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A Twist of
 Fate


Demelza Hart


An attraction that can't be ignored.


A spoilt little rich girl.


A rough ex-soldier.


When Callie Frobisher and Paul Mason are stranded after their plane crashes, the mismatched couple are forced into battling each other and their feelings…


Callie has it all - rich parents, a private education, and a great job, whilst Paul is harbouring a dark and destructive secret. The trauma of the crash and the harsh media spotlight proves to be challenging for them both.


Can their attraction survive when they return to reality?




One


Things always went right for me. Callie Frobisher, the girl with the charmed life. That’s what I was told, anyway. My parents had sort of preordained it. By their force alone they convinced me that they’d made a deal with my creator that I would lead the perfect life.


So far, their plan – in their eyes at least – had worked. But it was all about to go spectacularly wrong.


Until the plane reached its cruising altitude, even I had been lulled into a false sense of security, an acceptance of perfection. A scholarship to private school; a First from Bristol; PGCE from Cambridge; and now, at twenty-five, teaching history at another independent school, one that boasted several minor royals among its alumni. I hadn’t really questioned it until recently. It was what people did, wasn’t it? Followed a particular path? Mine seemed mapped out for me from the start.


It had been a busy first year teaching, and my parents – always there, firm but doting – had rewarded me with a holiday in the Maldives with my friend, Lily. I’d like to point out that I did put up a token protest. But, again, easiness and comfort were such a familiar part of my life that, even though something inside me screamed ‘wrong’, I just smiled sweetly, offered my thanks, and had a fabulous time. And now I was coming back alone. Lily had stayed on for another week’s sailing on her boyfriend’s yacht. I was returning to drizzly England.


The flight was delayed. The sky, which had been an azure blue for the duration of my stay, was now a heavy grey, oppressive and dark, as if in tune with my downbeat mood. Malé Airport, despite the Duty Free and smiling faces always ready to flog something sensational, provided little in the way of comfort. You know that feeling at the end of a holiday, when it inevitably has to end, and you just want to get it over with and be home.


We boarded at last, bound for Gatwick. The plane was full. I was at the back – my mother always insisted on it – ‘the safest place’ – and I was not relishing the prospect of the rising whine of the cabin crew as they bitched about their colleagues.


I sat staring ahead while waiting to leave the gate. A large lady sat next to me, her breathing heavy and low, dragged in through protesting lungs. Clearly uncomfortable in the narrow seat, she shifted around to better her position. I moved to my right, trying to give her room and resulting in losing any arm space in the process. I was now sitting with a noticeable lean, a bit like a human Tower of Pisa.


The last few passengers boarded and the doors closed. The seat across the aisle from me was free. Perhaps I’d move to sit there and make it easier for us both. I’d be stiff as a board when we landed otherwise.


Just as I felt sure they’d closed the flight, I looked up to see a man walking down the aisle. My heart sank. He had that determined stride that told me he was heading to the back. As he approached, he studied the seat numbers close to me. Sure enough, his was the seat opposite mine. I must have huffed audibly in annoyance.


‘Sorry. Did I bump ya?’ The man looked down from his impressive height with a lopsided apologetic smile. For a moment I forgot to resent him. When he smiled, he showed off his perfectly hewn good looks. He had neat white teeth, a firm jaw covered in considerable stubble, and thick, dark hair. Early thirties, I thought. His red checked shirt and grey T-shirt poking out at the neck was concealing what was clearly a broad, muscled torso.


‘No, no,’ I demurred, still looking up, his staggering gorgeousness robbing me of my usual bite. His eyes held mine. They were the most arresting blue.


He looked away at last, denying me the force of his gaze, and I felt as if I’d had a bag of sweets snatched away. The man shrugged off a large backpack, surely only just within cabin baggage regulations.


‘It’s my bag, y’see. Has a mind of its own.’ He gave a low chuckle, as low as his voice, which was rough and raspy, and phenomenally sexy. Sexy? What the hell was I thinking? He wasn’t my type at all. He was too casual and rough and … northern. He was probably the type who wore naff short-sleeved shirts in the summer rather than rolling his sleeves up. Something told me, however, that he probably didn’t require a collared shirt for his work. My mother would not approve. I lowered my head and tried to ignore him.


By now, he’d turned away from me and was trying to squeeze his enormous bag into the overhead locker. His backside was only about three inches from my right ear. I glanced over. Tight, round, neatly encased in jeans. God, I could just reach out and … I sighed loudly and studied the safety guidelines instead.


‘It’s not goin’,’ he declared, unable to fit his bag in the locker. He turned around and glanced at the one above me. ‘Yours is nearly empty. Could I try it? Might be able to squeeze it in.’


I hoped my blush wasn’t obvious, but of course it would be. I was renowned for my blatant shows of embarrassment.


He looked down, his eyebrow cocked. I angled my head up to him. If I looked to my right now, I may get an eyeful of something else entirely.


‘I suppose,’ I mumbled, managing to sound distinctly fed up. It was my way of dealing with a loss of control. This man had thrown me. His exhilarating masculine physicality was making my head spin. He smiled again. Oh, don’t do that. ‘Be careful of my bag. It has precious things in it, gifts for my family,’ I declared as snippily as I could.


‘Don’t fret. I can be as gentle as a lamb … when I need to be.’


He continued to push and shove at his bag for a while longer. I could smell his cologne; rich, aromatic, totally intoxicating. I glanced up. The outline of his arm muscles shifted as he held the bag, which was still refusing to fit anywhere.


‘Are you having trouble, sir?’ asked a female crew member, her body language as overly attentive as her voice. She hadn’t been like that with me.


‘It’s a bit too big to go in.’


‘It won’t fit under your seat either, sir. Let me take it. I’m good with big things,’ she smiled, holding his eye contact. I saw him give a wry smirk but noticed that he held off from a cheesy response to her blatant innuendo.


The crew member took his bag and sashayed off with it. I couldn’t help rolling my eyes. He glanced down with a lop-sided smile. ‘There you go. Managed to spare your nan’s souvenir.’


The man then sank down into his seat with a guttural sigh, as if breathing out the tension of days of hard labour. I was pressing my legs together. Oh, bloody hell. I only did that when attraction reared unstoppably.


He stretched out his legs – long and firm. One of them extended into the aisle. How thoughtless. What if someone tripped on it? He was wearing dark blue Skechers which had seen better days – a much-loved pair by the look of it – and now settled back to read the book he’d taken from his luggage. Andy McNab – predictable. He frowned a little as he read and those blue eyes bored into the text with admirable concentration.


I wanted so hard to find him annoying; everything about this man was the polar opposite of what I was expected to like, but his presence was oddly reassuring. He made me feel as if I was really going back after all. For the first time since preparing to depart, I felt the call of home.


He must have noticed me looking at him because he turned his head and gave me that wonky smile again, just briefly, before focussing back on his book. If he’d held my gaze a little longer I might have smiled back, but as it was I now set my mouth straight and pretended I wasn’t remotely interested.


To distract myself I took out my phone and pulled up the last text I’d received before leaving Malé. ‘Thanks. I’ll make it worth ur while. Ur so worth it & hopefully I can prove that I am 2. R xxx’


I sighed – a little louder than I’d intended. The cack-handed attempts at text-speak were so awkward. And three kisses. One could be explained away as casual familiarity; two was optimistic; three, and you knew you were in for a hard sell. Rupert – the R in question – had never had to sell himself hard before. We’d got together at university. It turned out our mamas knew each other. His term, not mine. Mine was lucky if she still got ‘Mummy’.


I’d been with Rupert for four years. It seemed longer. It became a habit. We were expected to go on forever. My parents adored him – more than me, it seemed at times. My friends kept extolling our compatibility. We were certainly well-matched on paper – same sort of education, same Surrey background. When he got a Good Job – i.e. in the City (to my father Good Jobs didn’t exist beyond the City) – then we were expected to marry. He was cute, I can’t deny it. He looked a bit like Laurence Fox, Billie Piper’s husband. (Or more properly, according to my mother, James Fox’s son.)


But something was missing. One day last year, I’d had the courage to admit it. I never quite figured out what it was though, so my courage eventually failed me, and now I was giving him another chance. He’d coaxed and pestered and cajoled and insisted, and now, a year after splitting, was about to give it another go. After all, that was the path I was supposed to take, wasn’t it? And there was a certain comfort in that.


After take-off, I tried to doze for a while, reading occasionally, listening to music. I kept half an eye on the man opposite, despite my best intentions. When the drinks trolley came round, he ordered a gin and tonic. Even that annoyed me. That was my in-flight drink. There are certain drinks that work well in particular situations, which you grow to associate with those situations. For me, on a plane journey, a G and T hit the spot. I associate the taste with popping ears and extreme air conditioning.


The lady crew member stuck her arse in my face as she leant down to continue her flirtation with northern bag man. It gave me a strange satisfaction to notice that he didn’t play up to it. He barely smiled before turning his attention back to his book. I ordered one too, but as she handed it to me the plane jolted suddenly and the gin spilt over my top.


‘Oh, sorry,’ she said with a downward sneer of sham remorse. She handed me a single flimsy paper napkin to wipe it up with.


‘Do you think I could have another gin? This one’s down my front.’


The woman (whose fake boobs were as prominent and obvious as her collagen trout pout) glanced down at my chest (natural, pert, but not overly prominent) with a look conveying, ‘Not much to spill it down, is there?’


Without even looking in my direction she handed me another gin, waving it vaguely in front of me. I snatched it from her.


When she’d moved on, the northern guy looked over and offered me a cloth. I took it with a wary smile. ‘Thanks. That was quite a jolt.’


Just then the plane did it again. A few people screamed. The turbulence continued, juddering and shaking us erratically. ‘Better get that gin down you before the rest ends up in your lap,’ bag man grinned.


The “fasten seat belt” sign flashed on. There came the clinking noise of metal sliding into metal, a rushed domino of sounds echoed through the plane. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, Captain Rhodes here. We’re experiencing some adverse weather conditions at the moment which are resulting in severe turbulence. We’ll drop down to try to avoid it. Nothing to be alarmed about but please remain seated until it passes with your seat belts fastened. It may be quite bumpy for a while.’


He may have told us there was nothing to be alarmed about, but the jolting made a lead weight settle in the pit of my stomach. The woman next to me was clutching the arm of our chairs (which she’d acquisitioned for the entire journey so far) until her knuckles whitened. The plane plummeted suddenly for two seconds which seemed more like minutes. More screams. I gasped, not quite a scream, but panicked enough. I glanced at northern man. He was still reading, apparently oblivious to it all. He turned and raised his eyebrows quizzically. ‘Dried off yet?’


‘It’s quite bad, don’t you think?’


‘What?’ Another huge jolt. More screams.


‘The turbulence.’


‘Yeah. Worst I’ve ever known. Not much we can do about it though.’


‘I admire your insouciance.’


‘If I knew what y’meant, I’d say thanks.’ He smirked. I still found him sexy, even when in peril.


There then came the biggest jolt of the lot. We must have fallen several hundred feet, plunging down through thin air. The screams didn’t stop. I joined them this time. My heart was pounding, my mouth dry. Northern man’s book was ripped from his hands and hit the ceiling, along with cups, food, iPads, and Lego. Then there was a loud thud, as if something large had hit the aircraft. It seemed to be alright after that; things went silent. Completely silent. It soon occurred to me that silence on a plane was not a good thing.


Something hit me from above: the oxygen masks had been released. Desperate hands fumbled to put them on. I was shaking so much it took me several attempts, but I soon had the mask attached.


‘Brace for impact! Brace for impact! Brace for impact! Brace for impact!’ a disembodied voice started repeating over and over across the tannoy. I noticed the cabin crew. The flirtatious steward looked petrified. She was failing to strap herself in due to trembling hands.


I put my head down as far as it would go, resting it on the seatback in front. I felt hands on mine and guiding me to place them, one over the other, on top of my head.


‘Like this. Do it like this. And put your knees together. Tuck your feet back a bit, it’s more effective.’ It was that rich Yorkshire voice again. I believed him. I wanted him to keep talking. His voice alone would keep me safe, it seemed. Only after he’d helped me did he put his own mask on.


And we started to fall. We were steadily but inevitably ploughing towards the ground. Was it ground? Sea? Where were we? The angle wasn’t as steep as I would have thought, but we were going fast, I knew that. The aircraft would break up, surely? The screech of the dying plane was deafening. My ears felt as if they would explode. My whole head felt like it would explode.


So this was the moment when my life stopped going according to plan, when I veered off my chosen path. Only I wasn’t so much veering as hurtling towards a dead end.


I just waited. It was going on and on, it seemed. What else could I do but wait? I waited and wished the screaming would stop. I just waited for it to stop.


It did. Suddenly. There was a noise so loud that it denied me hearing. Had we hit or been hit? I was expecting nothingness, oblivion, emptiness. What did death feel like? I was almost curious.


But there wasn’t emptiness. In fact, sensation had never been so great. In my confusion, I felt everything more. Sound came back, feeling returned. With confused realisation, it dawned on me that I was still alive. Somehow. And I was suddenly very wet. Perhaps it was that gin again, pouring all over me. But then, if I held my head up – I think it was up – there was also a lot of air. Not the dry, recycled air inside an aeroplane, but fresh air, Earth air. I breathed it in gratefully until it was denied me again, profoundly. My mouth was filled with water, warm, salty, thick water. I was surrounded by water, and my ears were hurting again. I was sinking, fast. I was strapped into my seat and being pulled down into an unfathomably deep abyss. I could do nothing. I scrabbled for the seatbelt buckle but in my panic, couldn’t find it. My lungs screamed. My blood pounded. Then hands were on me and they found the buckle and I was free. The same hands held me and together we rose. My lungs clamoured for release but they would have to wait. Up, up … not enough time, not enough time. We were never going to get there. Wasn’t it supposed to get lighter as we approached the surface? For me, it got darker, and darker, then black.




Two


It was hot and dry.


Was Heaven supposed to be hot and dry? I thought that was hell. Shit. Had I been that bad in my short life?


My back was baking as heat poured down onto it. I heard a pounding, drumming sound, but then realised it was the thudding of my head. My mouth was parched and my face felt dry and scratchy. I didn’t want to open my eyes. I didn’t have the courage. Slowly, gingerly, I moved my fingers. Whatever I was lying on felt remarkably like sand. And I could hear something too. Waves. Gentle waves, lapping. It dawned on me slowly that I had, in actual fact, survived. This wasn’t heaven, hell, or any other unimaginable afterlife; this was land, and I was alive.


At last I dared blink my eyes open. For a moment, in the confusion and haze, I thought I was back in the Maldives. There was fine white sand, palm trees, the gentle slapping of water on the shore. I tried to make sense of it. Had I dreamt it all? Had I ever got on the plane?


I tried to push myself up but a searing pain shot through my side and my right arm. I cried out as brightness flashed behind my eyes and I slumped back into the sand.


‘Don’t try to move too quickly. You’re all right, but you’ve bashed yerself up good and proper.’


I knew that voice. Where had I heard it before?


‘I want to … I want to turn over,’ I stuttered.


‘Alright. We’ll try. Easy does it.’ Hands, reassuring in their strength but calming in their tenderness, eased me over. Pain again. Acute, throbbing pain. I sucked in with the agony of it and squeezed my eyes shut. But I was over, on my back. I blinked open my eyes.


Perhaps I was in Heaven after all, because the Archangel Michael was staring down at me. Hewn face, thick hair, blue eyes, strong neck supported by broad shoulders. It was a face and body that could slay any dragon.


‘There we go. Take it easy. It’s possible you’ve cracked a rib, but I reckon you’re just bruised. You’ve got off lightly, believe me.’


‘Am I alive?’ I felt a bit drunk. I still couldn’t sort the mash-up of confusion in my throbbing head.


The angel smiled. ‘Yeah, you are. You and me. We made it.’


I looked at him more steadily. ‘I know you. Big Bag Man.’


He smiled again. ‘That’s the one.’


‘Did you … was it you …? My seatbelt. I couldn’t undo it … Did you …?’


‘The fuselage sheared off right in front of us. Managed to get to you just in time. Nearly lost you. I swam in with you. Took a while. We were a long way out.’


I looked up at him. His head blocked out the sun but it shone around him, giving him an ethereal glow.


‘You’re my angel.’


‘Nah. Just lucky enough to get my hands on you. Not so lucky with the rest.’ His voice grew solemn.


It was all coming back. The plane. The crash. I glanced about. We were on a shore somewhere; palm trees, sand, a hill behind us, rocky outcrops. But it was quiet. Where were the others?


‘Where is everyone?’


He came and sat beside me, and stared out to sea but said nothing. My heart started to pound. ‘But … the plane was full … we survived … where are the others? There will be others. There must be others.’


He shook his head slowly. ‘Nobody else has come ashore alive. Not that I can tell anyway. I’ve …’


His voice trailed off again and he glanced over to a wooded area far to the right.


‘What?’


‘I’ve pulled ashore those I could.’


‘Those you could?’ My mouth grew even drier.


‘Six so far.’


‘D … dead?’


He nodded, looking back out to sea.


‘I’ve buried them under branches. I’ll try to dig a trench later. Keep them safe until we’re rescued.’


‘But … we can’t be the only ones … we can’t be.’ My mind was numb.


‘Crazy, isn’t it? But that’s what it seems. The fuselage cracked right where we were sat so we could escape. That must’ve protected us from the impact too. We just … dunno … got lucky. I tried to get to some others, but …’ He fell silent for a moment, then looked up again. ‘There don’t seem to be no more islands round here. Hopefully some others came ashore elsewhere, but it’s not a big island, and I haven’t heard anything.’


‘But where are we? An island? What if they don’t find us? What if they never find us?’


‘There’s a lot of wreckage floatin’ out there, and we can’t have been far off the flight path. They’ll know roughly where we went down even if some of the instruments failed. I’ve already spelt out SOS with rocks over there, and I’ll get a fire goin’ in a minute. They’ll spot the smoke. Luckily, some of the catering trolleys washed up. We’ve got a fair bit of food and drink to keep us goin’. Blankets, seat cushions. And I reckon they’ll reach us in a few days. We’ll be fine.’


‘Fine?’ I wasn’t convinced.


He turned and looked at me, a mixture of resignation and curiosity on his face, before holding out his hand.


‘You’re stuck with me, I’m afraid. Better do this proper. I’m Paul. Paul Mason.’


‘Callie Frobisher.’ I shook his hand, acutely aware that his were the hands that had saved me.


‘Callie? What sort of a name is that?’ he asked with a faint sniff of amusement.


At any other time I would have given him a ticking off for his rudeness, but I didn’t have it in me. ‘It’s short for Caroline. I hate the name Caroline. Callie, I can live with.’


‘Why were you travelling?’


‘I was returning from my holiday. Oh God!’ Panic stabbed at my chest. ‘My parents! They’ll be so worried. They’ll be desperate, devastated. Oh God. They’ll hear about the crash. I need to get back, I need to let them know!’ I scrabbled to my feet, but pain sheared through me again and I stumbled back, falling against Paul slightly. I rolled off him and started to sob uncontrollably.


‘There’s nowt you can do. It’s alright. They’ll have a day or so of uncertainty, but then they’ll see you and know you’re all right. Don’t let yourself get stressed. You’ve been through it. Best not to get more upset.’


He was right. I tried to stem the tears and turned to look at him. ‘What about you? Have you got family to worry about you?’


‘Aye. My dad. But he didn’t know I were over here working so he’ll be none the wiser.’


‘Working?’


‘I’m a building contractor now. I was working on that new hotel.’


I knew the one he meant. An elegant, five-star luxury palace I’d seen under construction along the coast from where I’d stayed. ‘You said now. What did you do before?’


He paused briefly before answering. ‘Army.’


‘Really? Did you see active service?’


‘Aye.’ Paul stood up at that point. ‘Best see about getting that fire going. It’ll get dark quickly.’


I stared after him. His strong legs took him quickly over to one of the washed up containers. He seemed to know what he was doing, gathering wood and brush. Soon enough a fire crackled into life. It was reassuring to have someone with survival training. I picked myself up gingerly, careful not to exacerbate my injuries, and walked over.


‘Anything I can do to help?’


He glanced up. ‘You’d best rest to make sure you don’t hurt yourself more, but you can try to spread some of those blankets around and over the branches if you like. Won’t do much good if the rains come in again, but it looks like the storm that brought the plane down has passed.’


The blankets had already dried in the sun but were sticky from sea water. I did my best to drape them around and soon made a den amongst the trees near the beach. I laid some more blankets on the ground. It was all very Swallows and Amazons. Wasn’t this what I’d dreamt of as a child? The reality was a little different. That sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach made me suddenly nauseous and I stumbled out, clutching my side as pain asserted itself. I retched violently into the undergrowth.


‘You OK?’ Paul called over.


I turned and nodded vaguely. ‘Sorry. Things are just catching up with me.’


He was coming over with a bottle of water. ‘They will. It’ll get worse, you know. You’re in a sort of shock, but if you can keep going, that would be best. Don’t exert yourself, but try to take your mind off it. Here, drink up.’


He held out the bottle and I drank gratefully. The cooling water seemed to settle my mind as well as my gut. I smiled up at him. He smiled back and the shine from his blue eyes immediately soothed me.


‘There’s a load of food. Pretty crap, but it’ll keep us full. I’ll bring some over. I like your little ’ouse.’ He grinned at my pathetic efforts.


‘Pretty shoddy, I’m afraid. Terence Conran would not approve.’


‘Who?’ I wasn’t sure if he was feigning ignorance to play up to me. He gave a chuckle. ‘I’ll go and get the food.’


Paul soon returned with bread rolls, cheese, pate, mini puddings, and oranges. It was all tiny portions, but, after much tearing of plastic wrappers, we had a feast in front of us. He sat beside me and offered a beer.


‘Do you think it’s OK to drink alcohol?’ I asked.


‘Do you fancy it?’


‘I do, strangely.’


‘Well, go on then. A little of what you fancy does you good.’


I fancy you, I thought. Would you do me good?


We clinked cans. ‘To survival,’ he said.


I gave a weak smile and repeated his words. ‘To survival.’ I sipped; he glugged. He opened another one quickly. The sun was setting fast and the beach glowed golden around us.


‘Mustn’t let the fire go out,’ he mused.


‘No. No sign of rescue yet.’


‘Don’t fret. They’ll be here soon enough.’


We sat in silence for a while, staring out at the silvery sea as the moon brightened.


‘How strange,’ I said.


‘What?’


‘This. Everything. I can’t believe it. Can you?’


‘Have to. It’s happened and there it is.’


‘This morning I was in an airport set to return to the grey monotony of London … and now this.’


‘Aye …’ It was said with a deep sigh. Even the way he said ‘aye’ made me want him. ‘You got a job to go back to?’


‘I’m on holiday for the summer. I’m a teacher.’


‘Oh, right. What d’you teach?’


‘History.’


‘Oh aye? I did history A-Level.’


‘Did you?’


I must have sounded surprised. Paul smirked. ‘What? You can’t believe I’d do A-Levels? There is a brain lurking somewhere inside this crusty, northern exterior.’


‘I didn’t mean that,’ I quickly corrected. ‘I just didn’t put you down as the history sort. Physics or maths, maybe.’


‘Yeah, well, you’re half right. I did physics and design technology, too.’


‘Interesting combination. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you. What was your favourite period to study?’


‘I liked learning about the wars and conflicts. And medieval history, too. The Plantagenets. Edward III. Pretty canny fella.’


I laughed.


‘What?’


‘Here I am stranded on a desert island discussing Edward III with an ex-army builder.’


He smiled softly at me, causing my belly to flip, before turning to throw a pebble in the sand and sighing. ‘Didn’t amount to nowt though.’


‘How do you mean?’


‘Never got to take the exams, despite doing most of the work for them. My ma had been ill for several years, cancer. My dad couldn’t cope. When I were younger I spent a year in care while he dealt with things as best he could. When I were older, she seemed to get a little better, responded well to treatment, and I came back. Then she took a turn for the worse and Dad had to stop working to look after her. He’d never agreed with me studying. I hoped to go to university, do engineering, but he made me quit school in the Upper Sixth and go to work. My ma put up a good protest – she wanted me to carry on, but …’ He shrugged. ‘We needed the money. And folk like me didn’t go to university. My dad was a miner, my ma a cleaner. I just walked out of my class one day, never went back. I got a good job for a local building firm. Did very well, learnt my trade, supported my family.’


‘And your mother?’


He stared ahead and threw another stone. ‘Lasted another year. I lost her twelve year ago next month.’


‘I’m so sorry.’


He looked over at me and studied me intently. I felt myself growing pink.


‘When you say that, you sound like you really mean it,’ he said.


I smiled softly. ‘I do. I lost my aunt, who I adored, very early to cancer.’


He shrugged resignedly. ‘Everyone’s affected by it.’


‘And for everyone it’s hell and it’s unfair and horrific.’


He looked steadily at me. ‘Aye, it is. That’s when I needed out. Joined the army.’


‘Which regiment?’


He smirked. ‘That important to you?’


‘No, I’m just curious.’


‘Started out with the Yorkshire Regiment, then moved onto Special Air Service.’


I looked at him blankly.


‘The SAS,’ he added.


‘Oh. Right.’ I was impressed into silence.


My appreciation of his survival skills grew, and, although I hated the immediacy with which it happened, so did my attraction.


‘What about you then, Callie Frobisher?’ he asked.


‘What about me?’


‘Why d’you talk so posh?’


‘Is that your first impression? That I’m posh?’


He shrugged.


‘Why do I talk like this?’ I continued. ‘I don’t know. Parents. School. Friends.’


‘Do all your friends sound like you?’


‘Yes, I suppose they do.’ I blushed, suddenly ashamed of it.


‘Where’d you go to school? Cheltenham Ladies’ College or something like that?’


I laughed. ‘No. My school was much lowlier. But … it was fee-paying.’


‘Fee-paying? Rich people’s school, y’mean?’


I resented his immediate prejudice. ‘I didn’t choose it. I just went where I was put.’


‘And I bet you don’t teach in your local comprehensive now neither.’


More embarrassment. ‘No.’


‘Another “fee-paying school”?’


‘Yes. But I work very hard. I’m always taking work home with me.’


‘And getting nice long holidays in the Maldives.’


His assumptions, which hit closer to the mark than I cared to admit, raised my temper. ‘Oh, don’t give me the old “long holidays” crap. Anyway, this one wasn’t from my teacher’s salary, which is very modest. It was a present, a reward for working hard in the year.’


‘The Bank of Mummy and Daddy?’


I bristled. ‘Don’t judge me! You know nothing about me. My parents worked hard for their wealth and I’ll work hard for mine. I know I’m lucky and I don’t expect these things, but it takes all kinds in this world, you know.’ I stood up, indignant.


He put his hands up in resignation. ‘I’m sorry. Can never resist a bit of class banter. I don’t mean nothing by it. Just like finding out about people. Come on, sit down.’


Paul held his hand out to me to draw me down again. After a sigh, I took it and sank down next to him. My side panged and I sucked in.


‘Careful.’


I turned to him. ‘Didn’t you get hurt at all?’


‘Sore ankle. Cut leg. Nothing too bad. Someone was looking out for me.’


I laughed, then winced. My arm had been hurting for an age, but I’d tried to ignore it.


‘What?’


‘My arm.’ I touched it and a fierce pain raced through it.


‘Let’s have a look.’


He took hold of the sleeve of my shirt, and only then I noticed it was stained pink with blood. He lifted it with the tenderness of a brood hen. I made the mistake of looking into his eyes. Our tiff was instantly forgotten. After a searing moment where our gazes met and my belly somersaulted, he turned back to examine my arm.


‘Nice gash you got there.’


I glanced down and winced. I had an angry cut about three inches long running along my arm. It was still seeping blood a little. ‘You may need it stitching when we’re back, but we can bind it for now. Hold on.’


He stood and jogged nimbly over to some wreckage. After scrabbling about for a while he returned with a bandage. ‘Y’see,’ he grinned. ‘We’ve got all we need. First aid kit intact.’


Paul cleaned the wound with some saline then worked concertedly and skilfully to bind my arm. ‘It’ll have to be tight, I’m afraid.’


His fingers were warm and assured and, as they grazed my skin, I felt an unstoppable surge of desire flaming inside me. He was so close and so hard and firm. My head swam and I was unable to take my eyes off him.


He finished by tying off the bandage and smiling at me. ‘There you go. Good as new.’ He didn’t move his hands away, and stayed still, holding my arm tenderly yet firmly.


I held his gaze and smiled back. He was right there, strong and sure. Would it be so bad to just … But how mad this was. All of it. I averted my gaze.


Paul drew in a breath suddenly and turned out to look at the sea. ‘Not a bad spot really, is it? I mean, if you’re gonna be the sole survivors of an air crash, there’re worse places to end up.’


My stomach dropped with disappointment.


The moment was lost. Probably for the best. This was crazy. I couldn’t enter into some mad relationship on a desert island with someone I barely knew. Someone with whom I had nothing in common. Someone who was entirely wrong for me. Just because we were stuck together didn’t mean we should do anything. And there was Rupert. I was going back to Rupert, after all. I’d already made my decision.


I focused instead on my food and took a bite of roll. It filled a gap, at least. We ate on quietly for a while.


‘You should sleep. It’ll help you.’


I was suddenly aware of being bone-achingly tired. ‘Yes, I’m utterly shattered. I’ll … umm …’ I looked vaguely at the shelter.


‘You sleep in there. I’ll be alright out on the beach. I want to keep a lookout for a while longer, see if I spot anything. And I’d like to keep the fire going.’


‘OK. I’ll just … umm …’ I pointed vaguely behind some trees. I needed the loo. I must have done that involuntary lean to the side that gave it away.


Paul chuckled. ‘Find yourself a spot behind a tree and dig a little hole. Cover it in sand. Easy. Happens to us all, you know.’


‘Right … I … yes.’ I padded off, my face flushed, his gorgeous smirk bright in my mind.


When I returned he had moved back to the fire and sat with a stick, looking into the flames. His skin glowed golden and his eyes shone.


‘Good night then,’ I called.


He turned to look. ‘G’night, Callie Frobisher.’


I headed to the shelter but then remembered myself and glanced back over my shoulder.


‘And thank you,’ I said.


‘For what?’


‘Saving my life.’


He gave me a soft smile then looked back to the fire.




Three


Surprisingly, I did sleep. My entire body seemed to sink through the earth. But it was a chaotic, confused sleep, filled with nightmares. I was drowning but it was in a bottle of gin. I was flying, then falling, then up again. Faces from the plane raced through my dreams. The calm-voiced pilot, the woman sitting beside me, her hands grabbing me and not able to hold on, the panicked cabin crew. I woke screaming, unstoppably and desperately.


‘Shhh, shhh, it’s all right, it’s all right, you’re safe.’


That voice again. If I could cling to that voice alone, I’d be safe.


Paul was kneeling beside me, his hand on my arm. I put out a hand of my own and gripped onto him. I could barely get a hold, his arm was so large and solid.


I took slow breaths to steady myself. ‘Sorry, sorry. Bad dream.’


‘Yeah … me too.’


I glanced up at him. He was so controlled, so calm, but he had been through the same. I managed a faint smile. He returned it. ‘You OK?’


I nodded. ‘Thank you.’


‘I found some limp bacon and managed to fry it up over the fire. Come and have some. It’ll do you good. There’s a stream over there too. Fresh water. And look what I found …’ He tossed an airline freebie toothbrush and toothpaste at me.


I caught them and grinned appreciatively. ‘I’ll go and wash.’


As I approached the stream, something dug into me through my jeans pocket. I reached in, took it out, and smirked at my discovery; my packet of contraceptive pills, intact and almost full. They’d survived a plane crash and a near-drowning. I’d barely had need for them recently, but by force of habit, I popped the next one out and swallowed it.


After splashing in the cooling water gratefully and giving my teeth a thorough clean, I headed back to the fire. Paul handed me some bacon on one of those little airplane trays. ‘Thanks.’ It tasted remarkably good.


‘Orange juice?’


I laughed and took the small carton. ‘You’ve thought of everything.’


‘Only the best, madaarm,’ he exaggerated, giving a mock bow.


We sat and ate contentedly for a while. With him, I could forget the trauma.


‘Have you got anyone else worrying about you at home?’ I said, regretting it immediately, but unable to stop.


He glanced at me curiously. ‘You mean like a wife? Girlfriend?’


I nodded, not looking at him, trying to appear as casual as I could.


He shook his head. ‘Nope.’


I was stupidly relieved but hoped I hadn’t annoyed him by asking. His answer had been very brief. But he seemed relaxed enough and soon followed up my query. ‘How about you? Boyfriend?’


I smiled to myself. ‘No and yes.’


‘No and yes?’


‘Well, it’s complicated. We’re not together at this precise moment, but I sort of promised to go back to him when I got back to England.’


‘What the hell does that mean?’ he frowned.


‘We split up a year ago after four years together.’


‘Why?’


I tutted. ‘You ask a lot of questions.’


He shrugged. ‘Nothin’ else to do.’


Actually there was something we could do, and an image of it forced itself vividly into my mind. He could take me right here on the sand, his hot, hard body could do anything it wanted to me. I blushed scarlet again and focused instead on discussing my time with Rupert. ‘I ended it. It had become more of a habit than a developing relationship.’


‘Is that what you should always try for – a developing relationship?’


‘Yes, don’t you think? There’s no point in being in something that just stagnates. You should grow together, always wake up thinking there’s something new to discover about the person. Something to figure out.’


‘So you’ve decided you haven’t figured him out after all?’


‘I don’t know. I just … he’s familiar to me. He’s easy. He treats me well.’


He paused briefly. ‘Is that enough? Does that leave you enough to figure out?’


‘I suppose I’ll find out.’


I fell quiet. So did he. It didn’t matter. It was an easy silence, the only sound the crackling of the fire. After a while, I said, ‘It’s strange isn’t it, you and me?’


‘How d’you mean?’


‘Well, here we are talking, getting on perfectly well. We probably would never have spoken to each other in real life. I mean … we may never have had the opportunity.’


‘I were sitting near you on the plane for over an hour. You could have talked then.’


‘So could you!’ I chided with a smile.


He laughed and poked the fire. ‘Mad, really.’


‘Well, we haven’t exactly got a lot in common, have we?’


He pouted. ‘Edward III.’


‘Apart from him.’


‘You never know though. There could be more. Try me.’


I smiled at his game. ‘Alright. Umm … Tea or coffee?’


‘Tea.’


‘Earl Grey or PG Tips?’


He looked at me wearily. ‘Whatever’s put in front of me.’


‘Downton or Game of Thrones?’


‘Downton? Isn’t that a song by Petula Clark?’


‘Don’t be silly,’ I chided.


He chuckled. ‘I don’t mind a bit of Game of Thrones. S’pose you like all those posh people poncin’ about.’


‘Downton’s nice on a Sunday night. Cats or dogs?’


‘Both.’


‘Me too. Rugby or football?’


‘Cricket. I’m a Yorkshireman, after all.’


‘There we go. I love cricket too.’


‘You were wrong then, weren’t you? We’ve got a lot in common.’ He smiled. I melted.
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