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			Chapter One

			Gabi

			Gabi’s right leg was heavy as hell in its ugly protective boot and the tops of her crutches dug uncomfortably into the soft hollow of her underarms. But at least she was on her own two feet. That in itself was a win after two months, flat on her back, in hospital. She eyed the two suitcases being unloaded from the back of the taxi and only then began to think maybe she should have phoned first. But her cousin was expecting her, and she was only a day ahead of schedule after all. Surely Isabella would love the surprise?

			‘In there, is it, miss?’ The taxi driver nodded towards the doorway of Tutto Mio, Isabella’s Italian restaurant. Gabi nodded and he lifted a large, leather, monogrammed case in each hand with a grunt.

			‘You don’t need to . . .’ Gabi started to say but then she sighed in defeat and thanked him instead. He did need to, apparently. Or someone needed to help her for approximately the next three months and Isabella had insisted that person would be her.

			

			Isabella was the first person Gabi rang after the accident on the film set where she was working as a stuntwoman. It had been a great gig, the highlight of her career to date, a modern-­day Western with plenty of action. She’d phoned from the hospital bed with her leg in traction, and described the shot that had gone wrong in detail gruesome enough to make Isabella groan. A horse-­riding scene where the horse had spooked and bolted, throwing Gabi from the saddle and dragging her by her foot in the stirrup until everything went black. She woke in hospital the following day after surgery and with her leg suspended in the air by a series of pulleys.

			Isabella had instructed her to come home as soon as she was allowed to fly and told her that she could move in with her for as long as was necessary. Gabi had been only too happy to accept. But the recovery was slow, and she’d spent all of February and most of March confined to bed, unable to move and all alone in Australia, counting down the days until she was released. She’d been so keen to get to Isabella and to Honeybridge that when she was discharged a day earlier than planned, she didn’t hesitate in booking a last-­minute ticket, and here she was.

			Gabi hadn’t seen Isabella in the five months since she had opened Tutto Mio and fallen head over heels in love with Etienne, the guy who owned the restaurant across the square, and she didn’t want to wait any longer. It had already been too long, and she knew Isabella would understand. She swung along behind the driver on her crutches, glad of all the upper-­body strength she had through training for her job in the past. Using crutches was certainly not for the weak.

			

			The taxi driver opened the door and heaved the cases across the threshold and onto the restaurant floor. He straightened his back with a moan. She didn’t think they’d been that heavy. But they were pretty full. She needed to have every base covered when she went on location for a shoot. Although this one of course had been cut short. Her contract had been ‘broken’ along with her leg. Naturally she had a very nice pay-­off – being a stuntwoman had some perks. The fact that her leg was pinned in two places was not one of them.

			She surveyed the room. The restaurant was almost empty, a couple lingering over coffees in a corner, a lone diner reading as he ate. All the other tables were already made up for the evening sitting. It was homely, wooden floors and rugs, hand-­painted pictures on the walls, bright ceramic pots filled with herbs on the windowsills. A waitress, tidying the condiments tray, looked up and spotted her.

			‘Hi,’ she said, taking a step towards her. ‘I’m afraid the ­kitchen’s closed . . .’

			‘I’m looking for Isabella actually,’ Gabi said. ‘I’m her cousin, Gabi.’

			‘Oh, wow! I heard you were coming!’ The waitress smiled. ‘I think she’s in the kitchen . . .’ She moved towards the door and Gabi gestured to stop her.

			‘Can I go in?’ she whispered. ‘I wanted to surprise her.’

			The waitress shrugged and nodded, and Gabi grinned her thanks. The taxi driver coughed behind her to remind her of his presence. Gabi propped her crutch under her arm, freed her hand and pulled her phone from her pocket to tap and pay.

			‘Thanks again,’ she said, adding a tip as he rubbed his back once more for emphasis. He saluted her and left, past the waitress who was now busy updating the specials board. Gabi felt excitement building as she quietly opened the kitchen door. Isabella was going to be blown away. She couldn’t wait to see the look on her cousin’s face.

			

			It wasn’t quite the greeting Gabi was expecting when she caught Isabella straddling Etienne’s thigh as he leaned back against the stainless-­steel draining board. Fully clothed they might be, but not for long by the looks of it. Isabella’s eyes were shut and her mouth open as Etienne’s arms pulled her closer and his lips ravished her neck. Gabi stopped dead. The couple were oblivious, locked in a moment so intense that Gabi felt her own cheeks blush. This was most definitely not the entrance she had planned. She tried to back up, desperate to get out, but forgetting her crutches and boot, she stumbled. She reached out a hand to save herself and knocked a pan from the counter with a clang that echoed around the walls.

			Isabella and Etienne sprang apart, dazed and pink-­cheeked. Isabella’s hair had escaped its messy bun and tendrils hung around her face. Etienne had a smear of lip gloss across his mouth.

			‘Surprise . . .’ Gabi said awkwardly. It took a full second for Isabella to focus properly on her cousin. Then, finally, she sprang into action.

			‘Gabi!’ She flew across the room, arms outstretched. ‘I thought you were coming tomorrow?’ She wrapped gentle arms around Gabi and smothered her cheeks with kisses. All the things Gabi didn’t know she had been hoping for. She closed her eyes for a second and leaned in, surprised to feel tears pricking her eyes. It had been a long, lonely few months, and it was so good to see her cousin.

			

			Etienne stepped in next and kissed her on both cheeks.

			‘Sorry to interrupt,’ Gabi stammered, still embarrassed, but Isabella and Etienne just flashed each other an appreciative look and laughed.

			‘Come, sit,’ Isabella said, leading her back into the restaurant and pulling a chair out at one of the tables.

			‘Easier said than done,’ Gabi said. ‘I’ll need two chairs; I have to keep my foot elevated as much as possible.’ She sat on the nearest and lifted her leg with her hands to rest straight out in front of her, foot propped on the facing chair. Isabella pulled out the one next to her.

			‘Drinks?’ Etienne asked. ‘Wine? Or . . .’

			‘Coffee,’ the women said simultaneously, which made them both smile. Etienne changed direction from bar to kitchen and Gabi watched Isabella drop her eyes to his bum as he left.

			‘Sorry about that,’ Gabi whispered.

			‘No worries.’ Isabella laughed. ‘It’s our fault. I just can’t keep my hands off him!’

			‘Looked like the feeling was mutual,’ Gabi said, marvelling at the soft glow of Isabella’s face. She’d never seen her like this before. Isabella shook herself and turned her attention back to Gabi.

			‘What did the studio say?’ Isabella asked. ‘How’s it all been left?’

			‘They were great. Gave me a reference, paid me some danger money and brought in a new stuntwoman.’ Gabi shrugged. ‘The good news is that I will make a full recovery.’

			

			‘And the bad?’ Isabella leaned forward in concern, her blue eyes wide.

			‘Is that it’s going to take about three months and a lot of physio to get back to normal.’ Gabi suddenly felt something she’d been feeling a lot recently. Vulnerable. And she didn’t like it one bit.

			She was used to living, travelling and managing independently. She was world renowned in her job. She got her pick of the biggest feature films and advertisements. She had always been fine on her own. Until now.

			Etienne reappeared with a coffee pot and poured them each a cup. Gabi blew at the steaming drink, anticipating the first sip. It had been a long journey from the other side of the world. ‘I don’t want to get in your way obviously,’ she said. ‘And I think I can get through the physio quicker than they think . . .’ she said.

			‘You can’t rush these things, Gabi,’ Isabella said, concerned. ‘Just take your time.’

			‘I don’t really need anything, apart from the odd lift to the doctors.’

			‘What about bathing?’

			‘I’ve got this waterproof cover. It’s fine, I just have to stick my leg out of the shower.’

			‘And will you be able to manage the stairs?’ Isabella nodded overhead to her apartment above the restaurant.

			‘I can go up and down on my bum,’ Gabi reassured her. Etienne laughed.

			‘Well, the spare bedroom is yours,’ Isabella said. ‘For as long as you need it. You’re family.’ Isabella reached over and caught Gabi’s hand in her own.

			

			‘Thanks, Isabella,’ she said, squeezing back. ‘I really mean it.’

			‘Welcome home,’ Isabella said. ‘Everything will be all right now. You’ll see.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			Walker

			Walker rubbed at his stubble, looking at himself in the mirror under the bright white of the bathroom lights, and sighed. He looked tired. He patted his cheeks and ran his hands through his hair, before shaking himself, physically. Time to throw off the night and get on with his day. He had shit to do.

			He turned on the shower, dropped the towel wrapped around his waist and stepped under the jet. This would help. It always did.

			As he soaped and lathered, he remembered the dream that had woken him in the night. It had been enough to make him sit bolt upright and cry out loud, his eyes searching the dark of the room. It was the same as always. The images that had haunted him since he was young. The sting of the ice on his skin. His scream coming out as a white plume of air. He plunged his head under the shower, trying to clear his dark thoughts.

			As he dried himself, he wondered whether he’d woken Alex in his bedroom next door with the nightmare. He pressed his eyes shut and hoped fervently that Alex had slept through without hearing a thing. Walker had lived alone since he’d bought his first flat and had only recently started sharing when Alex moved to Honeybridge in the autumn. And anyway, it wasn’t like these dreams happened every night. Already it was fading.

			

			He rubbed himself roughly with the towel, pleased to see more colour in his face, more spark in his eyes. Appearances were important. He had to look organised, controlled. It was important so that people could rely on him. He knew what people expected of firefighters.

			Physically and mentally, they had to be fit and strong. He had no problems there. But more importantly, they had to want to help people – which was what he tried to do every day. It was the only thing that helped keep the nightmares at bay. He towelled off his broad shoulders and checked his watch. Time for the gym before his shift.

			In his bedroom, his duvet was crumpled and creased, as though he’d clutched at it, and he tugged it over the bed and smoothed it out, ready to come back to after his shift. He’d be exhausted, he knew that already. He caught himself smiling. What thirtysomething, fit, single man was making their bed on a Saturday morning with a desire to get back into it later – alone? To sleep? He laughed.

			It wasn’t that the bed didn’t see action. It did, often. But it didn’t see regular action with the same girl – or hadn’t for a while. His last girlfriend, Mia, had taken a transfer with the brigade for a promotion and the long-­distance thing, when coupled with two different shift patterns, just didn’t work. Weekends together got less frequent, date nights became impossible and eventually the relationship was non-­existent. Since then, the last few years had been casual and fun and nothing serious. Pick-­ups at the local nightclub, The Bolthole, the odd date with someone through work. Which was all fine, Walker thought, as it meant that tonight, he’d be getting his bed to himself. He plumped the pillow in anticipation.

			

			His phone rang. Etienne. He pressed green.

			‘Morning, buddy—’ he said but he was immediately cut off.

			‘Isabella’s got a leak in her apartment. Looks like the old sprinkler system for the restaurant in the attic.’

			‘On my way.’ Walker pulled his T-­shirt over his head and sprinted from the room. In an emergency, speed was everything. And he wouldn’t be the one to let his friends down.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			Gabi

			It was not the lazy morning Gabi had anticipated. She’d fallen into bed the night before around nine, exhausted by the flight, and also enveloped in a warm, happy feeling now that she was back with Isabella. She’d no sooner closed her eyes than fallen asleep. Which must have been around the same time the leak had started in the loft.

			Overnight the ceiling above her bed had bowed with the weight of water, until it could no longer support itself. A chunk of ceiling came down with a crash, showering Gabi’s bed with plaster, old woodwork and about fifty litres of cold water. The noise had woken Isabella and Etienne too, and they’d come running in. Etienne carefully picked her up from the bed and carried her out of the room to safety, plonking her on her feet in the corridor and thrusting her crutches at her. After a quick check that her leg hadn’t got wet, Isabella and Gabi huddled in the doorway, watching the water pour through the metre-­wide hole in the ceiling, before another collapse drove them further into the hall.

			

			Isabella helped Gabi into a fluffy white dressing gown to at least keep her warm. Etienne climbed through the loft hatch, now wearing a head torch and pyjama bottoms, which in any other circumstances, Gabi knew, would have made Isabella laugh. But Gabi could see her cousin was stricken.

			‘If it carries on, it will go through the floor to the restaurant!’ Isabella gasped and started trying to position buckets and saucepans under the leak, rushing in and out of the damaged bedroom.

			‘Be careful,’ Gabi said, one eye on the remaining half of the ceiling.

			‘I’ve not even been open for six months, I can’t shut now.’ Isabella threw a bunch of towels onto the carpet to sop up the water. Gabi tried to help but couldn’t carry anything while using her crutches and, frustrated, realised the best thing she could do was get out of the way. She retreated to the sofa, from where she could see everything.

			‘There are two tanks up here!’ Etienne shouted down and Isabella clasped her hands under her chin to think.

			‘One is the cold-­water tank for the flat,’ she said. ‘The other is the old sprinkler system for the restaurant.’

			Etienne appeared back down the ladder and grabbed his phone. ‘Sprinklers – only one person to call . . .’ he said, pressing dial already. He lifted his gaze to Isabella and nodded. They both said, together, ‘Walker.’

			Another chunk of plaster hit the floor, and Gabi crossed her fingers that Walker was the hero they all needed.

			 

			

			He certainly seemed to fit the bill when he turned up although there was no time for introductions. From her seat in the sitting room, Gabi couldn’t help but notice the breadth of his chest in his T-­shirt as he jogged purposefully through the apartment. He disappeared immediately into the loft hatch and his feet hardly seemed to touch the rungs as he climbed the ladder on his way to investigate. Etienne and Isabella waited at the bottom, both anxious looking, dreading what a few weeks of closure could do to a new business if the restaurant ceiling collapsed too. Isabella was only just getting established. This could be catastrophic.

			Walker called down for some tools which Etienne passed up, and then there was clanging and banging overhead. Suddenly, the steady gush of water stopped.

			‘I think that’s got it!’ Etienne shouted and Isabella put her hands to her cheeks in relief. The dripping water slowed. There was the sound of more banging and some grunts of effort before Walker’s boots appeared, followed by a rather nice bum as he descended the ladder back into the bedroom.

			Gabi watched Isabella and Etienne hover in the doorway behind him to survey the damage. She manoeuvred herself behind them and they all listened to the steady drip, drip, observed the sodden walls and peered up into the rafters through the large hole in the middle of the ceiling. Walker stepped carefully into the debris and began moving plasterboard sheets off the bed.

			‘Lucky it was just the spare bedroom!’ he said in a soft Scottish accent. ‘It could have been really nasty if someone was in it.’

			‘My cousin was in it, actually,’ Isabella said. ‘Thank God she wasn’t hurt. Well, not any more than she already is!’

			

			Walker frowned in confusion and bent to retrieve something wrapped around the toe of his boot.

			‘Who’s your cousin?’ he asked, turning something small and black in his hands.

			‘That’d be me,’ Gabi said, shuffling forward. ‘Gabriella. Everyone calls me Gabi.’

			He lifted his face to her and sandy hair fell over the most vividly hazel eyes she’d ever seen. ‘And that’ – she pointed to the lacy black G-­string he held in his fingers – ‘would be mine.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			Walker

			He was holding a pair of pants in his hands. Walker realised that fact at the very last second when an elfin woman on crutches appeared in the doorway, almost engulfed in a fluffy white dressing gown, who he recognised as the cousin, Gabi – and the owner of the pants. She had the most mischievous smile he’d ever seen.

			He mumbled an apology and handed the scrap of fabric over. She laughed and thanked him. For a moment he forgot what he was doing, until another clod of plasterboard hit the floor and then he took command.

			‘Isabella, strip the bed,’ he said and she sprang into action.

			‘Now, Etienne, help me with the mattress.’ Between them, they carried it to the back courtyard and then the bed frame was moved to the front room.

			‘Isabella, can you move the suitcases?’ he asked. ‘And anything else that’s adding weight to the wet floor and risking the ceiling below.’

			

			Gabi’s suitcases were pulled out and stood in the hall.

			‘I feel so useless!’ Gabi moaned as the three of them then worked together to rip up the sodden carpet and carried it downstairs to take to the dump later. It was as much as could be done – for now.

			Walker exhaled slowly as he took it in. It was good he’d got here as quickly as he had but the room was wrecked. The ceiling was a write-­off. The walls were streaming. The floor was down to bare floorboards. The bedroom was uninhabitable. But at least the restaurant was not impacted. He knew it was a win, but it was still a problem.

			Walker suggested Gabi made coffee and everyone took a breather. Gabi looked relieved to be finally able to do something to help. Walker scrolled his phone for dehumidifiers and sent links to Isabella, to point her in the right direction.

			‘These will speed up the drying process,’ he said, and she nodded her thanks, a worried frown on her face.

			Over coffee, Isabella voiced the problem out loud.

			‘That room will take days to dry out and weeks to get repaired. So, for the time being, the spare room is out of action.’ Walker watched Gabi bite her lip, waiting.

			‘We’ll just have to keep the bed in here for you, Gabi,’ Isabella said, motioning to the space in the front room where they’d positioned the bed frame, between the sofa and the television. They all looked at it. Walker watched Gabi shake her head, big brown eyes dark and serious.

			‘I can’t do that to you,’ she said decisively. ‘I’ll get a hotel.’

			‘No way! You’re not supposed to live alone until you’re fully recovered. You said that yourself. You need help.’

			

			Gabi looked like she wanted the ground to swallow her up.

			‘Me living in your front room like Grandpa Joe in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory is never going to happen, Isabella. I know you mean well, but it wouldn’t work. I’ll get a hotel.’

			The silence deepened as neither woman backed down. Walker cleared his throat.

			‘What about one of the girls?’ he suggested. ‘Rosie and Wren have a spare room. And there’s Amber?’

			He saw the quick lift of Gabi’s chin. The hope on her face.

			‘I’ve met them all – briefly – last year,’ she said.

			‘That could work . . . I could certainly ask,’ Isabella said thoughtfully. ‘Give me a minute. I’ll put it on the group chat.’ Walker saw Gabi cross her fingers and tuck them in the oversized pocket of her dressing gown.

			A second later the phone rang, and Isabella answered with a hopeful ‘hello’. She listened intensely for a few seconds, then broke into a grin and put the phone on speaker.

			‘It’s Amber,’ she said, sinking on the sofa beside Gabi and holding the phone between them. ‘And she’d love to have you.’

			Gabi clapped her hands in delight. Leaning into the phone, she said, ‘Hi, Amber, thanks so much!’

			Amber’s voice came through sing-­song happy, as though she were already smiling.

			‘Gabi, girl, I’ve got a spare room on my ground floor with your name on it. And I’ve got a downstairs bathroom – what with it being an old house – so you won’t need to worry about stairs.’

			‘Which is a much safer scenario,’ Etienne chipped in, pointing at Gabi’s boot.

			‘I’d pay rent,’ Gabi said.

			

			‘No, you would not,’ Amber replied.

			‘I’d stock the fridge,’ Gabi suggested.

			‘You haven’t seen how much Jayden eats yet,’ Amber chuckled, reminding Gabi about her ten-­year-­old son.

			‘I’d pay the bills then,’ Gabi tried again.

			‘You could do something more valuable than that, actually,’ Amber said. ‘You could do a bit of childcare for me?’

			Gabi’s face fell. ‘I haven’t got any experience . . .’ she said with a grimace.

			‘Oh, don’t worry, Jayden is ten. I’d just need you to be there when he gets home from school. I’m normally at the restaurant until about five.’

			Gabi’s face lit up and she clasped Isabella’s hand in hers.

			‘I could definitely do that,’ Gabi said. ‘I’ll time my physio and gym around him.’

			‘Then it sounds perfect. In fact, you’d be doing me a favour. What time shall I expect you?’

			Walker saw an opportunity to help and stood up.

			‘I can bring her over now, Amber, if that works for you?’ he said.

			‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ Amber said, before hanging up the phone.

			Walker found himself in the beam of a second dazzling smile from Gabi. He grinned back. He’d done good.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Five

			Gabi

			The knight in shining armour drove well. Gabi couldn’t help but like that he drove a manual, and his gear changing was smooth and swift. Just as she liked it. One of her pleasures in life was driving. And if she couldn’t do it herself at the moment, it was curiously satisfying to ride passenger to someone who obviously enjoyed it too.

			‘Do you think the restaurant will be okay?’ she asked and was reassured by a firm nod as he kept his eyes on the road.

			‘I’d say so,’ he replied, in his soft Scottish burr. ‘I’ll pop back later and take another look in the roof space, just to make sure.’

			‘Nice car,’ she said, watching his hands expertly turning the wheel. ‘On set, they always ferry us around in the smoothest, quietest electric cars. Sometimes, even driverless ones. But nothing feels like a revving engine.’

			‘I know exactly what you mean,’ he said, flashing her a grin. ‘I tried electric. But it wasn’t for me.’

			‘Have you known Etienne for long?’ she asked, remembering the easy way they communicated and the hug they exchanged as Walker left.

			

			‘A good few years now,’ he said. ‘I met him when he took over The Bistro. He’s a really good guy, and a changed man since he’s fallen in love with your cousin.’

			‘They say love changes everything!’ Gabi laughed. ‘Although I’m probably not best qualified to confirm or deny.’

			‘I’m happy to be optimistic,’ Walker said. ‘You never know what’s round the corner.’

			Walker was relaxed as he drove, one hand on the wheel, which put her at ease and they chatted freely. Him telling her about his role as a firefighter and how he’d always wanted to be able to help people. Gabi reciprocating, explaining how she’d always been drawn to adrenaline and a job in stunts had seemed a great fit. It felt like only a minute or two before they pulled up outside Amber’s old English cottage.

			Walker carried her cases up the garden path as though they were empty. Gabi swung along behind him on her crutches as the front door opened and Amber appeared, just as gorgeous as Gabi remembered her.

			‘You’re here!’ Amber said. ‘We’re going to have such a good time.’ She opened the door wide, beckoning them inside. ‘It will be nice for me to have some grown-­up conversation in the house.’

			Jayden sat at the kitchen table watching something on an iPad. He raised his head when they entered and waved in Walker’s direction before immediately returning his attention to the screen.

			The kitchen was wide, and Gabi could navigate easily around the wooden table with her crutches. Walker carried the cases down to the snug that Amber had turned into a spare bedroom, and Gabi sank into a chair.

			

			‘Tea or coffee?’ Amber said and she got busy with the request for coffee, opening kitchen cupboards and picking out what she needed from the assorted jumble that Gabi could see inside. It was so different to her own kitchen in her London penthouse apartment. Her shelves were sparse. She wasn’t there that much, so everything in there was long life: jars of sun-­dried tomatoes, packets of pasta, coffee and bottles of sparkling water. Amber’s pantry was stuffed with crisps, nuts, and sticky jars of jam and spreads. In the fridge, as Amber fetched the milk, Gabi spied jars of half-­used pasta sauces. Chocolate biscuits and bars sat on the countertop in a box marked TREATS. On the table, a fruit bowl full of apples and grapes and bananas. Gabi never had fruit in the flat. It went off before she got a chance to eat it.

			Walker stuck his head back in the door.

			‘Tea, Walker?’ Amber waved a ceramic mug at him with ‘world’s best mum’ painted on the side. He pushed the hair back off his forehead.

			‘No thanks, going to run. If I go now, I can still get to the gym before shift.’

			‘Thanks again,’ Gabi said, thinking she should get up but suddenly unsure whether to give him a hug or shake his hand. The hand that had held her knickers.

			‘Happy to help.’ He grinned, turned and was gone. The two women waited until they heard the front door click shut.

			‘That was lucky – Walker to the rescue!’ Amber said, slopping milk into Gabi’s coffee and passing it over.

			

			‘I don’t normally need saving,’ Gabi protested.

			‘I’ve no doubt about that. But everyone should have a Walker in their lives.’ Gabi was impressed by the reputation he held with his friends. But then also slightly dubious. Nobody was that perfect. Not in her experience. She blew her coffee and changed the subject.

			‘So, last time I saw you,’ Gabi said, ‘was when Tutto Mio opened with such a bang.’

			The two women eyed each other. ‘Bang’ was the right word. A gun had gone off, the restaurant trashed by a criminal gang the day before it was due to open. Etienne, the then town Romeo, had saved the day and professed his undying love for Isabella – all extraordinary events for Honeybridge. A day that changed life for Isabella and Etienne for the better and introduced Alex to the gang. Alex, the twin brother not many people knew that Etienne even had. Amber was one of those few who knew him from a past life. Isabella had told Gabi that Alex and Amber recognised each other on sight, and not in a good way, Amber giving him a resounding slap around the face, nobody quite sure why.

			‘That was quite a day,’ Amber laughed. ‘And now, look. The restaurant is booming. Isabella has done such a good job.’ She ruffled Jayden’s short afro and Gabi spotted his electric-­blue hearing aids. He shook his head at his mum without looking up and Amber rolled her eyes. She poked him. Jayden glanced up and signed something to her. She signed back and he glanced shyly at Gabi.

			‘I’ve told Jayden you’re coming to stay with us,’ Amber said. Gabi smiled nervously and lifted a hand. She didn’t know any sign language, apart from ‘thank you’ that she’d seen one year on Strictly Come Dancing when a clip of the winning dance went viral. She faced him directly.

			

			‘Is that okay with you, Jayden?’ Gabi asked. Jayden shrugged. Amber nudged him in the ribs, and he changed the shrug to a nod.

			Gabi lifted her four fingers flat to her chin and then extended them towards him, showing off her only move.

			He shrugged, rose from the table and took his iPad into the other room.

			‘Don’t worry. He doesn’t bite. You’ll be fine,’ Amber said. Gabi nodded and hoped that was true. She had no experience of children. They weren’t high on her wish list.

			An hour later, the two women had worked out a plan. Amber would be home in the mornings to get Jayden out of the door to school on time and then she’d drop Gabi to the gym on her way to work mid-­morning. Gabi assured her she’d be able to make her own way back, ensuring she was home in time for Jayden’s return after three. Even better, Amber told her the gym was the one near Tutto Mio, so Gabi already had plans to pop in for coffee with her cousin after each session. Maybe this recuperation lark wouldn’t be too bad after all.

			 

			The first week went faster than she’d expected. They found a routine, and everyone settled into it. Gabi joined the gym and loved beginning to test her body out again. She found a physio and started her exercises. The spring sunshine was gaining warmth, and she sat in Amber’s small back garden to tan. She loved being able to drop in on Isabella and realised just how much she’d missed her. She made hot chocolates or ice cream floats for Jayden when he got home from school and then they’d choose an action movie to watch together, her on the sofa, him on the floor. Childcare was easier than she’d thought. They didn’t even have to talk! She’d never had a week like it and maybe it was the novelty, but she was enjoying herself. This was so much better than being stuck on her own in an Australian hospital. This was homely to the millionth degree.

			

			On Friday evening, Amber collapsed on the sofa beside her, the working week over.

			‘Chill day tomorrow. And then Sunday is going to be fun! You coming?’ she said.

			‘Coming where?’ Gabi asked, flicking channels to find Amber’s favourite show.

			‘Fundraiser at the fire station,’ Amber said. ‘It’s a pole-­a-­thon. Most distance covered on a fireman’s pole in an hour. They want to beat the world record. It’s for a good cause – but never mind the cause, hot men climbing ladders and sliding down poles? Interested?’

			‘Count me in,’ Gabi said. ‘Sounds like the perfect spectator sport.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Six

			Walker

			The crew had already tied the bunting to the fire station and the truck was gleaming in the spring sun. Walker felt a rush of pride, as he always did, to see it there in the car park. The local kids loved the chance to touch a real-­life fire engine, climb up and into it. And he loved to see the excitement on their faces – you never knew who might end up wanting to be a firefighter themselves one day. He could remember the thrill of it – the first time he rode in the truck gave him butterflies; the first time with lights and sirens took his breath away. It still gave him a buzz every time they were called out on a job. The difference was that now he was Crew Manager and wore a yellow helmet, with two bars on his epaulettes. Along with the fancy fashion, he had the responsibility for the local incidents, as well as the training and safety of his crew. Something that, if he didn’t already have nightmares, might give him them. But he tried not to think about that.

			‘Morning, Walker.’ His Watch Commander, Dean Appleby, was there, in full dress uniform. He would be in charge of timing the pole-­a-­thon and making sure that it was official.

			

			‘Morning, sir,’ Walker said with a dip of his head. He liked the formality, the manners of the service.

			‘Good luck,’ Appleby said and then, nodding at a couple arriving with a clipboard and an iPad, ‘looks like the world record officiators have arrived. Excuse me.’ He set off across the forecourt, raising his arm to get their attention. Walker’s phone beeped.

			The Brothers from Another Mother WhatsApp group was live. Originally it had just been him, Etienne who owned The Bistro, and silver-­haired Fox, the games designer. But now that Etienne’s twin brother had moved to the town – and in with Walker – he was part of the group.

			Etienne: Good luck today, bro.

			Fox: Hope your pole holds out.

			Walker: Never had a problem before.

			Alex: Thought I heard someone shout out in the night actually . . . Did you have company?

			Walker cringed. He must have called out during his nightmare again.

			Walker: Nope. You must have been dreaming! See you later.

			He tucked his phone in his backpack with a sigh and set off to round up his crew.

			 

			An hour later, the fire station was heaving. All members of the Brothers from Another Mother were present and correct.

			

			Fox came first, dragged along by Dingbat the dog, with human dynamos in the shape of his sons, seven-­year-­old Reggie and four-­year-­old George, streaking along beside him. They hit Walker at speed, grabbing a leg each, and Walker reached down to tickle them both.

			Alex arrived second, and Walker was again struck by just how similar he was to Etienne. Their colouring was different, Alex was blond to Etienne’s brown, but their features were remarkably alike. Alex had his guitar on his back – must be off to rehearsal afterwards, Walker thought. Alex had taught himself how to play, one of his fixations since he quit poker. Once an addict, always an addict, he jokingly said, but today instead of being addicted to gambling, it was guitar playing or running cross country.

			Walker had spotted them all as they arrived but still found himself scanning the crowd.

			He laid out some gym mats beneath the pole, knowing it was usually totally unnecessary. But because today they were going to be acting at such speed, and with repetition and competition thrown in, he’d opted for safety first.

			He spotted Wren and Rosie who ran the Lit Lounge bookshop, with Riley their daughter swinging between them by their hands. Rosie raised her hand in a hello. Wren grinned and raised her takeaway coffee in a cheers. He watched as Riley ran ahead to see a friend and Wren took the opportunity to wrap her arm around Rosie and pull her in for a kiss.

			Funny to think that he’d done the same to Rosie, when they were both sixteen – kissed and hugged and held her to his chest. Before she realised she preferred women, and he decided she was the best friend he’d ever had. He waved at her now and cast his eyes over the crowd for a final check.

			

			At the last minute he saw Etienne and Isabella as they turned the corner to join the fun, entwined as they had been for the past five months. And behind them, Amber, Jayden and finally Gabi, swinging along on her crutches. It was only when he spotted her that he realised he’d been hoping she’d come.

			He swung the bell. Time to get started.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Seven

			Gabi

			‘Are you all right standing?’ Isabella asked, a frown creasing her nose.

			‘I’m fine,’ Gabi said, shrugging off the concern, ignoring the fact that her back was starting to ache. Her boot put her off balance and her back paid the price.

			‘Do you want a sip of this?’ Rosie suggested, pulling a small silver flask from her oversized handbag and offering it around. ‘Must have left it in here after the last night out at The Bolthole.’

			‘Do you think you should?’ Isabella asked. Gabi reached for the flask and tipped it back without bothering to reply. It hit with a burn she wasn’t expecting. She coughed. She’d been thinking wine, not whisky. Rosie laughed.

			‘Are you on medication? Taking any pills?’ Isabella asked, that damn frown between her eyes again.

			‘Yep!’ Gabi grinned. ‘But only little ones!’ She took another hit and passed the drink back to Rosie, who smiled and said, with a glance at Wren, ‘Keep it, we’re no good at day drinking.’

			

			Gabi held the flask up in glee. Isabella rolled her eyes and turned back to Etienne. Good. Maybe she’d stop clucking around her like a mother hen.

			Truth be told, Gabi was still taking painkillers. The pain had been excruciating before the operation, and not much better afterwards, when she’d been told the pins were in the right position and she just had to give things time to settle and heal. It wasn’t just the pain of the break itself, it was the constant backache, the sore skin under her arms where she took her weight on the crutch pads. It was the muscles in her shoulders that were doing all the work. The painkillers definitely took the edge off.

			She breathed out slowly. The hip flask was the first alcohol she’d had in months. She never drank on set when she was working, and she’d gone straight from one film set at the end of last year to Australia for the Western in January. She had to have a clear head for the stunt work. She literally couldn’t even remember having had a toast to bring in the new year or celebrate Christmas. She took another nice, long swallow. The heat of it seemed to go directly to the ache in her back and soothe it, like a hot water bottle. Bliss.

			‘What’s new then, Gabi?’ Fox appeared beside her, in his signature silver grey quiff and checked shirt. He had that wholesome, lumberjack, outdoorsy thing going on and she’d forgotten how good-­looking he was.

			‘You mean, apart from the obvious . . .’ Gabi pointed to her leg with a smile which Fox returned. His eyes twinkled.

			‘I thought it was rule number one for stuntwomen. Don’t fall off.’ She laughed outright.

			

			‘No, the first rule is don’t be scared of falling.’

			He grinned and reached for the flask she still held. She swigged again before handing it over. As if by magic, his two sons, Reggie and George, appeared beside him just as he tipped the drink to his lips, and she watched his Adam’s apple bob as he rushed his swallow. Too late. He was caught in the act.

			‘Can we have some?’ Reggie’s hands were already on the flask.

			‘No, it’s not mine. It’s Gabi’s,’ Fox said quickly, passing it back and swinging George up onto his shoulders.

			And just like that Gabi remembered why, however gorgeous Fox might be, he was a hot dad and that was a big enough reason to stay away even if they did seem to enjoy a bit of harmless flirtation. She glanced up at George with his sticky hands in Fox’s quiff, and then down at Reggie who was threading through the crowd to get to the front. However cute they were, she didn’t want them, or any others like them, in her life. Children were not a part of her future. Having been one herself, she thought children were totally overrated.

			Gabi held the drink out towards Amber, who eyed it wishfully but then pushed it back. ‘I need to be able to drive you home!’

			Gabi put the flask back to her own lips but was surprised to find it empty. She shook it. Fox must have had a right old mouthful. Rosie appeared at her shoulder.

			‘Oops,’ Gabi said. ‘Really sorry! We finished your drink!’

			‘No worries.’ Rosie smiled and Rosie pointed at the fire crew, who were warming up with bleep tests, running between two points at ever increasing speed. Gabi spotted Walker, who made it look easy. Head down, shoulders wide as an ox, he powered up his lane before lifting his head to check where his crew were at. Gabi considered the strength he must have in those legs. Now that was a thought. In fact, thinking about it, firefighters probably had all the right characteristics to be stunt workers if they ever fancied a change of career. They were strong, brave, athletic. She wondered idly if Walker could ride a horse.

			

			She grinned to herself. Her back had not felt this relaxed since she’d been using the crutches.

			She watched Walker flick his sandy hair off his face, then turn at the end and run with his back to her. She took in the width of his shoulders. He’d have no problem giving her a fireman’s lift, that was for certain. Although saying that, with Gabi being only five foot three, Jayden could probably give her a fireman’s lift if he put his mind to it. She smiled to herself. Maybe even Reggie. She snorted.

			‘Having a good time?’ Isabella was beside her, arm around her shoulders.

			‘Yup,’ said Gabi decisively. She really was. Her leg didn’t hurt. Her back didn’t ache. She was back in Honeybridge, and she was getting to know the gang better. Maybe a broken leg wasn’t so bad.

			Alex edged his way into the circle next to his twin. Gabi noticed Amber roll her eyes and angle her shoulder away from him. A definite rebuff.

			‘Hmm,’ Gabi whispered to herself, making a note to get the gossip later when she and Amber were alone.

			‘Pardon?’ Isabella said.

			‘Nothing,’ Gabi replied.

			‘Shall I try to find you a chair?’ Isabella said, but Gabi waved her away.

			

			‘Really, I’m fine. I’m literally feeling no pain.’ Never a truer word. In fact, she was starting to feel quite good.

			The beep test finished, the spectators were shepherded into the fire station to a cordoned off area in view of the bottom of the pole. The officiates gathered: the big moment had arrived.

			‘Come on, team! You can do it!’ Walker shouted to his crew as they lined up at the bottom of the ladder. ‘And you lot,’ Walker called to the crowd. ‘Dig deep! It’s for a great cause. The Honeybridge Fire Service Hardship Fund. Get your wallets out!’

			The klaxon sounded and the record attempt began. Walker was first up the ladder, disappearing up into the hatch to the platform and appearing a few seconds later on the pole. His legs wrapped around it gently and he slid down silently, landing on and bouncing off the landing pad in one balletic movement. Gabi made a small sound of appreciation in her throat as the rest of the gang cheered.

			The next firefighter was on his heels as he ascended the ladder again. The race was on. To beat the world record they had to cover the most metres down the pole in an hour and by the look on Walker’s face, he wasn’t going to let anything stand in his way. Gabi was suddenly glad she had a front-­row view.

			‘Go on, Walker! You can do it!’ Gabi found herself shouting, a little too closely to Isabella’s ear, who nearly jumped out of her skin.

			‘Are you sure you don’t want to sit down?’ Isabella asked again. ‘How much of that flask did you drink?’ Gabi hit her cousin on the ankle with her crutch.

			‘Please don’t worry. I’m fine. Just happy to be here.’ Although to be fair, she did feel a bit fuzzy inside. She hadn’t drunk alcohol for so long, it certainly seemed to be having an impact.

			

			The hour sped past. In fact, it could be said it passed in a bit of a blur. Gabi started off counting how many times she saw Walker slide down the pole, but after twenty minutes or so, she lost count. Instead, she tried to watch him go up the ladder, thinking it might be slightly slower . . . plus she got a nice view of his bum. But she lost track of that too, about the same time she wished there was another flask to be found somewhere. Someone was hogging the booze at this party. She glanced round the gang to see who it might be, but everyone looked remarkably sober.

			‘Last big push,’ Walker said over the microphone. ‘According to my count, we need another twelve descents in the next minute . . .’

			The crowd roared its encouragement. Gabi waved a crutch in the air, much to Fox’s surprise who luckily ducked at the right moment. His kids were jumping up and down on the spot. Jayden had Riley on his shoulders so that she could see better.

			Walker took to the steps again with a fresh burst of energy. She could see the set of his jaw as he dropped down the pole and took his place again in the queue. As it turned out, he was the last drop. He was the number twelve that took their meterage over the current world record and as he hit the landing pad, he dropped forward into a deep bend and then, as the klaxon sounded again, he bowed.

			The crowd went wild, and Gabi found herself cheering along.

			The officiates had their heads together, comparing their notes. Both having counted separately, it was now a case of waiting to make sure that everyone agreed with the result. It had to be unanimous, or it would be disallowed. The audience quieted as one of them approached the microphone.

			

			‘Congratulations to Honeybridge Fire and Rescue on a valiant attempt,’ the man said, before allowing a broad smile to break through. ‘You’re the new world record holders!’

			Walker and his crew threw themselves at each other in massive bear hugs, clapping each other’s backs. Gabi felt surprisingly emotional but then saw that everyone else was the same. Isabella and Etienne were taking the opportunity to kiss. Wren and Rosie rubbed noses with each other and grinned. Fox and Amber hugged. Gabi watched Alex look on and then glance away.

			‘Hmmm,’ she whispered again.

			‘Pardon?’ Isabella said, still hanging off Etienne.

			‘Pardon?’ Gabi said back.

			Fox waved to Walker and shouted, ‘Coming over?’

			Walker signalled he’d be there in five and turned back to debrief his team. The cordon was lifted, and kids were allowed into the performance area. They swarmed to the soft bounciness of the landing pad, squealing in delight.

			The gang all turned inwards to talk, reminiscing about a night out they’d had recently. Although it sounded like it had been fun, it made Gabi feel strangely left out and she turned back to look at the crew.

			Walker was shaking everyone by the hand, saying a few words to each of his team individually. His muscles filled his T-­shirt out nicely under those braces. Gabi smirked to herself. There weren’t many people in the world that could make wearing braces sexy, but Walker was one of them.

			

			The ladder gleamed in the sunlight. Twelve rungs. She wondered how fast she personally could climb the ladder, cross the top and drop the other side down the pole. The crew had made it look easy, but surely she’d have no problem, even with this blasted boot on? She was a stuntwoman, after all. She was used to looking danger in the face and laughing at it. A small giggle escaped her. She glanced at the gang, but they were all deep in conversation.

			She eyed the ladder again. It did look like fun.
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