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HEARTBEAT

Rich woke that morning to an empty bed.

Sunlight streamed through the window to slant past the gap where Parker should be. The space beside him was cold to the touch. There was nobody to smile at him—no humming in the shower, no kettle hissing downstairs. There was only stillness. Rich’s fingers curled into his empty palm.

The silence was as loud as a shout; Parker’s absence was as obvious as his presence. Rich was struck by the sudden certainty that something was badly wrong.

“Parker?” It came out a croak.

Nothing.

Rich licked his dry lips and raised his voice. “Parker?”

Still nothing.

A chill shivered through him. Parker liked to cuddle with him in bed in the mornings. Rich usually woke to him freshly showered and sneaking back into bed. Parker would never just disappear while Rich slept. There were no good reasons for Parker to be missing. And one extremely bad reason.

Sinclair.

Parker’s ex. The man who was obsessed with getting him back. The man who had hit Parker in the face yesterday in front of Rich. The man who was staying just a few miles away and knew exactly where they lived.

Fear overcame Rich then and all attempts to reason with himself fizzed out into static. He flung back the covers, pulled on his dressing gown and shoved his feet into his slippers—the air had an arctic bite and he could practically hear the crunch of the ice outside. He lived in the middle of a winter wilderness; his little farmhouse was an island in a sea of frozen fields.

“Parker?” Rich searched the farmhouse in an increasing panic. The spare bed lay untouched, the covers still smooth. The shower was empty. Downstairs the hearth had gone dead, with nobody in the armchairs pulled up around it. The kitchen stood silent where Parker liked to cook. The kettle was cold, the stove was cold, nobody had been down here since last night. Rich even checked the cupboards, though he couldn’t imagine why six-foot Parker would ever squeeze into them. If Parker would even fit.

Nothing. The entire house was empty.

On the bright side, at least Rich hadn’t come across any bloodstains. No broken glass, no dented cabinets, no body. So at least Sinclair hadn’t murdered Parker in the night. Or maybe Sinclair had just killed him somewhere else. Rich could picture it now: Sinclair luring him outside, killing him and dumping his body over a cliff, to be picked up by the waves and smashed repeatedly against the rocks... Rich’s stomach wrenched and he kicked himself for even thinking about that. It was pure paranoia on his part. There was no reason to think that Sinclair had been here.

Then Rich stopped dead. Parker’s outdoor gear was missing—his coat, his scarf, his boots. They left gaps in Rich’s hall that shocked him, like missing teeth. It hurt to look at them.

Rich stared at the gaps between his shoes, feeling extremely cold. It was becoming more obvious to him with each passing moment what had happened.

No. Maybe Parker had just gone out for a walk. Rich pulled on his own coat and boots, in too much of a hurry to wait for his scarf and gloves, and trudged out into the crisp air.

The day had dawned clear, the sky a pale arc overhead, still flushed with sunrise. Frost glittered everywhere; the earth crunched underfoot as ice particles slid and ground.

The car was still parked outside, the hood cold to the touch. Rich turned up the collar of his coat and spent ten minutes searching a few favourite spots outside—the footpath that ran toward the sea, the forest trail that wended its way between towering trees—to no avail. He still clung to hope, but as the minutes passed with no sign of Parker, eventually even Rich had to admit the obvious.

Parker had left. 

For good.

#

Back inside, Rich subsided into an armchair, pressing his hands hard against his face to hold back the rising panic. But the agitation fizzed up inside him and he had to get up again and start to pace. The farmhouse was too tiny to pace properly; every few steps he hit a wall. He clutched his hair, trying to think. 

So many times Parker had begged him to run and every time Rich had persuaded him not to. We have to get out of here, Parker had said. Right now. Sinclair will kill us. But Rich had ignored him. And now Parker had fled without him.

Rich realised now why Parker had been so tender last night in bed, so intent on memorising him. Parker had wanted to watch every moment. Obviously Parker had known that this would be the last time.

If Rich hadn’t already figured out that he was in love with Parker, he would have realised from the yawning chasm of panic that opened up beneath him. It was a huge feeling, like his entire life might collapse into the hole. Rich had been hoping to spend their whole lives together; the thought of losing Parker so soon terrified him. All those years and decades they could have had together, gone overnight, a slate wiped clean.

At first Rich could only think of getting Parker to come back home where he belonged. Then Rich stopped himself. Parker genuinely thought his life was in danger here; Rich had no right to ask him to live in fear. If Rich wanted to stay with Parker, Rich had to be prepared to run with him.

Though this was the only home Rich had ever known—the farmhouse that had belonged to his parents, the town he had grown up in, the untouched wilderness he loved—it wasn’t even a decision. Rich would give it all up in a heartbeat to stay with Parker.

Rich calmed down now that he knew what to do. He began thinking about the practicalities. The car was still here, so Parker must have left on foot, like when Parker had first arrived here in the dead of that winter night. It was eight miles to the nearest town, a couple of hours even for a fit man, so Rich should be able to hop in the car and catch up with him. Then Rich could apologise for not understanding his fear, his need to escape. Persuade him that they could run together.

Rich took thirty seconds to pack a few essentials—cash, wallet, phone. Would he need his passport? Were they fleeing the country? He tossed his passport into his bag just in case and swung it over his shoulder as he stepped out into daylight. He slammed the front door behind him, locked it, dropped the keys in his pocket and crossed the crunch of the frozen ground to get into the car with his whole focus turned entirely on Parker.

His grip tightened on the wheel as the Land Rover bounced along the rutted track down into the town for what might be the last time. Icy scenery flashed past. Hedges raked sharp fingers along the paintwork, fields lay barren, dark copses asleep for winter. Far in the distance came the glitter of the sea. The sunlight caught the windscreen and turned it momentarily opaque.

Rich tapped his fingers against the wheel, still trying to think. He still had family here, he could get his cousins to rent the house out for him. Phone up and cancel everything he wouldn’t be needing any more. Maybe he would have to swap the Land Rover for something more anonymous once they got away... He was trying to think clearly but his heart beat so hard, it said Parker, Parker, Parker. Rich just needed him so badly right now. The force of this draw was unbelievable, it was a physical pull.

When he bounced over a rise, relief hit him so hard it squeezed his chest. Parker was trudging by the side of the road, head down, hands in pockets. Parker looked up at the sound of the engine. The wind raked its fingers through his ruffled fair hair; he shielded his eyes with one hand, the dark blue of his eyes matching his scarf. The bruise had darkened on his face where Sinclair had hit him yesterday. He seemed very calm.

Rich burst out the second he got out of the car. “I’m coming with you.”

“Into town?” Parker’s brow furrowed.

“Anywhere. I don’t care. I need you.” All the words he wanted to say piled up and tripped over each other. “You shouldn’t have sneaked out in the night. You should have woken me. I would have come with you.”

“I didn’t sneak out in the night,” said Parker. “It was dawn. And I didn’t want to upset you.”

“Upset me!” Rich laughed and it sounded bleak. “I thought you were gone and I’d never see you again. I thought Sinclair murdered you and dumped your body!”

“He didn’t.” Parker said that as if it should have been obvious.

Rich raised his voice for emphasis. “I’m coming with you.”

That seemed to alarm Parker. “No! No, you can’t. I don’t want you to see this.”

See what? “You don’t want me to come with you?” Rich was stricken.

“I want you to stay where it’s safe!”

“I don’t care about that!” Rich nearly shouted. “I’m in love with you!”

The silence iced over. They stared at each other across the expanse of frozen ground.

Rich had never dared say it before, but it was so true he could barely get it out. “Parker, I love you. I think you’re amazing. I think you’re so brave, you’re so strong. Everything Sinclair told you was a lie. He said it just to hurt you. Because he’s scared of you. He’s scared that you’re ten times the man he ever was—a hundred, a thousand. I’d never hurt you like he did. I’d keep you forever, I’d never let you go. And if you need to leave, I’m coming with you. We can skip the country, I don’t care. As long as we’re together.”

Parker just stared at him. He looked so stunned, as if he had never imagined anyone would say that to him. Finally he managed, “I’m not skipping the country.”

Oh.

Right.

Parker was going back to Sinclair. 

Sinclair had been extremely clear on the subject. He expected Parker to come home with him to London. If Parker disobeyed him, his wrath would be great. Parker clearly thought that this was the only way to survive.

Rich’s dreams of a life on the run with Parker crisped and burned like paper. He had to swallow hard before he could speak. “You don’t have to do this. We can run, we can go anywhere.”

“You were right before. There’s no point running. He’ll just find me again.”

“You can’t do this.” Rich’s voice cracked.

“I’m doing this for you. So he won’t hurt you. I can’t—I can’t live with that. The things he’d do to you just because you’re mine. Just because I l... I lo...” Parker couldn’t get out the word. “I can’t let this happen. Not to you.” He looked down at the toes of his boots. “I’m sorry. I knew you wouldn’t want this. That’s why I sneaked out. I didn’t want you to be sad.”

“He’ll kill you!”

Parker’s jaw set. He captured Rich in a kiss, hands cupping his face. “You protected me once,” Parker whispered against his mouth. “You took me in when I was hurt, when I
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