn’t reach him. I’d lost him. But you, you’ve given him back to us. So … thank you.’ He cleared his throat and shifted uncomfortably as Katie tried to blink back her tears. 
 
   ‘Michael, I didn’t do –’
 
   ‘Yes you did,’ he said, his tone now matching his fierce expression. Then abruptly he turned on his heel and strode off towards the house. 
 
   Katie looked up the garden and saw Sam half out of his seat, his face awash with concern. She surreptitiously wiped the single tear that had escaped away from her cheek and sent him a cheery smile and a wave. 
 
   Her big beautiful husband settled back into his chair, still watching her closely, and for the first time that day she didn’t feel like a ridiculous, floral-covered walrus. 
 
   She felt beautiful. 
 
   The End
 
    
 
   Thank you so much for reading Beyond Repair. If you have a moment, please leave a review: they are so unbelievably important and really appreciated.
 
    
 
   Goodie’s story is coming soon. 
 
   Read on for an extract from Tom and Frankie’s story Broken Heart Syndrome:
 
    
 
   Broken Heart Syndrome
 
   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, trying to determine whether he was, in fact, a figment of my fevered imagination. ‘Frankie?’ she called 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 focusing 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 Belieber 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 the steamy ones. I had even caught myself daydreaming about washing his sweaty rugby kit and sorting his socks into pairs, such was the extent of my 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. Well over six foot 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, his wardrobe seeming to consist of only well-worn jeans (no bad thing with his arse), and equally well-worn rugby or tour tops. But his lack of care for his appearance made him even sexier in our eyes, 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 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 of his middle name stood for. The only reason we even knew the first letter 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 more, 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 a hundred and fifty students in each year at ours. This enabled our rampant observation of Thomas G. Longley; but 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 had other mortifying items from my bag: my Tampax Extra Super tampons, my trusty multicolour glitter pen, and worst of all, Lady Princess le Foof (the small, dog-eared, ancient My-Little-Pony that I used to bring me luck in exams, and religiously carried around whilst revising). 
 
   Thomas G. Longley leapt up, rounded his 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 grabbed for the most embarrassing items, but I was too late for Lady Princess le Foof, who had rolled out of my reach. 
 
   ‘You okay?’ he asked, holding out Lady Princess le Foof 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 Princess le Foof and scrambling to my feet. I kept my eyes averted as I scurried away, while his mates continued 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, mentally 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 price of going out and drinking in central London restricted all but the fabulously wealthy to the dingy student bar, so it was invariably heaving, and 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 had been 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 fared 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 for the approach of the unwitting subject of my unhealthy obsession. Hence my second ever conversation with Thomas G. Longley was veering towards me, once again threatening to demonstrate subnormal behaviour on my part. 
 
   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 that 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 cloths), and we had thought that 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 catcalls of his mates penetrated my hormone-fuelled 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 me with his bloodshot eyes. A frown creased his forehead and a look of confusion passed across his handsome face, which I noticed was now 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 undoubtedly beet-red face and 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 up to her full five foot ten (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 his hand up my skirt, exposing me to the whole bar moments before he had to be dragged away to throw up. If everyone had known the perfect being I had built him up into before this happened, I would never have lived it down. 
 
   ‘Buck up, Frankie,’ my friend Georgia said in my ear. ‘We all know that lot can be complete bell-ends, 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 took it seriously. He’d even tried to snog me a couple of times, which was probably more 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 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 didn’t see Weasel Gankface for the rest of the evening, and I put a brave face on my humiliation. But 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 joke, but were cut short when a furious Lou whipped her blonde head around, stormed up to them, grabbed them both by an ear and banged their heads together. They stood frozen in place and stared at her, 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 out 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 I couldn’t help letting 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. And 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 Reverend 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 bandied around campus and seemed to stick. 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, a.k.a. Weasel Gankface, was not one of my favourite people. I sincerely hoped I never saw his stupid, gorgeous face ever again. 
 
    
 
   To view Broken Heart Syndrome in Amazon.com click below:
 
   http://www.amazon.com/Broken-Heart-Syndrome-Susie-Tate-ebook/dp/B00JHR3YQE/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1444415708&sr=1-1&keywords=broken+heart+syndrome
 
    
 
   To view Broken Heart Syndrome in Amazon.co.uk click below:
 
   http://www.amazon.co.uk/Broken-Heart-Syndrome-Susie-Tate-ebook/dp/B00JHR3YQE/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1416073770&sr=8-1&keywords=Broken+heart+syndrome
 
    
 
   Lou and Dylan’s story Sticks and Stones is also available.
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