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            She’s only a friend. Then why does he risk his rugby career for her?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        SCOTTIE

        Ava’s my teammate’s girlfriend and off limits. All I’m supposed to be is her friend. But every Tuesday in that cinema, I fall harder for a woman I can’t have. I’d burn my career to keep her safe. What I can’t do is tell Ava that I’m falling for her, because it would destroy our friendship – and my team.

      

      

      

      
        
        AVA

        I’m a professional dancer trapped in a toxic relationship. Scottie doesn’t ask questions. He shows up. When shit finally hits the fan, he gets me out, drives me to the Highlands, and opens the door to a family that treats me as their own. The problem? I’m falling for my friend. And if I cross that line, I’ll lose the only person who has ever made me feel safe.
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        Sacked by Surprise is written in British English (‘recognise’ instead of ‘recognize’). It also includes Scottish turns of phrase. (see glossary at the end).

      

      

      
        
        Be aware: this book contains several explicit open-door sex scenes and a good amount of profanity. Reader discretion is advised.

      

      

      
        
        It also touches on topics that could be triggering for some readers, including a narrative arc of domestic abuse and coercive control (toxic relationship dynamics, gaslighting, slurs, emotional manipulation). The story depicts physical intimidation, and a scene of protective violence (not between the main couple). Other elements include a short childhood history of witnessing domestic violence, alcoholism, and an accident causing paralysis in the backstory.

      

      

      
        
        Your mental health matters. <3

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For those who are healing, those who are hurting, and those we remember.
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      People don’t ask if you’re okay when you’re big enough to carry the world, so you have to find a place where nobody needs you to carry a damn thing.

      If you need a break, that is.

      The old seat in the rear row of The Wallace Picture House wasn’t built for a man my size who puts in a shift on the rugby pitch for a living. Eighteen stone and six-foot-four of centre do not fold well.

      But it’s where I hide.

      The lights go down. Another Tuesday, and I’m wedged into the row for the late afternoon screening. Knees angled out, shoulders tucked in. The red velvet seat groans when I settle, as if it’s surprised I’ve picked it. But I always do. Same chair each week, where I won’t block anyone’s view, nobody acknowledges I’m here and vice versa. Peace and quiet.

      This small indie cinema in Stirling is over a hundred years old and a bit shabby. The carpet’s worn thin in the aisles, a muddy red that’s given up pretending it was ever clean. It’s dead quiet here on Tuesdays. Each week, I pull my hood up, buy my old-fashioned paper ticket without conversation, nod thanks, and head straight in.

      The screen fills with fake snow and a woman in a red jumper about to discover the true meaning of Christmas in a small town in Maine or Massachusetts that looks like it was designed for a biscuit tin. First Christmas romance of the season. They’re running them once a week from mid-November to mid-December. I like the predictability. Bit ridiculous, but also comforting, if you don’t think too hard about it.

      I come here on Tuesdays because training finishes earlier and nobody watches me like I’m about to be put to work. Nobody expects me to run head-first into a wall of meat to gain two inches of grass. If the guy in row F spills his Fanta, it’s not my job to charge and put my face in the way of the fallout. In this cinema, it’s like I’m not even here.

      Which is the whole fucking point.

      The film rolls on and my head does what it always does in the dark – it wanders. Simply happens when there’s no one to buffer for.

      Up in Oban when I was a wee boy, I’d often go for long walks or to the pictures when the haar rolled in from Mull. I left the house when my dad had finished a bottle – to cover the menacing pressure at home with fake explosions. I learned how the silence tightened before the snap. The difference between a night I could ride out and a night I couldn’t.

      After Dad’s stroke, I learned to read his face when words wouldn’t come. Then my wee brother fell off McCaig’s Tower, and suddenly two people needed extra support. You don’t ask for things when everyone else needs more than you do. No, you work out pretty quickly to be useful.

      Up there on the screen, the woman in the red jumper laughs at something the bloke’s said. Simple problems with tidy endings. I exhale slowly and let my spine settle against the upholstery. Nobody here needs me.

      Thank fuck.

      I shift. Last Saturday’s Edinburgh ruck still lives in my trapezius. Took a knee to the spine in the second half and kept playing. The forwards nicked the line-out, Brodie took Man of the Match, Finn got the photograph with his pink hair catching the floodlights. I got a bag of ice. Standard distribution.

      I’m not bitter about it. Brodie’s a brilliant fly-half, a once-in-a-generation talent. Finn is my flatmate and the best flanker in Scotland. I’m the one who makes the space for them to shine. Every single time. Clear the bodies, spit out blood, and watch somebody else take the bow. And the worst part? I’m proud of it. I do the hard yards so others can take the glory. That’s the deal I made with the world. No fuss. Coaches trust me because I don’t require crisis management. Teammates lean on me because I’ll hold steady.

      The contract’s shite, though. I signed it for three years because the Stirling Rebels were the only ones writing cheques big enough to build my brother’s ramp and get my mum’s roof fixed. I was knocking on the door for Scotland last season. But I sold my soul to a start-up franchise in Duncraig because I needed the cash upfront. The bills don’t stop simply because I’d like to gamble on becoming a national rugby asset.

      Off the pitch, it’s the same. The one people ring when they need something sorted? Me. It’s who I am.

      I spot her halfway through the film.

      Four rows ahead on the other side of the sloped aisle. A woman shifts in her place. Her shoulders are trembling. She sits alone, and I don’t mean to stare. But the angle’s there, the cinema’s as good as empty, and the way she’s holding herself hooks my attention.

      She’s small. Red scarf around her long neck, narrow shoulders. Light brown hair pulled back in a bun tight enough to look painful. Posture like a drawn bowstring. Then swipes beneath her eye with one knuckle. She’s crying, but you’d miss it if you weren’t paying attention.

      Her phone lights up against her knee. Once. Then again, a few moments later. She doesn’t check it. Her gaze stays on the big screen. But she’s not watching the movie. I can tell from the way her head doesn’t track the action.

      Weird thing is: She seems oddly familiar. It takes a second to place it, because it’s dark and the context’s all wrong. But then it clicks.

      Nevin’s girlfriend.

      He mentioned meeting a ballet dancer at a spring wedding or something. I wasn’t really paying attention. On and off the pitch, Nevin behaves like the male lead in a film he doesn’t realise nobody else is watching, so I mostly tune him out.

      I’ve seen her at one or two matches. Always off to the side, never in the centre. What’s her name again? And what’s she doing here by herself?

      I force my gaze strictly forward and tell myself three rules: don’t look, don’t see, don’t care. I break all three in the time it takes to blink. Because since the second I saw her shaking in the dark, my defensive line has had a leak in it.

      Despite being hidden in the back, I sink down further in my jacket. I didn’t come here to be a comforter or a witness. I came here to have my peace for ninety minutes. It’s none of my business, anyway. Whatever she’s dealing with is private. Maybe her gran or her dog died – who knows? She’s here to be alone with it. Same as I am. To sit in the dark where nobody pries. I’m not about to be the arsehole who ruins that for her.

      Still, I clock the restraint. How she’s keeping herself together with discipline. Which means I’m not watching the film any more than she is.

      Where’s Nevin?

      When the credits roll, I wait like I always do. Let the room empty first to reduce the chances of blocking the aisle or bumping into anyone, having to make small talk about the weather or a match. But while I wait for everyone to scarper, I’m also watching her.

      She hasn’t moved. Still upright and composed. The trembling stopped, though, or she’s buried it deeper. Hard to tell from here.

      Fuck’s sake. That’s Nevin’s ball to tidy up, not mine.

      Except Nevin’s not here and she is, and the whole thing is a grit in the gears that makes my heart stall.

      The last couple near the front get up. They leave through the double doors, and the cinema goes quiet except for the music still trickling through the speakers.

      Standing with a spine straight as a ruler, she smooths her coat, adjusts the strap of her bag across her body, turns, and starts up the aisle.

      She’s even shorter than I thought. Barely reaches my shoulder, probably. Moves with careful economy, one foot placed more cautiously than the other. She’s only ten feet away now, about to vanish through the door.

      Then she tilts her face toward me, and our eyes meet.

      She clocks me and stops. Total freeze. She knows who I am, or at least that I could know who she is.

      Great. Now I have to deal with the fallout of being seen. The ‘Oh, hi’ and the awkward chat.

      A fraction of a second where the air between us goes combustible. The breath I was taking gets stuck. It’s absurd. I’ve faced down rows of 130-kilo props sprinting at my chest and kept my cool.

      She scans me in a quick pass and grasps, somehow, that I have no intention of adding to whatever the hell her problem is.

      Then she lifts a single trembling finger to her lips. Her eyes hold mine, wide and greyish blue and full of something I can’t name. Fear, maybe. Or trust. Or both.

      Don’t tell anyone. Please.

      Not a gesture someone would make after their dog crossed the rainbow bridge. No, she’s asking for silence, trusting me to hold a door shut without knowing what’s behind it. Something is not right with her.

      And, that means it’s not even a choice – I see the gap, and I fill it.

      I don’t need to know who hurt her. I need to be the wall they can’t get through. I’ve been one my whole life.

      I give her a single nod. It’s the way I dig in my boots and anchor my weight when I’m hitting a ruck. You’re safe. It’s an easy, familiar promise.

      She drops her hand and disappears through the door.

      I remain sitting, staring at the blank screen. What the fuck just happened?
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      If you can keep a still face while your feet bleed inside pointe shoes, you can hold your tongue when a man yells in your ear. It uses the same emotional muscle.

      Not any man, though.

      My boyfriend.

      A tremor starts in my left hand. I clench my fingers and press my nails hard into my palm. The sensation grounds me. Pain, when you can choose it, is a relief.

      Up on the screen, a woman in a red jumper twirls in fake snow.

      No more twirls for me. At least not for the next few weeks.

      My arch pulses beneath the zinc oxide tape, a persistent ache that started halfway through company class this morning. I pushed through, of course. For professional dancers, pain doesn’t mean stop. It means suck it up.

      We are illusionists. We turn agony into art. The trick is to keep your face blank and let your body scream quietly.

      Turns out that skill transfers.

      My phone lights up on my thigh. I ignore it, but I know it’s Nevin. He thinks I’m wrapping up at the Tramway in Glasgow. He expects me to be in the studio and then on the M80 home to Stirling. Not here, slumped in the dark, watching some tooth-rottingly sweet romcom all by myself.

      My heart does a double-beat, a distinct thud-thud.

      I haven’t told him about today’s injury yet. As soon as I tell him, he’ll hijack it to smother me. He is going to treat me like an incapable child so he can inflate his own sense of power.

      By lunchtime, I had to stop ignoring that something was wrong with my arch.

      And then I was sitting in the Green Room at the Tramway, my foot propped up on a chair and a compression wrap numbing my arch, when our head of Performance Medicine pulled up Dr Menzies’ report on her tablet. Only one and a half hours after I had been whisked to the Nuffield hospital for the MRI.

      Posterior tibial tendon strain.

      ‘You can walk, that’s fine,’ she said. ‘But no dancing for a wee while. I’m sorry, Ava. I know it’s a nightmare.’

      Understatement of the millennium. Four to six weeks of physio and rest. The tissue is under constant stress in every landing, every plié, every relevé – every single thing that makes what I love possible.

      Yesterday, I was Marzipan, one of the Mirlitons in The Nutcracker. First Artist. Named in the programme. A visible role I had fought for. Now they’ll bring in the first cover. Someone younger, whose tendons don’t strain and complain.

      Twenty-four years old. In professional ballet terms, my window to prove I’m more than corps material is closing. Scottish Ballet is full of nineteen-year-olds with elastic bodies and endless potential. One week out feels survivable. Maybe two. But six? That’s enough time to become a memory. A name crossed off the daily cast list on the board, replaced by someone with more facility.

      I’ve danced since I was four. Twenty years of missed birthday parties, weekends, boyfriends who couldn’t deal with the schedule. Every choice bent toward this career, this company, this life.

      I want the Sugar Plum Fairy. The Snow Queen. I want the spotlight that makes everything I’ve given up make sense. It’s my turn to get a principal role.

      My phone hums again. Longer this time.

      Not a text, a call.

      My thumb moves on its own, declines it, and switches it off. The blue light dies. He’ll ask why I didn’t answer. I told him a thousand times that phones must be in silent mode during classes and workshops. He never listens anymore.

      But he used to.

      I met Nevin seven months ago in April at my best friend Laurel’s cousin’s wedding in Edinburgh. He knew everyone, made the aunties laugh, kept my glass topped up without asking.

      At some point during the reception, he leaned close and muttered, ‘Mum keeps asking when I’m returning to medicine. As if rugby’s a gap year or a stupid delusion.’

      It was the only time he lost that cute, boyish grin that day.

      I squeezed his arm without thinking. It seemed vulnerable, sharing that. Like he chose me to trust me with something real.

      That was the Nevin I thought I was getting. The one who admitted he was bruised somewhere too.

      After the party, he drove me home – even though it was over an hour out of his way – and texted first thing the next morning.

      By September, I had given up my room in Laurel’s flat in Pollokshields and folded my life into Nevin’s place in King’s Park. From Glasgow to Stirling, all in the name of whirlwind love. I’m commuting now. Forty minutes each way if the motorway is clear. Nevin said it made sense to live together, since we don’t have much time outwith rugby and dancing. He reminded me that he wanted us to have more time together. Wasn’t that why I had moved in?

      What he didn’t say: I would be further from the other dancers. Further from anyone who might ask why I had stopped meeting them for coffee.

      That I would be lonely. Isolated.

      Laurel’s in Hong Kong, the flat is sublet, and I’m officially out of escape routes. I’ve never lived on my own, and I don’t know anyone in Stirling except Nevin.

      The film’s score swells over a romantic montage, strings, and synthetic hope. I wish I could bottle it and take it home to drown out my actual life.

      The screaming started about three weeks ago. And the first time he raised his voice, I raised mine to match. Stupid. So bloody stupid. I told him that shouting wasn’t going to make me agree with him, and for about three seconds, I thought I had cracked it. Nevin glitched and went quiet. He looked at me as if I had grown a second head. Then his face shifted into a furious shape I didn’t recognise, and the silence that followed was worse than any yelling.

      He didn’t speak to me for three full days. Not a word. As if I didn’t even exist.

      The next time he shouted, I stayed still.

      And still.

      And still.

      He is under a lot of pressure. Rugby is tough. Especially in a new team where everyone has to prove themselves. And it’s fine. I can take it. You won’t last five minutes in ballet if you can’t handle someone shouting at you.

      Nevin’s anger has a rhythm. You have to wait for the downbeat. I learned the choreography until the edges of me eroded smooth enough to slide past his temper without catching. Mostly. Dancer’s discipline, repurposed. I move quietly, hold my breath, and wait for the storm to pass.

      I need these ninety minutes here today to process the injury. To calibrate before I re-enter the shitty production that is my life.

      Could I call someone? Not really. Dad is offshore rotation. Mum is in Ireland with her boyfriend Derek. And at twenty-four, I’m expected to stand on my own two feet.

      Second position. Feet apart. Stable. Haha.

      Shame I’m currently one tendon snap away from falling on my arse for good.

      The jitter spreads to my shoulder. I keep my hands folded in my lap, fingers laced. The position they teach you for the curtain call when you’re not the one taking the bow.

      The wet comes first. Then the heat behind my eyes. I press my knuckles to cheek, breathe through my nose. Count the inhale. Four counts in, hold for four, release for four.

      It doesn’t work. My body knows I’m lying.

      My chest jerks once. Salt tracks down my face, and the screen blurs.

      Eventually, the credits roll. The music signals the end of my ninety-minute ceasefire with reality. I pocket my phone and wipe my face.

      As I push to my feet, my right protests with a sharp complaint from the injury that holds my career hostage. I distribute my weight, favouring the left side. Left foot firm, right foot light. Towards the exit doors. Towards the car, the drive home, the questions. The inevitable yelling.

      The rear row comes into view. Someone still sits there, alone in the shadows.

      A mountain of a man squashed into a seat that’s far too small for him. Arms that belong on someone who should be throwing cabers at a Highland Games. The low light catches the red in his hair and his beard. He is enormous. Doorframe-dwarfing enormous. But his shoulders curve inward, knees angled out, elbows tucked. All that mass, apologising for itself.

      My brain files the observation and keeps walking. But my heartbeat has other ideas. It trips once, and I pretend not to notice.

      He stares straight at me, and my breath snags.

      Shit.

      I know him. That’s Nevin’s teammate. One of the Stirling Rebels. I’ve seen him at the matches, always on the periphery. Never loud. What’s his name again? Something with an S…Struan? Sean?

      There’s no escape. He holds my gaze with a puzzled look. As if he knows he has seen me somewhere but can’t remember where. Does he recognise me?

      He could have witnessed everything. The whole miserable breakdown. Icy panic pricks my skin. He is a Rebel. He has Nevin’s number in his phone.

      Oh God. No. God, no.

      One text from him – Saw your missus at the flicks, pal, looking a state – and the interrogation awaiting me at home upgrades from ‘Level 1: Suspicion’ to ‘Level 4: Inquisition’.

      And I won’t survive Level 4 tonight.

      I don’t speak or smile as I walk in his direction. I straighten my spine. He is watching me, but he isn’t leering.

      My finger lifts to my lips. It’s not a beg, more a conspiratorial signal between two people who are both currently pretending to be invisible.

      I saw nothing. You saw nothing.

      His expression shifts – a look that says he understands what wasn’t said – and he gives a single, slow nod.

      My lungs unlock with one shaky exhale as I limp through the doors. I don’t know his name, but I know this: he let me keep a secret. He built a wall between me and the world without saying a word.

      The wind carries the bite of frost settling on Stirling’s rooftops, and the car park is a sea of slick, black tarmac under the orange glare of the lamps. My dad’s discarded Volvo waits under a sputtering light. The key scrapes in the lock, and I slump into the driver’s seat. My fingers find the ignition, and the engine turns over with a protesting cough. I slip into first but keep my foot on the brake. The tendon screams at the pressure, a line of agony shooting up my shin.

      I fumble the phone from my coat pocket and switch the ringer on.

      The screen explodes in a cascade of green bubbles. Nineteen questions, demands, accusations. Each one more erratic than the last. My thumb scrolls, a mechanical, numb movement through the escalating anger.

      Then the final one. Sent three minutes ago:

      
        
          
            
              
        I know you’re not at the studio
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      I’m way too early, which makes no sense because I never am. Not least because timing’s everything in rugby. Screen three at The Wallace is three-quarters empty, the usual sparse Tuesday ‘crowd’. I’ve squeezed myself into my spot in the rear.

      Another Christmas romance. Just like last week.

      Bring it on. Cover me in icing sugar.

      My head’s still stuck in the session from this morning. Brodie barked orders at the forwards. Finn chirped back with some shite about Brodie’s agent slash secret girlfriend Charlie, and the whole pack melted. I’d laughed too, said nothing, and held the tackle bags solid.

      My focus keeps drifting to the entrance of the cinema, then snapping back.

      I shift. My shoulder still clicks from the maul reps today. I hit the dirt nine times, knees ploughing grooves in the peat. When they score, nobody asks who softened the line.

      Neither do I. It’s simply who I am. I live and breathe rugby.

      I’d been on the pathway since I was fourteen, rucking in the sleet for the local club back in Oban. Seventeen, scouted by the District. Three years in the Academy living on beans and hope and graft. Then the first pro contract. The breakout season where the national selectors finally started paying attention. Now I’m overlooked and locked in for a bit less than three years. That one still bites. Even though it was the right call at the time.

      I check the time on my phone and realise I’ve already done it twice.

      A Visit Scotland ad flickers on. One of those drone shots that makes the sea look like hammered silver. The camera pans up the hillside until it clears the ridge and reveals the grey crown of McCaig’s Tower.

      My insides seize.

      The memory drops in uninvited. A summer evening ten years ago. David scrambling up the stone behind me, nine years old and ninety per cent mouth. I’d gone first. Tested the footholds. Called down that it was solid. That’s what big brothers do. They go first. ‘Get up here, Dave!’

      He hauled himself up beside me, panting, grinning wide enough to crack his face open. A ferry horn groaned from the Mull crossing.

      David jabbed my ribs with a bony elbow. ‘When I’m older, I’m buying a trawler. You can work on it.’

      ‘Doing what?’

      ‘Bait.’

      ‘Ya wee shite.’ I cuffed the back of his head. We sat there with our legs dangling.

      Not even an hour later we were at the hospital, and David would never dangle his legs again. Because he followed me. I will the memory down. The advert’s long over. The guilt isn’t.

      When the Rebels waved a sign-on bonus, I didn’t look at the weekly wage or the four-year clause. I took the money and gave up my potential international career for a lump sum. For Mum and David. Now I’m the best defensive centre in the URC, playing on a basement contract while my mother’s mortgage eats half my take-home.

      The double doors creak open, letting in a sliver of the foyer’s bright glare. A petite silhouette moves in the light, and the rest of the room blurs. The red scarf, the tight bun, the posture. Light wrapped around steel, or maybe the other way round.

      Nevin’s girl. Same magnetic presence as last week, logged by my body before my head even catches up. My pulse thumps once, hard, in the hollow of my throat.

      She pauses in the aisle and scans the seats. Then she turns – and finds me.

      My hands stay on the armrests. No wave, nothing that might admit I’ve seen her. She clearly doesn’t want anyone to know that she’s doing whatever she’s doing here.

      A smile flickers across her face. Small and shy, gone almost before it lands. The undertow of it drags at my chest. I file it under ‘not tonight’ and offer a curt nod, but that’s that. I know how to respect a woman’s space.

      But then she climbs the slope towards me. Slowly, with precise movements. Pure class, even in leggings and trainers.

      ‘Hi. Again. Is this taken?’ Her voice sounds husky and soft, but the question mark curls upward as if she’s genuinely unsure.

      Which is utter bullshit, considering we’re two of maybe fifteen people in here.

      For half a second, I take her in properly. She’s got that ‘girl next door’ vibe that’s stunning without trying too hard. No makeup, just freckles and a really pretty face. And those piercing eyes… They’ve got that same glint as the sea glass I used to find on the beach. The comparison sits wrong. Sea glass is cold. Her eyes aren’t. They’re lit from beneath.

      I scan the empty rows stretching in every direction. ‘Better grab it quick before the rush. Proper heaving in here.’

      She lets out a laugh that’s more grunt than giggle, and the sound catches me off guard.

      ‘Thanks.’ She slides her coat off her shoulders and folds it into a neat rectangle, drapes it over mine on the seat between us, and sits down, leaving a careful gap.

      Far enough to pretend she didn’t choose this specific patch of darkness when the whole place lies vacant.

      But she did.

      The fact settles beneath my sternum. Last week was chance. Coincidence. Two strangers who prefer alone time. Tonight is different. Tonight is her scanning rows of empty seats and walking up to the stranger at the back on purpose.

      Why?

      Maybe she’s another stray looking to gnaw on her own bone in the same corner. Alone in company.

      Fine by me.

      I plant my stare ahead and neither of us speaks. The quiet sits easy between us, and I let it. We both do, for a while.

      ‘Thanks for last week, by the way.’ She keeps her eyes on the film, profile half-lit by the flicker.

      Her words don’t ask for anything, but they change how I’m sitting. ‘That’s awright. Nothing to thank me for.’ I’m not even sure why she thinks she needs to say thanks.

      She turns and those blue-grey eyes find mine. ‘Still. I appreciated it. I needed a moment for me. You’re on Nevin’s team and…’ She trails off.

      ‘Your business is your business.’ I fold my arms across my chest and clear my throat to ease the tightness. ‘You do you.’

      The tension in her shoulders loosens. Noticing when people are holding on by a thread is my primary skill. She’s tense underneath that poise, a strain I definitely won’t ask her about.

      A moment passes. ‘Do you mind me sitting here? I hope it’s okay.’

      I cut a look across. She’s after permission for something that doesn’t require any. I dig around inside for objection or resistance and find nothing.

      ‘Course not. This is a public space.’ My mouth tugs upward. I can’t help it. ‘You’re so tiny compared to me, it’s like you’re barely even here.’

      There. That snort again.

      A laugh like that?

      Adorable.

      I shove the word into the dark silt of my gut where it can’t cause trouble.

      Except it’s already causing trouble. She’s Nevin’s. That fact should function as a brick wall. Concrete, steel fence, razor wire. I crack my knuckles and pretend the inch of air between our armrests isn’t charged. Mum raised me better than this. And the Rebels need me focused, not distracted.

      Plus, a stunning woman like that? She’d never look twice at a bloke built for utility and nothing else.

      ‘I bet for someone of your stature, eighty per cent of the world seems tiny,’ she says after a minute. ‘Must feel like you’re in Lilliput all the time.’

      Now I’m the one laughing. It comes out before I’ve decided to allow it. That never happens with people I’ve just met. Christ, I can’t even remember the last time someone got a genuine laugh out of me. Finn makes me grin. Brodie gets a jovial grunt. But this – this full-chested, unplanned bark? She found a part of me I thought I’d bricked over. Took her all of five minutes.

      Our laughter fades, and the air between the seats snaps tight as we look at each other. A tingle hits my chest and knocks the breath out of me. I keep staring at her, and the mechanics of the room shift.

      What the hell is this?

      It’s nothing. Nada. Her boyfriend plays on my team. We’re supposed to be a brotherhood.

      Two separate seats with a coat-buffer between them. There’s no law against sitting next to each other in public. We might as well be on a bus. I mean, it’s not like we’re snogging. There’s no carry-on. It’s all innocent and platonic.

      If that weren’t the case, I’d already be three rows forward.

      Last thing I need is to mess up the team’s dynamic. The Rebels are new to the United Rugby Championship. We’re still finding our feet. I might not particularly enjoy Nevin’s Billy Big Baws routine, but when he’s at the bottom of a ruck with three Irish giants trying to peel his head off, I’m the first one there to clear them out. I protect his ball, and he throws mine. I’ve got him covered. Every single time. That’s the law I live by.

      The lights dip as the trailers start rolling. The silence is easy and companionable. But my peripheral vision, trained to track wingers breaking the line, catches movement. Her right knee jitters up and down. A wired beat that judders through the seats.

      She’s running on fumes. It’s the same way the lads look in the changing room after eighty minutes on the pitch, holding it together by bloody-mindedness.

      I could ask. I could lean over and say, You awright, love? But that demands an answer she probably doesn’t have the energy to construct. Also, words are cheap. Calories are far better.

      I lean in, keeping my voice under the booming soundtrack. ‘I’m away to get some snacks. Want anything?’

      She hitches, then looks at me with wide eyes. ‘Oh. No, I’m fine.’

      ‘I’m getting popcorn cause I’m starvin’.’ A lie. I had a large bowl of pasta with chicken after training an hour ago. But she won’t take charity, and she clearly needs the fuel. ‘Help me out?’

      She hesitates, weighing the social contract. ‘Only if you’re sure you’re getting some anyway.’

      ‘Sweet or salt?’

      ‘Sweet.’

      ‘Deal.’ I lever myself up and navigate the dark aisle.

      The foyer is deserted, and the lad in the kiosk looks as if he’s praying for a coma to end the boredom. I order a bag of sweet popcorn and a large Irn Bru.

      So…Nevin Neely.

      The name thrums behind my eyes while the machine whirs. Good feet, ego the size of Murrayfield Stadium. He treats rugby like a solo sport and life the same way. Why a woman who sits like she’s made of porcelain and cold-rolled iron picks a man who sucks the air out of every room is a call I’m not being paid to make.

      She’s here alone. He’s probably out with the boys, or glued to a mirror somewhere, tickling his own abs.

      Again, not my business.

      I pay the teenager behind the till. This isn’t a rescue mission. Two people killing time, each dealing with their own damage.

      I head back into the dark. She hasn’t moved an inch by the looks of it. Balancing my Irn Bru, I sink into the seat, and hold the bucket out.

      ‘Tax,’ I say. ‘For watching my coat.’

      She reaches in and takes a handful. I take one too, forcing the sugary foam into my mouth. I bloody hate the sweet stuff. It sticks to my teeth and tastes like headache. But the piston-knee has stopped bouncing.

      And that? Worth it.

      Five seconds later, she’s attacking the bucket. There’s no other word for it. She dives into the cardboard before she’s even finished chewing the previous mouthful. It’s a furious caloric refuelling. A flanker trying to get mass back after a stomach bug.

      ‘I guess you were hungry.’ I lean an inch closer. ‘You’re gobbling that up like the Cookie Monster on a bender.’

      She pauses, cheeks bulged out like a hamster. ‘I miffep binner.’ A single bit of popcorn shrapnel scatters into the dark as she speaks.

      ‘Obviously.’ I nudge the bucket closer to her. ‘By all means, fill yer boots.’

      On the screen, a man in a pristine camel coat is attempting to purchase a single sourdough roll with a golden credit card in a tiny village bakery.

      ‘I’m calling it,’ I mutter in her direction. ‘He’s from a wee Alpine nation. He has Secret Prince written all over his chiselled cheekbones.’

      Beside me, she’s twisting a popcorn kernel between her fingers. ‘Actually, it’s the Principality of Veronia. Population: twelve. And they’re all on his payroll as royal foot-rubbers.’

      There’s a wry slant at the corner of her lips. The film’s heroine, draped in a white cashmere sweater that would be a crime scene within five minutes in a real kitchen, sighs dreamily and gives him a free baguette.

      ‘And there it is.’ She flicks the kernel into the air and catches it with her mouth. ‘The I’m-a-local-artisan-who-doesn’t-understand-profit-margins move. That bakery will be a Starbucks by Hogmanay.’

      I watch the film, but my attention is latched to the woman by my side. The tension has bled out of her frame.

      ‘Naw. It won’t,’ I say. ‘He’s going to mend her broken oven with a paperclip and a piece of tinsel. Thus is the magical power of the Christmas Prince.’

      ‘Maybe.’ She lets out a tiny huff. It’s a private sound, meant only for the thirty inches of air between us. ‘In the third act, he’ll reveal his title. She’ll pretend to feel betrayed for the length of a montage, and then they’ll bridge the class divide by ramming their tongues into each other’s throats in a horse-drawn carriage.’ She turns and looks at me with a crooked grin.

      The fizz in my veins has nothing to do with my drink. It’s a confusing, dizzying feeling, being understood without having to provide a footnote for the joke.

      ‘Aye. And then she’ll be queen and forget all about her wee bakery, friends, and poor
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