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			Chapter 1

			I grapple with the fingers clawed around my neck, fighting to pry them away. The strength behind their hold defies reason, and it’s beginning to make me sweat. My windpipe is being crushed, making me gasp for breath. Fucking hell, he’s going to strangle me to death. Flashbacks bombard me – his face, his voice loaded with evil intent.

			I’m in a hospital, I remind myself. I’m safe in a hospital. The reminder is hard to believe when you’re choking to death. With no other option left, I lunge for the red emergency button above his bed, smashing my fist into it before trying again to pry his fingers away from my neck.

			‘Izzy!’ I hear my name being shouted, and suddenly more hands are around my throat, helping me. ‘Frank, let her go,’ Susan warns, as stern as usual. ‘Some help would be good, Pam!’

			Pam appears, too, forcing Frank back to the bed by his shoulders. I nearly land on my arse when I’m released from the old man’s clutches, his long fingernails dragging across the delicate flesh of my neck as he’s forced away. Staggering back, I gasp for oxygen, drinking it down urgently as I leave Susan and Pam to calm Frank down.

			My hands smooth over the side of my neck, the sting making me hiss a little. ‘Shit,’ I breathe, checking the tips of my fingers for blood. There’s none, but, Jesus, it stings like hell. Frank has a few pointless shouts before relenting to the small army of nurses and flopping back on his bed, huffing and moaning about being held prisoner.

			‘Now, now, Frank,’ Susan placates him, sounding all jolly. ‘That wasn’t very nice, was it?’ She pats the covers around his legs. ‘Izzy was only trying to help you.’

			‘Sheila will be wondering where I am,’ Frank barks, pointing a bent finger at Susan before turning it on me. ‘You Nazis! You can’t keep me here!’

			Pam gives me a concerned look, and I shake my head, telling her I’m fine, before I straighten myself out and move in to help Susan.

			‘Let’s get you well and you can go home,’ I say soothingly. I pour him some water and hand him the cup, being super vigilant for any sign he might attempt to wring my neck again. He snorts but takes the water and sips it, his hand shaking. The poor man. He won’t be getting well, and he won’t be going home. Sheila, his wife of five decades, has been dead for fifteen years, God love him. His daughter can’t look after him any more, and he can no longer live alone. It’s not safe, which leaves him in hospital until alternative arrangements can be made. Whenever that might be.

			I straighten and take the blood pressure monitor, rolling it away. Susan, the ward sister, falls into stride next to me, checking her watch. ‘You’ve been pushed and pulled about this week, Izzy,’ she muses, giving me a sideways smile. ‘Let’s have a look.’

			I wave my hand flippantly, brushing her off. ‘It’s nothing.’

			‘I’ll be the judge of that,’ she scolds, pulling me to a stop and pushing my shoulder-length wavy black hair away from my neck. ‘I thought you asked Pam to cut his nails.’

			I wince, not wanting to get my colleague into trouble. ‘I did?’ 

			Susan rolls her eyes at my feigned ignorance. ‘C’mon. It’s the end of your shift. Let’s get handover done so you can go home.’ She turns and marches to her office, her round bottom swaying, and I follow as I feel at my sore skin, damning myself for not getting through this shift unscathed. It just means more paperwork.

			After half an hour of handovers and completing forms, I make my way to the maternity unit to see Jess before heading home. I spot her through the glass of the double doors, and her face lights up as she makes her way down the corridor to let me in. Her blonde curls are pulled back into a tidy bun, with a few wayward strands poking out here and there, indicating that she’s well into her shift. She pushes the door open and ushers me inside, and the sound of wailing babies hits me from every direction. ‘Jesus, there’s some serious lung exercises going on tonight,’ I say on a laugh. My best friend nods her agreement and wipes her hands down the front of her dress. She’s a midwife, and a great one. We met at college and have shared a flat since we were eighteen. She is literally my only family.

			‘There must be a full moon,’ Jess says, her eyes landing on my neck. ‘Wow, that’s a bad one.’

			I reach up and feel again, wincing, my fingers slipping across the antiseptic cream. ‘Frank made a bid for freedom.’

			‘Damn, girl, you should have followed my lead. Babies can’t strangle you.’

			‘No, but women in labour can.’

			‘That’s why we have birthing partners.’ She winks, and I chuckle, buttoning up my coat, ready to face the cold.

			‘What time are you done?’ I ask. 

			‘Six in the morning.’

			My face bunches in sympathy. The red-eye shift. ‘Don’t wake me when you come in.’ I dip and kiss her check, just as an almighty bellow rings through the air, a woman in labour screaming to high heaven. ‘I’m never having children.’ I shudder, backing away to the door.

			‘Yeah, me either,’ Jess confirms. ‘Hey, only a week to go!’

			The mention of our upcoming trip makes me grin like a fool. ‘Vegas, baby,’ I call, hearing more screams. They flatten both of our smiles and remind us that we have a few more shifts to go before we can get really excited. ‘There’s a vagina awaiting your presence.’

			Jess sighs and wanders off. ‘I’ve seen enough vaginas to last me a lifetime, but I plan on counteracting them with nothing but cock in Vegas.’ She looks over her shoulder, all coy, and a laugh rumbles up from my tummy, erupting and drowning out the pleas for drugs coming from the room down the corridor. ‘Time to push, sweetheart!’ she sings, all enthusiastic to her patient as she disappears. I smile and let myself out of the maternity unit.

			After collecting a takeaway tea from the café, I break into the cool winter evening and start the long walk home. The fresh air instantly starts to soothe my tired body after my long shift. Walking to and from work isn’t just done out of necessity. On my way to the hospital, the brisk half-hour walk does a grand job of waking me up, readying me for my shift. On my way home, the lazy stroll helps me clear my mind and wind me down. Besides, I couldn’t afford a car even if it made sense to have one. Which it doesn’t. The drive would probably take twice as long as the walk, and parking at the Royal London is nearly impossible.

			As I sip my tea, I check my phone, faltering a split second when I see a missed call from an unknown number. I clear the screen and round a corner, trying not to let my imagination run away with me. It’s probably just a sales call, I tell myself. Or one of those irritating marketing surveys. It couldn’t possibly be him after all this time. Ten years since I ran. It’s been ten years since I escaped him.

			I stuff my hands into the pockets of my mac, bringing my shoulders up to my ears to keep the chill at bay, and march briskly on my way, pushing the memories away, but never the heartache. It’s particularly chilly tonight, but I smile, thinking Vegas will be hot, hot, hot. My first holiday in years. I can’t wa—

			A loud noise from behind startles me, and I stop to glance back, wary, before scanning the street for other pedestrians. There are none, just the dim glow of the streetlights in the darkness. Warehouses on the other side of the street have stood empty for as long as I can remember, and the row of houses on the same side as me are mostly boarded up. Jess nagged me constantly when she found out I took this little shortcut, to the point I told her that I wouldn’t go this way any more. But I’ve done it for years, and it shaves a good ten minutes off my journey. There’s usually someone taking the same route. But not tonight.

			The hairs on the back of my neck rise as another crash echoes around me. It prompts my feet back into action, and I start an urgent walk away from the sounds, constantly looking over my shoulder. My apprehension lessens the closer I come to the end of the street, towards the main road, but then a low, pain-filled whimper pulls me to an abrupt stop. I turn around, hearing the sound of a car screeching off in the opposite direction. And as soon as the loud noise of the engine fades, more whimpers. Instinct kicks in and takes me back down the street, despite my uneasiness. Someone’s hurt. I can’t just walk away. Maybe it’s the nurse in me. Or maybe it’s simple human nature.

			I break into a jog, trying to keep my footsteps as quiet as possible so I can listen for where the noise is coming from. I catch another low cry. It’s a woman. I pick up speed, reaching the entrance to an alleyway. I can’t see a damn thing. ‘Hello?’ I call, pulling my phone from my bag.

			‘Please help me,’ a woman begs, distress evident in her voice. ‘Please.’

			‘I’m here. Just a second.’ I faff with my phone, searching for the light feature, flicking it on and shining it down the black alleyway. A woman comes into view, propped up against a brick wall. ‘Oh my God, are you okay?’ I rush towards her, using my phone to guide me, until I’m crouched by her side, assessing her. She looks dazed, and as I shine the light in her eyes, I conclude very quickly that she’s concussed. I scan her slight frame, searching her body for injuries. Her clothes instantly make me wonder if she’s a hooker. Sadly, I see them at the hospital all the time.

			‘What’s your name?’ I ask, pushing her hair from her face and finding a tidy cut over her eyebrow. My teeth grate, and she doesn’t answer, her head heavy and rolling. ‘Can you hear me?’ I ask, dropping to my knees and putting down my bag. She still doesn’t respond, so I work fast but carefully, getting her into the recovery position. ‘I’m getting help,’ I tell her, dialling for an ambulance.

			But before the call connects, two hands grab me from behind and yank me back, shoving me aside with a pissed-off grunt. I yelp, shocked, and my phone topples and smashes against the ground. My only light is now gone, leaving me blind and panicked. I scramble back on my arse, my feet sliding across the dirty cobbles of the alley. Fear rips through me so fast it takes my heart rate from steady to wild in a beat. It’s a familiar fear, and that only amplifies my panic.

			I can’t see a thing, but I can smell, and my nose is assaulted by the stale stench of old sweat and alcohol as flashbacks attack me, beating down the high walls that I fight to keep intact. A low whimper reminds me of the woman who is barely conscious next to me, and I reach for her, trying to find her fingers so I can squeeze some reassurance into her.

			The sharpest of pains bolts through my hand when it’s callously kicked away, and I cry out, bringing it to my chest protectively and sucking back my tears. I’ve just walked straight into danger. What was I thinking? How could I be so stupid? But part of me can’t be sorry for venturing down here, for trying to help. At the very least, I hope I’ve halved the blows the woman next to me will be subjected to. After all, I can take them. It’ll be nothing I haven’t felt before. I close my eyes and see the monster who tormented me, and then his hand as it flies through the air towards my cheek.

			Thwack!

			I wince, my face bursting into flames when a hand, one that’s not from my memories, connects with my cheek. But I beat back my tears, locating the grit I called on many years ago but haven’t needed since, the strength and fortitude to just survive. I shut my mind down and wait for the next hit, breathing in more calm.

			‘You should have kept walking, bitch.’ His foul odour is starting to get down my throat, making me heave, and my body jerks forward when he grabs the front of my coat, yanking me up, breathing all over me. I open my eyes, not only to remind myself that I don’t know this man, but because his face is close and I might get a glimpse in the darkness. Teeth – dirty, rotten, jagged teeth are the first thing I see, chapped lips grinning around them. ‘Tryin’ to help the poor slag, huh?’

			I look up and see pure, filthy evil in his eyes, his pupils dilated. I’ve seen eyes like these before. They’re eyes full of cruel intentions. I keep my mouth shut, knowing I shouldn’t fuel the situation, but when his grubby hand reaches for my thigh and strokes up toward my stomach, and then to my breast, I whimper, my fear reaching new heights. I can take a few slaps, but that. No. No, I can’t go there again. I’ll fight him with all I have. ‘Please no.’

			‘Hmmm,’ he hums, his nasty grin widening. ‘Think I’ll have a taste, since you seem so—’ He’s cut off dead in his tracks when the roar of an engine saturates the air, and the alleyway is suddenly illuminated by headlights. I squint, blinded by the sudden brightness, and blink back some of the glare, working to gain some focus, my heart beating wildly. I can feel his grip on me loosen. ‘Fuck,’ he curses, his voice now shaky rather than menacing. I hear a car door slam. I hear pounding footsteps. And then my attacker is suddenly catapulting backward with a startled yell, jerking me sharply as his hands are ripped away from my coat. The sound of him hitting the bricks of the wall opposite makes me flinch, and when my vision clears, I recoil, seeing the back of a rather large man towering over the trembling body of the scum who was about to . . .

			I shake my head violently, not prepared to allow my mind to go there. Whoever has just shown up seems as menacing, though definitely better dressed. He’s wearing a suit, his blond hair wavy and falling to his ears. The headlights bathing the alley give me a perfect view as he drags the arsehole who just cuffed my face up the wall by his sweater. I’m held rapt by the widening of his eyes, the evidence of narcotics lessening by the second, being replaced with fear.

			‘No, please,’ my attacker cries, pushing himself further against the wall.

			The suited stranger says nothing, just holds him by his throat against the wall, making the man’s eyes bulge. I can’t move. Dare not, either. But when a faint whimper sinks into my ears, I look down at the woman beside me. She’s restless, her bare legs kicking out, her head rolling. My natural instinct has me on the ground next to her in a heartbeat, with no consideration for strange suited, large men and drugged-up arseholes.

			I shush her gently and move in close, feeling so sorry for her when she turns her face into me and nuzzles into my neck, like she’s hiding. Like she’s looking for protection. I don’t know why, but I sense it’s here now. ‘It’s okay,’ I whisper, rubbing her bare arm, feeling how cold she is. I quickly check her pulse and then remove my coat, fighting to get it around her shoulders, focusing on her and not what could be a pretty nasty scene a few feet away. I have no tolerance for men who knock women around. But I also can’t bear violence.

			My attention remains on the woman until the sound of a car door shutting pierces the air. The spaced, even beats of shoes hitting the ground fill my ears, almost ominous in their approach. The suited guy is still across the way holding my panicked attacker against the wall, which tells me the footsteps are someone else’s. I wrap my arm around the woman’s shoulders and cast my eyes to the right until they find the car, which I note through my shock is a Bentley. And then my view is suddenly hindered by a pair of trouser-covered legs. Long legs. Thick legs. Strong legs. My eyes slowly start to creep upward, over thighs, a suit-jacket-covered torso, a neck . . .

			Until I get to a face.

			His piercing blue eyes force me to blink back the shine.

			I swallow, inhale, and hold my breath as he looms over me.

			He might be wearing a suit, but his strength isn’t concealed. He’s a muscular beast of a man. My mouth falls a little lax on my exhale, my mind unable to comprehend such formidable power. He looks frightening, yet those cobalt eyes hold a softness within them as he stares down at me, his brown hair limp and falling across his forehead. ‘Who are you?’ His deep, rough voice penetrates my skin.

			I remain mute, just staring, my mind working hard to try to tell me whether I should be scared.

			‘Who. Are. You?’ he demands, sounding menacing.

			‘I was walking home from work,’ I rush to explain. ‘And heard . . .’ My words fade when I realize I don’t know the name of the woman in my arms.

			‘Penny,’ he prompts, nodding towards the woman. ‘Her name is Penny.’

			I swallow nervously, unable to stop my eyes from scanning the pile of muscle and power standing over me. He knows this woman? ‘I heard Penny. She sounded distressed.’

			His head cocks in question. ‘And you came to help?’ 

			I frown a little. ‘Yes.’

			His stare starts to burn my skin, so intense it makes me want to look away before I turn to dust. He is positively terrifying, yet some primal instinct tells me I’m in no danger. And neither is Penny. The other man, however, most definitely is.

			The guy standing over me flicks his gaze to his associate briefly before it lands on Penny for a second, obviously checking her, and then settles back on me. The deep warmth that rests under my skin makes me feel uneasy. He’s a handsome man. I can see it past the harshness of his expression – his bristly jaw tight, his huge body tense. But, God, anyone would have to be certifiably nuts to mess with him. I can’t help taking in as much of him as I can, and there’s a lot of him. It’s all inappropriately impressive. I wonder where my fear and terror have gone. It’s him. His presence, his voice. The second he showed up, I was no longer scared, and that’s just plain weird, since he’s freakishly big and actually quite frightening. But his eyes contradict his terrifying persona.

			And then I find myself settling even more when I see the most minuscule curve at the edge of his straight lips. It’s not an evil smile; I’m all too familiar with those. It’s an amused smile, revealing a dimple that’s too cute for him.

			Looking back to his associate, he nods, a silent instruction, and the guy holding the pimp in a choke hold starts pushing him on, forcing his arm up his back and kicking his feet to get him moving, ignoring the pleas for mercy. ‘What are you going to do to him?’ I blurt, watching as he’s shoved down the alleyway to constant screams of panic – panic that intensifies when a truck pulls up. He’s thrown into the back, the door shuts calmly, and the truck is pulling away a second later.

			I turn my attention back to the giant before me, finding he’s not moved one inch. He doesn’t answer me. ‘Here.’ He offers me his hand.

			I clamp my lips together and hold my breath, instinctively bracing for contact. It’s beyond me, but when I reach forward and he swoops in to claim my hand, I feel an immediate boom in my chest. He gives me an almost dirty look, one laced with annoyance, as his hand squeezes around mine. I’m on my feet in a second, feeling light-headed. Intoxicated. Totally unstable. What the fucking hell is that?

			He quickly pulls his hand free, and I take a few steps back as he watches me putting distance between us, looking deep in thought. ‘What?’ I ask, if only to break the suddenly uncomfortable silence.

			‘Your hands are so warm,’ he says quietly, looking down at them. ‘And it’s so cold tonight.’

			‘Did I burn you?’ I ask on a nervous laugh, and he frowns, once again ignoring my question as he turns towards the other suited man, who’s back and collecting Penny up from the ground, cradling her in his arms and carrying her to the Bentley.

			‘Get her back to the Playground,’ the guy before me orders brusquely.

			‘She’s concussed,’ I blurt. I have no idea what the Playground is, but I realize that it’s not a hospital.

			He moves forward a step, almost threateningly. I don’t move, finding the strength I need to stand my ground, and he’s surprised, judging by the slight tilt of his head. ‘Concussed? How do you know that?’

			‘I’m a nurse,’ I explain. ‘She needs to go to a hospital.’

			‘You’re a nurse?’

			I nod, and intrigue springs into his eyes. ‘She needs medical attention. I was calling for an ambulance before he . . .’ My intended words disappear. I can’t finish.

			His lips twist, abhorrence rampant in his expression, taking a fraction of his good looks away. The sight, though actually very scary, fills me with reassurance, even more than his formidable presence. ‘No hospital,’ he declares, leaving no room for argument, stepping forward again.

			No hospital? That’s crazy. I don’t care how big he is, or how frightening he appears. That woman needs treatment. ‘I’m afraid I have to insist,’ I say firmly, breaking free of his iron stare to see his associate lowering Penny carefully into the back seat of the Bentley. ‘I don’t mind accompanying her if your presence will be a problem or spark unwanted questions.’ I’m not stupid. I don’t know this man, but everything is telling me that people prying into the circumstances of Penny’s injuries wouldn’t be gratefully received. Or people prying into him, for that matter.

			‘What makes you think that?’ His voice is deep and low. It’s rough but silky, threatening but soothing, and his cobalt eyes seem to dance as I stare at him. He’s getting a little thrill from my approach. He likes me challenging his authority.

			‘Instinct.’

			His lips quirk a touch, that dimple forming again, his eyebrows rising in amusement. His humour irritates me now, and I muster up some fortitude and step forward, showing him my determination. The look of shock on his face fascinates me. He’s surprised that I’m standing up to him. Frankly, I am, too. ‘She needs a hospital.’

			His dimple deepens. ‘What’s your name, girl?’

			‘Izzy.’ I don’t hesitate to tell him, and I have no clue why. ‘Izzy White.’

			‘Izzy White. I’m Theo. Theo Kane.’ I fall victim to his eyes again, staring in wonder. There’s a certain prettiness beyond the hardness of his face, making him appear younger than I initially thought, yet his presence is that of a far more mature man.

			He steps forward, offering his hand. I stare at it and roll my shoulders to rid myself of the tremor of apprehension. ‘Take it, Izzy.’

			I do, immediately, and he tugs me forward, my front coming dangerously close to his. He gulps, his hand beginning to shake, and he pulls away but doesn’t release his grip, like he’s having a fight with himself over whether or not to let me go. I look up at him in question, seeing that battle in his eyes. This close, I get to truly appreciate his height, my level vision falling just below his throat. Jesus, he’s a mountain.

			Constricting his hand around mine, he takes another tiny step forward, almost as if he’s approaching me with caution. His persona and behaviour could be interpreted as intimidating, but I feel nothing but intrigue. He’s studying me closely. The sharp stubble of his jaw is perfectly even, his lips parted just a fraction. ‘You have soft hands,’ he murmurs quietly. ‘Warm and soft. I like the feel of them.’

			Oh my God.

			I look away, completely stunned. ‘She needs professional care,’ I say mindlessly, feeling his grip flex around mine. I try to pull away, but he laughs in the face of my strength, keeping a firm hold of me. ‘I strongly urge you to take her to the hospital. It’s the best place for her.’

			‘You don’t think I can care for her?’

			‘Forgive me, but you don’t look like the type to have any medical knowledge.’

			‘But you do,’ he replies gently, seeming to take no offence, his hand shifting a little in mine, roaming and feeling through my fingers. ‘So you’ll come with me.’

			‘What?’ I blurt, my eyes darting upward. Is he crazy?

			‘Your concern for Penny is touching,’ he goes on. It’s now him trying to pull free from my grasp, but nerves have suddenly made my grip tighten. His jaw stiffens, and he yanks himself free with a hiss. My arm drops to my side as I stare up at a face that is hovering on the line between irresistible and dangerous. ‘I’ll ensure everything you need is waiting for you when we arrive.’

			‘I’m not a doctor,’ I point out. ‘I’m a nurse. My medical knowledge isn’t as broad as a doctor’s.’

			‘I have faith in you.’ Theo gestures towards the big, impressive Bentley, watching as I follow his extended arm. ‘Don’t be afraid. I won’t hurt you, Izzy,’ he says on a mere whisper, turning those big hands over and showing me his palms. ‘That I promise you.’

			I have no reason to believe him, and despite sensing that he’s no danger to me, I know I should be wise. And it wouldn’t be wise for me to get in that car with these two huge men. I shake my head and step back. ‘Please, won’t you just take her to a hospital?’

			On a sigh, he reaches back under his suit jacket, pulling something out. ‘I can’t do that.’ He holds something out to me, and I look down to see what.

			A gun.

			‘Oh my God,’ I murmur, clumsily stepping back, my composure long gone. ‘Okay, I’ll come.’ I hold up my hands.

			‘Hey, calm down,’ he says, way too gently, considering he has a gun aimed at me. What does he expect? But then reason finds me, and I peek at the weapon in his hand. He’s not holding it. It’s simply lying in his palm. ‘It’s for you.’ He steps forward and takes my hand, putting the gun in my grip. ‘An insurance policy.’

			The weight surprises me, and I look up at him, confused. ‘What?’

			‘If you feel like you’re in danger, go right on ahead and shoot me.’ He smiles that cute smile again, and I’m forced to look away. ‘I’m sorry for scaring you.’

			With his apology, I immediately fall under the spell of the contradicting softness and hardness of his stare. He won’t hurt me. Or Penny. I know the signs of a man who throws his weight around. I bet Theo throws his weight around all right, but not with women.

			I swallow and straighten my shoulders, handing back his gun. ‘I don’t think I’ll need this.’

			He cocks his head in interest as he accepts. ‘Why?’

			‘Because I have my own,’ I joke and roll my eyes, and he gives me that roguish smile again. Damn that smile. It shouldn’t suit him. ‘Where do you live?’ I ask, wondering who Penny is to him. 

			‘You don’t need to worry about an address.’ He slips his hand on to my shoulder, and I jump under his hold, fire racing through my veins. It’s making my head spin. ‘You’ll come with me, and I’ll have my driver take you home once you’ve seen to Penny.’ His grip flexes, his big hand practically blanketing my entire shoulder. The odd warmth that melts deeply into me as I move toward the car is confounding, and I can’t think past the whoosh of blood pumping in my ears. Who the hell is this giant?

		


		
			 

			Chapter 2

			I tell myself Penny’s well-being is the only reason I’m currently sunken into a plush leather seat heading God only knows where, but I’m lying. Theo has reduced me to an idiot. I must be stark raving mad. He tried to give me a gun to shoot him if I deemed it necessary. A bloody gun! But he also showed up and stopped that slimeball from . . .

			A cold shiver travels through me as I gently pull up Penny’s eyelid to check her pupils before assessing the gash on her eyebrow. It’s stopped bleeding but will definitely require a few stitches. I feel momentarily guilty for being thankful for having Penny to focus on, because he’s still watching me, and it’s making my heart boom relentlessly.

			‘You’re nervous again.’ Theo breaks into my thoughts with his cool statement, and my hands stutter in their motions. Yes, I’m nervous, but not for the reasons I should be. ‘Do you really think I’ll hurt you? Wasn’t my offer to arm you enough reassurance?’

			‘You won’t hurt me,’ I confirm without hesitation, forcing myself away from Penny and resting back in my seat. His long legs are bent at the knees, his big torso reclined, relaxed, and his thick arm is resting neatly on the ledge beside his seat. It’s dark, but he’s as clear to me as he would be at the height of day. He commands attention. Demands respect. Screams power. Jesus, he’s as intimidating as a man could possibly be. I shift in my seat, wanting to glance away but unable to break the lock of our stares. ‘And I trust my instinct,’ I add on a swallowed breath.

			Theo shifts a little, too, bringing his index finger to his lips and thoughtfully brushing the length of it across his cupid’s bow. ‘And what is your instinct telling you, Izzy?’

			‘That hurting women isn’t your style.’ I leave out everything that I think could be his style. It might take me a while, and I don’t think insulting this man would be a wise move.

			‘Your instinct is right. I won’t tolerate violence when it comes to women.’

			My shoulders must visibly drop in relief, because his head cocks, and I’m suddenly aware that I’ve unwittingly given him a little piece of who I am. ‘That’s good,’ I say quietly.

			‘And where does this instinct in you come from?’

			I tense in my seat, looking away from him to gather myself. And when I return my attention to him, he’s smiling a little. This smile is a sympathetic one, and it carves away a fraction of the hardness that cuts his handsome face, making him even more handsome. He’s so damn handsome.

			Theo must sense there will be no answer from me, so he looks over to Penny, his soft smile falling. The hardness of his features returns. ‘She’s the daughter of an old friend,’ he says quietly, and I follow his gaze to the unconscious woman beside me. Her blonde hair is matted with blood around her ear, her face washed out and pale. ‘She went off the rails when her dad died. Disappeared. I’ve been trying to find her.’ His chest puffs out a little on a cold laugh. ‘Twenty-one years old and selling her body.’ He hums, sounding thoughtful, and maybe a little sad. It brings my attention back to him, just as he brings his back to me.

			‘I’m sorry,’ I offer, seeing genuine sorrow past the steel exterior of the muscle-ridden man. ‘Were you close to her father?’

			‘You could say that.’ He clears his throat and looks out the window, a sign that the conversation ends there. ‘Home.’

			I have to force the gasp of surprise back down my throat. Huge iron gates are creaking open, slowly revealing a mansion of epic proportions. The structure is glowing subtly in the distance, lit up by floodlights dotted around the grounds. ‘Holy shit,’ I breathe, losing the battle to hold back my astonishment. ‘You live here?’ I could probably fit our whole apartment under the canopied driveway on the front of the house.

			‘I live here, I work here . . .’ The door opens, courtesy of an old man with silver hair and round metal-rimmed spectacles, who is clearly waiting for our arrival. ‘. . . play here.’

			I dart a wide-eyed look to Theo, finding him studying me again. This time, I have to look away. Play? The door on the other side of the car opens, and another man leans in and takes Penny in his arms carefully – the other huge unit of a man from the alley. His blonde hair falls over his eyes as he reaches for her, his smooth jaw tight, the nostrils of his straight nose flaring. He’s not quite as big as Theo, but he still looks like a force to be reckoned with, if a little prettier.

			‘After you.’ Theo gestures for me to get out, and I do, my neck craning as I unbend my body, looking around. The huge double doors before me are wide open and the concrete pillars on either side, flanking the grand entrance, are guarded by another two big men. Suited men, both mean-looking, who nod as we pass. I try not to look too awed when we enter, as I take in the grandeur of Theo’s home. A double staircase curves up both sides of the extensive entrance hall, stretching to a galleried landing that circles the space, a massive chandelier suspended from the high ceiling, the crystals dripping down nearly meeting the floor where I’m standing.

			The man holding Penny starts taking the stairs up the left side, and I swing around when I hear the doors behind me close, finding the two big men who were guarding them now on the inside with us. Then a lady appears holding a tray that has a tumbler of dark liquid positioned dead centre. She comes to a stop a good six feet away from Theo, the tray held out, presented to him, forcing Theo to approach in order to reach his drink.

			‘Do you always get such an elaborate welcome home?’ I ask with a nervous laugh.

			He smiles, shrugging off his jacket and handing it to the lady before taking the glass and raising it to his lips. The loss of his jacket makes my breath catch in my throat, the white material of his shirt licking every inch of his huge torso – a torso that I can see is sharp, hard, and defined. I look up, my eyes following the path of his glass to his lips. I step back and reach in my bag, needing to escape the hold of those eyes before they render me incapable of anything except trying to comprehend his sheer presence. ‘I have very attentive staff,’ he says, placing his empty on the tray. ‘Would you like a drink?’

			‘I’m fine, thank you.’ I rummage through my bag to find my phone, not that I know what I’ll do once I lay my hands on it. I have no one to call, since Jess is still at work. I just need something to distract myself. My hands freeze in their searching, and the sound of a smashing phone in my head reminds me that my mobile is no more. I could laugh. I’m in a strange house, with lots of strange, large men, and I have no phone. Smart move, Izzy. Really smart.

			‘Lost something?’ Theo asks, sliding his hands into his pockets. 

			I straighten up and raise my chin. ‘Yes, my gun.’

			His eyes sparkle, and he holds up his hands in surrender.

			I sigh on a disbelieving shake of my head. ‘I should see to Penny and go.’

			‘Of course.’ He kicks his feet into action and passes me. ‘I’ll show you the way.’

			Breathing some steadiness into myself, I start to follow, focusing on anything around me except the towering frame of the man a few steps ahead – the elaborate art hanging on the walls, the striped carpet with gold stair bars in the crook of each step, the intricately corniced ceiling.

			His back. 

			His arse. 

			His thighs.

			I bite my lip . . . and trip up a step. ‘Shit.’ My face plummets forward, heading for the backs of those thighs.

			‘Careful.’ Theo swivels and catches me, his arse hitting a step as he holds my hips. I’m kneeling on the step below him, his long legs spread wide. His hold tightens along with his jaw. I feel stifling hot, my eyes locked on his chest before me. ‘Are you okay?’ he asks, a certain strain in his voice.

			‘Your stripy carpet makes me dizzy,’ I mumble like a fool, lying through my teeth. It’s him that makes me dizzy. Just him. His hard handsomeness, his voice, his physique. His touch.

			‘Maybe I should carry you,’ he suggests, but there’s no hint of a teasing edge. He’s deadly serious, and though it’s an utterly ridiculous suggestion, I can’t help but wonder just how amazing it would feel to be completely encased in Theo. How safe it would be. ‘Would you like me to?’

			I laugh, since nothing else comes to me. ‘Don’t be silly,’ I scoff, going to push his hands away from my waist, but he shifts and scrambles to his feet like lightning, almost in a panic. I stare up at him, stunned, as I pull myself to my feet. He glances down at his hands for a moment, then back to me, confusion in his eyes. A few awkward seconds tick by, his gaze passing from his hands to various parts of my body. What the hell?

			‘You’ve had quite a scare,’ he mutters, shaking his head and turning. ‘There’s nothing silly about my offer.’

			I’ve insulted him. He offered to help me, and I laughed in his face. ‘I didn’t mean to offend you,’ I call, remaining on the step halfway up the stairs. ‘I’m sorry.’ I don’t know why I feel the urge to apologize, but I can’t ignore it.

			Theo veers to the left. ‘I don’t get offended, Izzy. This way.’

			I frown, my feet taking the steps carefully. That’s strange, because he seems highly offended.

			Once I’ve caught up with him, I make a conscious decision to keep my mouth shut, tend to Penny, then get the hell out of here. And judging by Theo’s sudden coldness and the fact that he’s now refusing to look at me, he might be thinking along the same lines. He turns the handle on a door. He pushes it open. And then he stands a few metres back, opening up the way. And stares at me. A cold stare.

			I sigh, weirdly upset that I’ve upset him. He’s a big man. A very big man. Don’t tell me he has feelings under all those muscles.

			First, I spot Penny tucked up in a huge wooden bed, then next to her a trolley kitted out with every piece of medical equipment a nurse could need. I have no clue how he sourced it all, and so quickly, and I’m not about to ask. Get done and get out. No questions, no conversing. I shouldn’t even be here, and neither should Penny. She should be in a hospital.

			I get to work, hearing the door close behind me, and look back to find I’m alone. I’m grateful. He upsets my balance. I march over to the bed and quickly check her vitals, finding she’s no better than the last time I checked in the car, but, more importantly, she’s no worse. Pulling the covers back, I see she’s been stripped down to her knickers. Her nakedness reveals more injuries, and my face screws up in disgust at the sight of the scattered bruises, some fresh, some with a yellow tinge that suggest old wounds. The poor woman looks like she got a good beating on a regular basis.

			I swallow. She’s safe now.

			After washing the cut on Penny’s brow bone, I close it with a few stitches and do my best to clean her up and get her comfortable. Her pulse is steady and her breathing even, and the dilation of her pupils now seems normal.

			Releasing her wrist, I look over my shoulder when I hear a quiet sound. Theo is standing by the door, just watching me. How long has he been there? ‘I didn’t hear you return. Is there something you want?’

			‘No.’

			I wander around the side of Penny’s bed, if only for something to do. ‘Then why are you here?’

			‘I like watching you work.’

			I look at him, mystified. ‘Why?’

			His big shoulders rise on a shrug, and something tells me that’s all the answer I’ll get. ‘I’ll leave you to it,’ he says, backing away, eyes on me, and reaching for the door handle. He slips out, and there’s a mild groan from Penny and a brief flick of her eyelids.

			‘Hey,’ I say gently. ‘Can you hear me? Can you tell me your name?’ I ask, wanting to check for any signs of memory loss before I go.

			‘Penelope,’ she mumbles, and I smile, tucking her in tightly. ‘But people call me Penny.’

			‘I think you’re going to be just fine, Penny. Are you in pain?’ 

			She shakes her head and rolls over a little, snuggling down. ‘No pain.’

			‘That’s good.’ I look to the closed door where Theo just disappeared, contemplating my intention. I’ve experienced danger before. I know the signs, and while Theo displays many signs of being dangerous, I don’t sense he’s a danger to Penny. But I have to be sure. It’s what I’ve been trained to do, and I shouldn’t forget that, no matter how much Theo unbalances me. I rest my bum on the edge of the bed and take Penny’s hand. ‘Is there anything I can do to help you, Penny? Anyone I can call?’ Maybe her mother, or a friend.

			‘Theo. Get Theo.’

			I find myself looking at the door again, picturing his big back walking away. ‘You’re at Theo’s house.’

			‘Then I’m safe,’ she mumbles sleepily. She’s dozed off again. Just like that. Her words warm me. She settled as soon as she knew where she was and who she was with. Theo eases her. His presence comforts her. Where was that kind of man when I needed him?

			I can’t dwell on it too much. I’m here and I’m alive. And, miraculously, I’m mentally stable.

			I get my bag and coat and leave Penny to rest, set on finding one of the big dudes who roam the mansion and telling him what to keep an eye out for, and, finally, asking if one of them can take me home. Opening the door quietly, I step out and shut it with equal care.

			‘Miss?’

			I turn to find the older man with round glasses and silver hair who greeted us when we arrived. ‘She’s fine.’

			‘That’s a relief. Mr Kane will be pleased.’ He holds his hand out. ‘I’m Jefferson, the butler.’

			He has a butler? I mentally roll my eyes and take his hand with a smile. ‘I’m Izzy, the nurse.’

			He chuckles, his warm brown eyes glimmering with amusement behind his round spectacles. ‘Pleasure to meet you.’

			‘And you, Jefferson. The wound on Penny’s eye needs to be cleaned twice a day. She’s responsive, but if she shows signs of any deterioration – dizziness, headaches, confusion, or memory loss – then you should get her to a hospital without delay.’ I pull my bag on to my shoulder as he nods his understanding. ‘Mr Kane said that there would be someone to take me home, if that’s still okay?’ I prompt politely.

			‘Oh, yes,’ he chimes. ‘But first I believe Mr Kane would like to see you.’ He turns and wanders off down the corridor, leaving me in a sudden state of apprehension, unmoving and unwilling to. I don’t want or need to see Theo again.

			‘If it’s all the same, I really must get home.’ I sound as desperate as I feel, not that it has much impact on the old man still walking away from me. I know he heard me. ‘Jefferson,’ I call, going after him, hitting the curved stairs with urgency and being sure to watch my feet on the stripy carpet.

			‘I’m sure he won’t take up a great deal of your time, since you’ve donated so much already.’

			I grit my teeth, following him down to the lobby, where we’re met by the lady who delivered Theo’s drink and took his jacket. She smiles. ‘Can I bring you a drink?’

			‘No, thank you. I’ll be going shortly.’ I should have asked for some water because I’m suddenly parched by the prospect of seeing Theo again.

			‘Very well.’ She goes on her way, leaving Jefferson gesturing towards a huge door to the right. ‘It’s just through here.’

			‘What is?’

			‘Mr Kane’s private office.’ He indicates with a slight cock of his head that I should lead on. I look across to the double doors, nervous as hell and fidgety. ‘Knock once,’ he says.

			Knock once. Not twice or three times? As I slowly make my way over, my heart starts thumping, getting louder with each step I take.

			‘And keep your distance, miss,’ Jefferson adds, his voice now quiet. I swing around, seeing his back disappear through an arch across the hall. Keep my distance? Is he warning me? I look back at the door, my nerves accelerating. It takes a stupid amount of time for me to raise enough courage to knock – once.

			‘Come in.’ Theo’s deep voice resonates through the wood and spreads across my skin. It’s full of authority. Rough and sexy. I close my eyes and get a hold of my wayward thoughts, taking the doorknob and breathing in. Pushing my way into his office, I keep my eyes low as I close the door behind me.

			‘Izzy.’ He says my name in a breathy whisper, and my body rolls with something that mystifies me, though I refuse to allow myself time to try to figure out what it is, because I sure as hell know that I’m not going to be comfortable with my conclusion.

			Say what I need to say and leave, and make sure I don’t look at him while I follow my plan. ‘She’s okay.’ I swallow, trying to moisten my dry mouth. ‘Beaten, but okay. I’ve given Jefferson instructions and told him of the symptoms you need to keep an eye out for.’

			‘I’m glad, thank you. But what about you?’

			I frown down at the deep red carpet. ‘What about me?’

			‘Are you okay?’ he asks, his voice still low but getting louder. He’s coming closer.

			I step back, retreating without thought. ‘I really need to go.’ I’m not at all comfortable with the reactions I’m having to this man, least of all because I’ve already seen he carries a gun, and I watched one of his men virtually strangle someone before my eyes, before having him hauled off to . . . where? Where did they take him? And, more importantly, what did they do to him? Is he dead? I flinch, trying not to go there. I shake my wondering away. It shouldn’t matter to me, anyway. What matters is that this man is a perfect stranger, and a dark one at that. There are so many signs that are screaming at me that he’s bad news. Yet there’s a sense of ease that is unfamiliar to me, and I’m not at all comfortable with how much I like it. He saved Penny tonight. Took her away from the danger. There was no man to save me when I needed it. No strapping beast of a male to rain holy hell on my tormentor.

			I don’t realize that I’ve taken more than one backward step until my back hits the door. The contact startles me, and I look up without thought, finding Theo only a metre away. He could reach me with his hand if he were to extend it. ‘Who are you?’ The question tumbles past my lips before I can stop it.

			He ignores me, his eyes dropping to my neck. His hand lifts and reaches up. I press myself into the wood, silently begging him not to touch me. His fingers skim the black waves around my neck for a fleeting moment before he pushes them away, tilting his head. ‘What’s this?’ he asks, his fingertip meeting my flesh and tracing down one of the scratch marks. I freeze, forcing air from my mouth as he makes a point of feeling every line on my neck. My skin flames, my heart galloping uncontrollably. I can’t speak, and after a few tense but pleasurable seconds of him grazing my neck with his touch, he goes on. ‘Who did this to you?’

			‘A patient,’ I say quietly, convincing my hand to lift and replace his at my neck – not that I’m trying to hide the marks, more trying to free myself of his touch so I can move away from him. He’s not holding me in place. Not physically. Yet when he’s touching me, I find myself incapable of movement. But a microsecond before my hand reaches his to detach it, he jerks away, saving me the trouble.

			He steps back, a slight scowl on his face. ‘A patient?’

			‘He’s old. Senile.’ I find myself rushing to explain, not liking his reaction. There’s no softness anywhere to be found now. ‘Perks of the job,’ I joke, feeling the need to break the tension. He doesn’t laugh, doesn’t even crack a smile. Yikes, he looks furious. ‘I should be going now.’ I thumb over my shoulder blindly.

			Theo flinches, shaking his head mildly. ‘Certainly.’ He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a card, handing it to me. ‘I’ll have a car waiting for you outside. Callum will take you home. This is my card, should you need to contact me.’

			My eyes drop to the black card held lightly between his fingers, with red type in one single line across the middle. His name. And a mobile number. ‘Why would I need to contact you?’ I ask, not bothering to point out that I can’t, because my phone is in a million pieces down an alleyway, and I’m not likely to be able to replace it until I’m paid on Friday. But that’s irrelevant. I should never contact him again. He’s definitely a man who should be avoided.

			He comes forward and slips the card into the top of my bag. ‘Don’t ever walk home alone in the dark again,’ he warns, glancing away for a second. It’s only a second, but his craned neck reveals a sliver of ink peeking up over the collar of his shirt. Black ink, shaded subtly at the edges. I find myself straining to get a better look, silently begging for him to turn his neck farther and reveal more of the art. But he doesn’t, looking back at me instead.

			‘Are you asking me or telling me?’ I say.

			‘I’m telling you. No woman should roam the streets of London at night alone.’

			It’s been a long time since I’ve had anyone to worry about me, to care for my well-being. Well, Jess worries all the time. But it’s different when the worry is from family. The fact that a huge, mean-looking mountain of a man like this is concerned about a perfect stranger like me softens my heart to him. ‘I can take care of myself,’ I say anyway, prompting him to glare at me.

			‘You shouldn’t need to.’

			‘I really do need to,’ I assure him, catching sight of his tattoo again, more undistinguishable shadows and lines. Before I embarrass myself and reach up to pull the collar of his shirt down, I quickly scoot past him, frowning when he quickly moves from my path, putting a good few feet between us.

			‘Why?’ he asks. ‘Why do you really need to?’

			I realize I’ve unintentionally given him another hint of something I didn’t want him to know. Something I don’t want anyone to know. ‘Because I don’t have a huge man like you to spring out of nowhere and save me.’ I flip him a cheeky smile, and his lips quirk through his small frown. He loses so much hardness from his face when he’s amused. It’s riveting.

			He clears his throat, as if he’s just realized that, too, and wants to uphold this iron front. The hardness returns. ‘Don’t walk anywhere alone,’ he reiterates, his intense stare burning away my smile.

			‘Fine,’ I say for the sake of it, taking the door handle and quickly exiting his office, falling against the door and taking a few deep breaths.

			‘Miss Izzy?’ A hand rests on my arm, and I jump a mile into the air with a silly squeak. ‘Oh dear, I didn’t mean to startle you.’ Jefferson’s hand recoils, and his old eyes behind his specs run a quick check over me, frowning. ‘Are you okay?’

			‘Yes,’ I breathe, pushing myself away from the door. ‘I’m sorry.’ I rub the sleeve of my coat, my head beginning to pound, and I smile tightly at Theo’s friendly butler. ‘I’m ready to go home now.’

			‘Callum is waiting for you outside. It was lovely to meet you.’ 

			‘And you, Jefferson.’ I make tracks to the giant doors that will get me out of this pressure box, finding a Mercedes idling under the canopied driveway. Callum, the blond guy who was in the alley with Theo, is holding the door open for me, his face expressionless. I notice for the first time that his eyes are deep brown, warm, but he still seems cold. And inconvenienced. As I approach, he takes a step away from the car, giving me way more space than I need, and I give him a small, nervous smile as I slide into the back, a smile that’s not returned.

			As we drive away, I look over my shoulder through the back window, a bit bewildered by the turn of events that my regular evening has taken. The house is still illuminated, glowing up from the ground, and then it suddenly falls into darkness, disappearing from sight. I turn in my seat, resting back, and close my eyes. I’ve never sensed so much danger in my life. And yet, the most disturbing part is how enthralled I was.

			What’s Theo Kane’s story? Who is he?

		


		
			 

			Chapter 3

			‘What are you doing up?’ I ask Jess as she plods sleepily into the kitchen, rubbing her eyes. It’s eight in the morning. She must have only gotten in from work an hour ago. She plops on to a chair, and I immediately get to making her a coffee.

			‘I had a shower when I got in. I should never have a shower when I get in from the red-eye shift.’ She gratefully accepts the coffee I hand her and takes a hungry sip. ‘Sleep well?’ she asks.

			I don’t mean to hesitate, but the beat of silence doesn’t go unnoticed, and she looks at me questioningly. It was a standard question that’s usually answered in a standard way: so-so. I never sleep particularly well, often restless and constantly telling myself that I’m safe, that he will never find me. But last night was a different kind of restlessness. When I finally made it into bed at nearly midnight, I found it impossible to clear my mind and stop thinking about Theo Kane.

			‘Izzy?’ Jess presses, setting down her mug.

			‘Something really strange happened on the way home.’ I take a seat opposite her, needing to get it all off my chest.

			‘What?’

			‘I was attacked.’

			She coughs and splutters all over the table. ‘Oh my God. Are you okay?’ I can see her immediately start to assess my face and chest. ‘Where? Are you hurt? Who was it?’ Her urgent questions come one after the other, knocking me back a little in my chair. ‘Shit, Izzy, were you taking that fucking shortcut again?’

			I shrug sheepishly, and she lands a furious glare on me. ‘I’m fine,’ I assure her, ignoring the fact that it could have been a very different story had Theo Kane and his entourage not shown up.

			‘Damn it, I’m mad at you. What happened?’ 

			‘Someone intervened.’

			Her mouth snaps shut as I begin to chew on my lip, my hands gripping my mug tighter. ‘Intervened? Like saved you?’

			‘Not just me. There was a woman I stopped to help. She’d been beaten up.’

			‘Oh my God.’

			‘She’s fine. Just a bit battered. I thought whoever was responsible had fled, but when I tried to help her I was attacked. He came out of nowhere.’ I shudder again, dreading to think what could have happened. ‘But he was interrupted by . . . some men.’

			Her eyebrows rise, interested. ‘Plural?’

			I nod. ‘Two of them, but one was . . .’ I pause, thinking how best to word Theo’s status. ‘The boss.’

			‘The boss?’

			I nod again. ‘Important. I don’t know. He was massive. Well, they were both big, but him exceptionally so.’

			Jess leans forward over the table. ‘Massive?’ 

			I’m nodding again.

			‘Massive fat, or massive solid?’ 

			‘Fit,’ I confirm. ‘And very tall.’ 

			‘Handsome?’

			‘Deadly.’ I think I mean that in more ways than one. 

			Her lips purse. ‘And what did he do?’

			‘Took me back to his house.’ 

			Her eyes widen.

			‘Or mansion,’ I add. 

			‘Mansion?’

			‘That was massive, too.’

			She’s concealing a grin now. ‘I wonder what else would be massive.’

			‘Jess!’

			‘I’m just wondering,’ she argues, defensive. ‘Who was he?’

			I get up from the table and rinse out my mug, then place it on the drainer by the sink. ‘I have no idea.’ I reflect a moment, remembering Theo evade that question when I’d wheezily asked it. 

			‘I do,’ Jess says. ‘A rich, hot man with a big house and, potentially, a big cock.’

			My shoulders drop. She’s obsessed with cock, probably because of all the vaginas that are thrust in her face daily. I head to the bathroom to get showered and ready for my shift, and, of course, Jess is in hot pursuit, hungry for more information. ‘What did you do at his house?’ she asks, sitting on the loo as I turn on the shower.

			‘Took care of the girl who was attacked. Twenty-one and a prostitute. Her father died. I think Theo was close to him.’ While feeding Jess’s curiosity, I’m also feeding my own. And I shouldn’t. Curiosity is a dangerous thing, especially when Theo Kane is the subject. I should never have mentioned it at all. Forget about it. That’s what I should do.

			‘Theo? His name’s Theo?’

			‘Theo Kane.’ I strip down and jump in the shower, not in the least bit bothered that Jess is sitting on the toilet watching me, now seemingly wide awake. I can see her mind racing. I inwardly laugh. And she hasn’t even met him. Didn’t see his mansion. Or have a gun offered to her. She has no idea.

			‘Were there—’

			‘No.’ I cut her right off.

			‘You don’t even know what I was going to say,’ she protests.

			I wipe away the condensation and give her a look through the glass. I know damn well what she was going to ask, and the answer will always be no. There were no sparks. There were no looks. There were no electric shocks each and every time he touched me. There was no loss of breath or lustful thoughts. I should never go there. ‘Nothing,’ I reiterate finally.

			‘Well, that’s disappointing.’ She grumbles, losing complete interest in the conversation, which is exactly why I made the wise decision not to feed her intrigue any more. Now I just need to work on starving my own.

			 

			*

			 

			‘Who keeps taking my thermometer?’ I mutter under my breath, rootling through the basket on the trolley. Damn it, how many times do people need to be told?

			‘Here.’ Susan passes me a spare with a knowing look, tapping her watch, a reminder that my shift is almost done, not that I stand much chance of getting out of here for at least another hour. I have handover to do, as well as observations on all the patients. Just one more shift tomorrow, I tell myself, seeing the biggest mojito awaiting my arrival in Vegas.

			I return my attention to my patient. ‘Let’s see how hot you are today, Mable,’ I say cheekily, spiking a wicked cackle from the dear old lady.

			‘Flaming,’ she says on a laugh. ‘Hey, when are you going to Dallas?’

			‘I’m going to Vegas, and I leave on Saturday.’

			‘Oohhh, I bet you’ll be getting yourself some American scrumpet.’

			I laugh as I note her temperature and check her charts. ‘How’s your pain, Mable? On a scale of one to ten.’

			‘Five,’ she answers quickly, making me smile. Always a five. The poor woman took a tumble and broke her hip, and not once has she complained about it. She’s as sharp as a pin at the ripe old age of ninety-two. ‘American men,’ she muses, looking off into the distance, a fond smile on her face. ‘I remember the excitement when a ship full of American sailors docked during the war. Me and the girls put extra lipstick on that night before we danced down to the pub.’

			‘You floozy,’ I tease, wagging a finger at her. ‘And was the extra lippy worth it?’ I dip to release her full catheter bag.

			She chucks me a devilish smirk. ‘I was quite a catch, you know. When I was a girl and my bosoms weren’t tickling my knees.’ She gives the catheter bag in my hand a quick look of disdain, and I feel immediately guilty for reminding her that she’s no longer a young woman. Now she’s an old lady with memories of a time gone by. ‘But then I met my Ronald. Ooh, that man did things to me that no other man ever had.’

			‘Like what?’ I ask, fascinated by the twinkle in her eye and the sudden rouge of her cheeks.

			‘Like give me butterflies in my tummy and too many heart-stopping moments for me to remember.’ She sighs, sinking into her pillow. ‘He looked at me like a man should look at a woman.’ 

			‘How’s that?’ I smile as I straighten her sheets with my spare hand.

			‘Like he was struggling to keep his hands off me. Like he wanted to ravish me from top to toe.’ She pats my hand with a chuckle. ‘One day, my love. You’ll meet him one day.’

			I frown. ‘Who, Ronald?’

			She laughs loudly, wincing a teeny bit from her sudden movement, though she doesn’t yelp or curse. Just settles back down without a fuss. ‘No, silly girl. Ronald went to play in God’s green garden seven years ago. I mean your life changer.’

			‘My life changer?’

			‘The man who will flip your world up on its head and you won’t care one iota.’ She laughs. ‘Just you wait. A pretty thing like you won’t be on the shelf for long.’

			‘Who said I’m on the shelf?’ I ask, maybe a little delayed, but still. I’ve had interest, just no time or desire. And no world flipping, as she calls it.

			‘Oh, my love.’ She looks embarrassed for a moment. ‘Forgive me, but if there’s a long-term man in your life, then I’m afraid you might be wasting your time on him. There’s no twinkle in your eye.’ She pats my cheek.

			‘There is no long-term man,’ I admit. ‘No man, in fact.’ 

			‘So you are on the shelf.’

			‘You make it sound like I’m there to be taken by whoever comes along and likes the look of me.’

			‘That’s the long and short of it,’ Mable says frankly with a shrug. ‘If a man wants you badly enough, he’ll take you.’

			‘What if I don’t want to be taken by him?’

			She smiles, like she’s privy to something that I’m not. ‘I think Dot needs some help.’ She nods across the way, and I see Dot struggling to sit up in her bed, grabbing the table to help, but it rolls away.

			‘Wait there, Dot,’ I call, gathering up my things. ‘You’re not a gymnast. See you later, Mable.’ I head across the bay.

			‘I need a piss,’ Dot snaps curtly.

			‘Then I’ll have someone bring you the commode, okay?’ 

			‘Make it quick.’

			‘Yes, ma’am,’ I quip under my breath, getting her comfy before making my way to the nurses’ station. I grab a health-care assistant on my way and ask her nicely to help Dot and empty Mable’s bag of pee, before racing through the rest of my section, checking everyone’s obs before I hand over.

			I feel utterly wiped out by the time I’m done. After giving the next duty nurse the rundown, I grab my coat and swing it over my shoulders before scooping up my bag and waving my goodbyes.

			As I pass Mable’s bed, she wolf-whistles, making me grin and twirl midstride. ‘Why, thank you.’ I laugh, spotting one of my patients struggling to sit up in bed. ‘Hey, Deirdre, what are you up to?’ I hurry over to her.

			‘My damn back is aching. It’s these pillows. They’re too soft.’ 

			‘Then let me fix that for you.’ I spend a few moments plumping her pillows and wedging a rolled-up blanket behind them to make her more comfortable. ‘Try that,’ I say, easing her back down to the bed. ‘Better?’

			‘Oh, yes, much.’ Deirdre sighs and squeezes my hand. ‘You’re an angel, Izzy.’

			I return her gesture before placing her hand back on the bed. ‘You need anything else before I go?’

			‘A new body.’

			I smile, though it’s sad. ‘You sleep well tonight, okay? And I’ll see you tomorrow.’

			‘Okay, dear. Have a good evening.’

			I tuck her in and wander away, looking over my shoulder and smiling in satisfaction when I see her snoozing comfortably. She’ll rest easy now. And I
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