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Prologue


 


 


"Hello caller, you're on the air.
What's your name?"


Robin hesitated. He hated phones at the
best of times. He couldn't believe he'd actually reached the point of calling a
radio phone-in show, let alone an agony-aunt one. His mouth became very dry
while his palms went in the opposite direction. He found them sweating so much
that he started to worry about short-circuiting the phone. Could a phone
short-circuit? He wasn't sure. Maybe that was for the best. Maybe if it short
circuited then he wouldn't have to finish making the call. Maybe –


"Caller? Are you there?"


Damnit. The phone hadn't short-circuited,
the radio station was still connected and the DJ was asking him if he was still
there. He thought about saying 'no' just to confuse matters. Fight the system!
But instead he said quietly,


"Yes, I'm here."


"What's your name, caller?" the
DJ asked. Robin hesitated. He chewed on his lip as his heart thumped with
nerves. He didn't want to give his name. It was bad enough that he was calling
at all. What if someone heard? What if someone who knew him was listening? He
couldn't take the embarrassment. The more he thought about it, the more he
realised this was one of the more stupid ideas he'd ever had.


"Caller? You can use an assumed name
if you like."


"Evan White," Robin said without
hesitation.


"OK, Evan. Hi there," the DJ
seemed a little more at ease now that he had a name to work with, false or
otherwise, "what are you calling about tonight?"


Robin swallowed.


"I've uh," he closed his eyes
and took a deep breath. "I've got this problem."


"Most people have," the DJ told
him, "that's why we have this hour."


Robin gave a nervous laugh.


"Right," he said.


"So what's your problem, Evan?"


Robin closed his eyes and drew in his
breath. You see, the thing about Robin was that he didn't have normal problems.
He never had done. He'd always lived the kind of existence where he'd stumbled
from one bizarre crisis to another. Rarely did he live through a nice, normal,
average day. There was always something ridiculous going on. He had never
understood why. Some people lived a nice, calm, peaceful existence where they
had their nice, normal problems and their run-of-the-mill crises. Things you
could talk to a friend or neighbour about without wanting to hide under your
bedclothes in shame. Things that you didn't feel like the world would point and
laugh at you for.


Robin led the kind of life where instead
of, say, getting hit by a car he'd find himself knocked over by a clown on a
unicycle, randomly rolling down the street. Instead of someone turning up at
his door asking if he'd seen their lost cat, someone would turn up holding a
cat and trying to persuade Robin that it was his, despite him never owning one.
He was the kind of person who would walk down the wrong staircase at the wrong
time and somehow find himself dancing, with pompoms, to Hey Mickey in front of
500 people. These were the kinds of things that happened to Robin.


Even so, he was used to that. He was used
to leading that kind of life, where bizarre occurrences seemed to plague him.
He'd been that person all his life, but I the last year or so everything had
gone haywire.


A year that had started with his boyfriend
Simon having a near-fatal accident with a file server and going into a coma,
continued with the fact that he'd spent his coma time in some other world and
been followed home by a madman and then just about reaching its peak when both
Robin and Simon suffered a car accident that led to them skipping off to the
other world together. Only one of them came back though.


Robin missed Simon more than he could ever
put into words. He couldn't express it in any way. It was harder for him to
deal with losing Simon for the fact that he knew Simon was gone but still
there. He was living on in the other world, but out of his reach. A series of
bizarre and dangerous experiences had followed in the last few months which
had, each time, led Robin closer to crossing over again and yet here he was,
still in the land of the living. It frustrated him – so close and yet so far.


And yet, none of this was even the
problem.


He sighed as he tried to work out how to
say it. How did he put it into terms that someone outside of the situation was
going to understand? How could he find a way to explain it that wasn't going to
get him a thousand insults or lots of responses from people who completely
misunderstood the issue and tried to offer him the most ridiculous advice
possible? He could already imagine some of the responses he would get. He could
already hear them ringing through his ears.


And that was why he hadn't spoken to
anyone about his problem. He couldn't. It was bad enough calling a stranger on
a radio show and pretending to be Evan 'Look at My Gorgeous Beard' White. He
didn't have many friends, not close ones anyway, and the last thing he wanted
was to get angry with the ones he had when they misunderstood the issue.


Which they were bound to.


"Caller? Are you still there?"


Robin bit his lip again.


"Yes, I'm still here," he said
feebly.


"You said you had a problem,"
the DJ prompted.


Robin looked down. He had a problem
alright. It was the kind of problem that he never thought he would experience
in his life and not exactly the kind of problem many people ever did. He closed
his eyes and slowly shook his head.


"Doesn't matter," he said
quietly and replaced the receiver.


He walked across the kitchen and switched
the radio back on. He'd been asked to switch it off to avoid feedback when he
called up. He wished he'd switched the phone off instead of the radio.


"…and that was Evan, calling about
nothing," the DJ was saying, "so if any more of you have problems
about nothing that you don't want to talk to us about… don't call in. If,
however, you have a problem that you do want to share then call us now…"


Robin put his head in his hands and gave a
very deep sigh. Normality. That was all he wanted in his life. But once again
that tiny little hope evaded him. His life was still made of the same nonsense
that it always had been, and becoming more ridiculous by the day.


 


 


 

















Chapter
One


 


 


He knew when it was. In fact, he could
pinpoint the exact moment it happened. It wasn't any of the moments that he
would have expected it to be. It was something so removed, so innocuous that he
couldn't understand it. It was as he lay staring at the walls, still clinging
to their scent of paint, that he realised.


It wasn't the first sleepless night he'd
spent staring at the walls. At first he'd told himself it was from being in a
strange place. Well, strange-ish. It had been a long time since he'd slept in
Simon's old flat. Then he told himself it was the pain from his stitches and
cuts. Sometimes he blamed too much coffee or watching too many episodes of The
X Files before bed. It was none of those things. Deep down, he knew it.


He closed his eyes, but didn't try to
sleep. He knew that was futile. He had too much on his mind to drift away. Now
he'd realised when it was, the moment it happened, his mind went over and over
the day trying to make sense of it.


It was the day she helped him paint.


He could still see her standing by the
wall, rolling the paint across the expanse and reliving the tale. That was it,
he realised. It was the moment she relayed the story of her lost love that he
started to see her differently. Until then, there was something that was
missing from Kim. He'd never really been able to explain it, but there was a
vagueness of emotion, as though she had blocked off so much of herself that she
didn't allow herself to feel very much any more. He supposed that, with all she
had been through, that as natural. But although she had always said she loved
her wife and was happy with her there was something that didn't seem right. It
didn't seem to be that same depth of feeling that he'd shared with Simon, or
the same depth of feeling he'd seen in other couples. It wasn't until Kim had
shared the story of herself and Shaz that he'd seen why.


"She was your one true love,"
he'd said quietly, "wasn't she?"


It was with a broken voice that Kim had
whispered, "Yes," as she'd nodded slowly.


How many years had Kim had to keep that a
secret, he wondered. It was a terrible thing to have to do. But then again, who
could she tell? Or how?


"I'd never felt that way about anyone
before I met Shaz," Kim had told him, "and I've never felt that way
since."


That was when Robin realised why Kim's
relationship had never actually seemed perfect to him as an outsider. Kim
clearly loved Linda but she wasn't 'the one'. The One was 'Shaz', a girl that
Robin had never met but who brought a sparkle to Kim's eyes. Robin had never
heard her speak with such passion about anything before. From the moment she
started to talk about her to the moment she finished Robin saw a different side
to Kim, one she'd done a good job of keeping hidden. As her tragic story unfolded
Robin found himself painting less and listening more. By the time she finished
speaking he realised he had stopped painting completely and was sat on the
floor, his hands cupped around his chin, listening to her intently as though
her words had cast a spell over him.


He was surprised when he felt almost
tearful by the end of her tale, but even more surprised when she started to
cry. He had truly never seen Kim crying. It took a lot to move her to tears.
The depth of her feelings for Shaz, despite the short time they'd apparently
had together, was clear to see. He almost didn't know what to do when he saw a
tear rolling down her cheek. Kim was one of the toughest people he'd ever met.
Was he supposed to comfort her or would she shrug him away crossly and tell him
not to be so stupid?


"Kim," he'd said quietly. When
she didn't respond and made no attempt to assure him she was fine he moved
across the room and slid an arm around her shoulders as she sank to the floor.
How hard had she been working at blocking Shaz out of her mind for all those
years? He supposed it was like breaking a window on an aircraft – suddenly
everything was getting sucked out into the sky. The seal around Kim's memories
had been broken when she'd heard a certain song, the song she forever linked
with Shaz, and now the memories were flooding out uncontrollably.


He rolled over and stared at the door as
he thought about the hours that followed Kim's tears. Unsure how to calm a
crying Kim, he ventured to the off licence down the street and brought back a
bottle of brandy. He knew that scotch was Kim's spirit of choice but brandy was
the one alcoholic drink that he was reasonably keen on the taste of and he
wasn't sure Kim shouldn't be drinking alone.


Was it on the walk to the off licence that
he'd started to notice things happening? The little thoughts going through his
mind? Or was it when he arrived back? He was a little bit blurry with that part
of the afternoon. He supposed he was busy trying to make Kim feel better and
his attention was focused on that. Everything else went by the way.


"Shit," Robin turned onto his
other side and pulled the pillow over his head as though to block out the
thoughts that were plaguing him. Enough was enough – surely sleep was around
the corner? He tried to close his eyes again but his mind was wide awake. It
was like being twelve again, but heading into reverse. Eventually he threw the
pillow indiscriminately across the room, climbed out of bed and padded across
the bedroom floor.


He peered out of the window. It was still
strange to look outside and find a different view to the one he was so used to
seeing. It felt very weird indeed. There were a few lights on. More insomniacs,
Robin thought. I wonder what their problems are. Probably something a bit more
normal than this one.


He stared at the photograph of Simon on
the wall. That doesn't make any of this easier, you know. Maybe it was time to
leave the bedroom, he decided. Wasn't that good advice for insomniacs? To get
out the bedroom for a while so that it didn't become associated with stress? Or
was that something to do with noxious gases? He wasn't sure. Either way he was
going crazy staring at the walls and was already fed up of the warm peach fuzz
they'd painted the room just a few days earlier.


He walked slowly to the lounge. That was
one room he hadn't quite managed to organise very well yet. Merging his own DVD
collection with Simon's was a complicated process since they had a lot of
duplicates and there were discs stacked floor to ceiling. To one side of the
room the flipchart had been moved against the wall. Somehow Robin couldn't
quite bring himself it put it out of sight yet. It still bore the brainstorm
from Alex's stay. One side of the board was based around 1995, the other on
2011 but both had a word connecting them – Kim.


"Bugger, can't escape you
anywhere," Robin muttered.


He sank into the sofa and switched on the
TV but he might as well have been watching anything. He didn't take in a moment
of it, didn't take in a word. He flicked through channels but couldn't have
described anything he'd seen. His head felt heavy, both with lack of sleep and
with his brain working overtime at trying to find a way out of the strange
situation he'd found himself in. It didn't make sense to him, not for a moment.
He thought about finding another pillow and burying his head again.


It's not supposed to go this way around. 


He'd always been comfortable with who he
was. He might have lacked confidence in many things – making friends, standing
up for himself, lion taming – but he knew who he was and he had never had a
problem with that. So now things were turning on their head he had gone into an
absolute tailspin.


"Maybe it's because I'm lonely?"
he thought to himself, "maybe it's the connection with Simon?"


He sighed and shook his head. He was
trying to fathom the unfathomable. He was trying to find a nice neat equation
for something that just wasn't supposed to 'go', like Mud divided by Cheese =
Suitcases. See, it was gibberish. Stuff and nonsense. It did not compute. There
wasn't even an episode of Red Dwarf or The X Files that he could mentally
compare it to, and that really meant the situation was serious.


"How?" he demanded of himself,
"how the hell did this happen?"


He turned over on the couch and forced his
eyes to close and stay closed. Going over and over it wasn't doing him any
good, as much as he knew that it was impossible to stop his brain from doing
so. He forced himself to lay there until finally, after hours of stress and
anxiety, he managed to fall asleep. But when he awoke in the morning he felt
worse than ever, with a stiff neck and a headache to add to his problems. More
than that, the first thing he saw when he opened his eyes was the flipchart
across the room with Kim's name emblazoned upon it.


"Fuck," he swore.


In the cold light of day it made even less
sense to him than it did in the crazy, mixed up layers of the middle of the
night. He shook his head and cursed himself for allowing his head to become
scrambled that way.


"You're not even the right sex,
Kim," he cried out loud to the name on the board, "so why the hell
won't you get out of my head?"


But the flipchart had no answers for him.
It had no replies. All he could do was to hide under a pillow once again and
wish it would all go away.


 


 

















Chapter
Two


 


 


It wasn't the same.


Kim's stomach had been in knots ever since
she realised that. She went through the motions, every day the same as the
last, but there was a dark cloud hanging over every last second. Her life had
been so straightforward and normal until the day Robin had shown up in the
studio asking if there was anyone who would tattoo his police dogs.


That was the moment things started to go
downhill. She'd spent 8 years running away from the past, hiding from that
whole other world, denying that it was real and suddenly it was all churned up
again, like mud on the riverbed sullying the waters. From there it was a
downwards spiral. Suddenly that world became all too real and she seemed to
lose the ability to relate to those who hadn't been through it.


She stared on absently as Linda fussed
around, getting the boys ready for school. Had something always been missing
between them? Kim wasn't sure. She felt as though she'd lost the ability to
function as a normal human being when she woke from her coma and had spent the
rest of her life making do. Faking everything. Pretending. At the time even she
hadn't realised what was happening but now she looked back she could see that
she'd been living like a shadow of the person she used to be. She'd been half
dead inside.


"Call me when you get back from the
hospital."


Linda's voice brought Kim away from her
thoughts. Her mind had been far away and she struggled to get it back to the
moment. She nodded, even though he wasn't sure what she was nodding about, and
gave a thin smile. All her smiles were thin smiles now. Didn't they used to be
fuller? Or had they always been that way?


Her eyes scanned the pictures on the
mantelpiece and the wall. Family shots, ones with Linda and the boys and some
with their friends. Always the same look on her face. The smile that wasn't
quite there. And then one at the end, a recent photograph, herself and Robin at
the barbecue she'd held a few weeks earlier. There was something different
about her expression in that photograph. It was bright. Alive. Her smile was
broad and her eyes sparking. Shit, the difference was enormous. Was she only
whole when she was with someone who had been through that experience too?


"Are you listening?"


"Hmm?"


Shit – zoned out again. She was doing that
all the time now.


"I said call me when you get back
from the hospital," Linda repeated. Her expression wasn't exactly one of
joy. Things had been increasingly strained between them through recent events.
Kim nodded again and muttered a few words of agreement. Her heart wasn't in it
any more. She had spent years pretending she was normal and fine. Now she had
let a little of the old 'her' out, covering it up was a mammoth task. It
drained her energy and sent her into a state of numbness and depression.


She kissed Linda and her boys goodbye then
slowly prepared to get ready for her hospital appointment. Another fruitless
appointment full of we don't know why your heart stopped. She didn't really
have the stomach for it. The appointments were getting more frustrating and
unnerving all the time, but she had to go to be approved to return to the
force, and getting back to her old role was one step towards becoming the old
her again – a step that her wife was less than pleased about.


That was just part of it though, her mind
told her as she took a slow walk to the hospital. It was a bright spring
morning, complete with flowers blooming and birds singing in the trees but it
might as well have been pouring with rain. The events of the last couple of
weeks were weighing on her mind too. She ran a hand through her hair, the
chopped locks a lasting reminder of a terrifying ordeal that had brought the
two worlds crashing and colliding together.


She hung her head a little as she thought
about the intense hours, tied and bound on a rotting old boat. Some things
happened there that she wasn't ready to think about yet. In fact, she wasn't
sure she ever would be. She physically blinked as hard as she could to force
the images from her mind and started to walk a little faster. It was time to
stop thinking about it for now. Focus on the hospital appointment. Get the all
clear for returning to the force as well as going back to her job as a
tattooist. Then she could turn her mind to other matters.


Not that she had much of a say on that.
Her mind kept turning to those other matters by itself.


*  *  *


Brightly she skipped like a teenager
through the street.


Joyously she ran, excited and full of
anticipation.


She bounded up the steps, two at a time
and knocked quickly on the door. She hopped from foot to foot impatiently until
the door opened and his face peered around it. The only person she really
wanted to see. The only person who'd be as excited as she was.


"Robin, guess what?"


Robin had been a little taken aback to
find an over-excitable Kim on his doorstep. He was still reeling from The Night
Of Very Little Sleep, and was certain he looked a fair old state. He tried to
pull his thoughts together coherently and managed to say, "What?"
before an excitable Kim bounded in and cried,


"I got the go-ahead! I'm back in the
force! I start next week!"


It took a few moments for Robin to make
sense of what Kim had just said. His mind was all over the place and her fast,
excited tone didn't seem to register at first. Finally when he realised a grin
broke out on his face and he cried,


"Kim, that's great news!"


"I know!" cried Kim, excitable
arms flailing around his shoulders with a cry of delight.


Robin realised, with quite some deep
breath of relief, that despite the thoughts that had been plaguing him for days
her enthusiastic hug brought with it no alien feelings or attraction or arousal
in any way, shape or form. This was normal Kim, regular Kim, not
talking-about-the-love-of-her-life Kim. This was a Kim full of beans and joy,
not a Kim with intense eyes and passion in her words.


Robin closed his eyes for a moment as the
excitable hug continued. Thank god for that, the thought to himself. Maybe it
had all been a brief, hormonal overload? Maybe he had an overload of
testosterone for a moment and felt confused. Maybe he really was just lonely,
or knowing that Kim was a link with Simon made him feel temporarily closer to
her than he should have been. Whatever the reason, he was just relieved that,
right then, his emotions stretched to joy at her clean bill of health and that
was as far as it went.


So what the bloody hell was last night
about? Robin cursed himself for the sleepless existence that had plagued him
all night long. He tried to keep his mind away from that subject.


"What about your elbow?" he
asked.


"Got the all clear to start tattooing
again too," Kim assured him.


"So we're still on for
tomorrow?" Robin asked.


"As logn as you've not lost your
nerve," Kim teased.


"Lost my… bloody cheek!" cried
Robin.


Kim laughed.


"I warned you they were addictive,"
she said.


"I can think of worse things to be
addicted to," said Robin. He paused for a moment. He had this strange
sense inside that Kim was about to say she had to go. He bit his lip as he
realised he didn't want her to leave yet. He hadn't seen her in a couple of
days and he had started to feel twitchy and unhappy away from her company.
"I think we should celebrate your news," he told her.


"I should be getting home," Kim
said a little half-heartedly but Robin didn't have to work hard on persuading
her to stay.


"Come on, Kim – There's almost a full
bottle of brandy left from Monday. Quick glass before you go?"


Kim hesitated for effect.


"Alright then," she said,
"You've twisted my arm."


"That's one thing I won't be doing,
or I'll never get that tattoo," Robin teased.


Kim followed him through to the kitchen.
She looked around and noticed how very Robin it had become. From the previously
almost-bare surfaces, a culinary beehive had emerged with cooking implements,
devices and sundries in every space. She sat down at the table as Robin got the
brandy bottle out of the cupboard and found a couple of glasses.


"Have you got the design so I can
look at it again?" Kim asked.


"Design?"


"The tattoo."


"Oh," Robin glanced around,
"hang on." He wandered off for a moment and returned with a large
sheet of paper, all rolled up neatly. Kim opened it and took a good look.


"If you come in at about half
ten," she said, "it'll give me chance to draw the template to
transfer first."


"Sure," said Robin. He unscrewed
the top of the bottle and poured a little for both of them.


"Oh fuck that," said Kim,
"I'm not driving, put a bit more than there." She listened to the
sound of the bottle glugging out a top-up as she studied the image before her.
"You know, this is pretty good, Rob. I never knew you were creative."


"Yes, well," Robin looked a bit
awkward, "past ambitions to become an artist… phobia of paintbrushes… tube
of phthelo blue in the eye… long story."


Kim didn't even ask him to elaborate.


"Is there any career you haven't
tried?" she asked.


Robin thought for a moment.


"Vocational guidance
counsellor," he said.


Kim laughed and rolled his design up
again, slipped the elastic band back over the roll and placed it on the table.


""I'll take this with me now and
then I'll have it ready for tomorrow," she told him.


Robin lifted up his glass.


"Right then," he said, "to
a successful return to CID and a triumphant return to the tattoo studio."


"And a clean bill of health,"
said Kim.


Even as they clinked glasses and sipped
their drinks there was a little part of her that worried more about the clean
bill of health than if they'd have found something wrong. The way things stood
there was no reason for her to suffer a cardiac incident. No earthly reason,
that was. If it wasn't caused by her body then why did it happen? Thoughts of
the other world plagued her again as she thought of it. Her face fell as little
as she drank from her glass. She tried to block out the pull that she was
feeling from there for the first time in so many years but it wouldn't go away.


She tried to lose herself in the brandy
and the chatter, talking to Robin about everything from the extra large wart on
the nose of the doctor she saw to the fact that Evan's beard had received its
own subpoena to appear at Evan's trial. The minutes flew by and turned into an
hour, then two, until finally the noise of a loud ringtone made them both jump.


"Shit," Kim cursed, fishing her
phone from her pocket. As she caught a glimpse of the display she felt a
terrible pang of guilt in her chest. "Shit, it's Linda." She looked
at Robin."I was supposed to call her as soon as I left the hospital."
She got to her feet and pressed the button. "Hi Linds. Yeah… Yeah. I'm
sorry… well, there were lots of hold ups…. I just left a little while ago…"


Robin sat back and watched her pacing as
she lied to her wife on the phone. He lifted what was left of his brandy and
drank it down. As it stung and warmed his throat he tried to fathom why Kim was
lying to her wife. It wasn't like she was doing anything wrong. She'd lost
track of time, that was all. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, his
eyes fixed upon her. The sparkle was fading before his eyes, the joy of her
return to work was suddenly subdued and followed by a sad sigh as she ended the
call.


"I've got to go," she said
quietly, "Linda's not happy with me. I should have called her ages
ago."


Robin bit his lip.


"Sorry," he said quietly.


"Not your fault," Kim assured
him, "I should have just done what I said I'd do. It's just that I…"
she trailed off and seemed reluctant to finish her sentence.


"What?"


Kim closed her eyes for a moment,.


"I just wanted to speak to someone
who'd be happy for me," she said, "instead of pissed off."


Robin gave her a sad smile. He didn't envy
her position.


"Sorry, Kim," he said quietly,


Kim grabbed her bag and threw it over her
shoulder then picked up Robin's tattoo design.


"I'd better get back quickly, get
some mouthwash and sober up before Linda asks me if I've been at the medicinal
alcohol," she said, "but I'll see you tomorrow, yeah?"


Robin smiled but there was a flicker of
something darker behind it.


"Yeah, I'll see you then," he
said.


"I'll let myself out," Kim told
him, "Bye, Rob."


Robin said goodbye with a slightly awkward
smile and as he watched her leave he began to feel a little woozy.


"Knew I wasn't cut out for
alcohol," he mumbled as he cleared the glasses away, but somehow it didn't
feel like the same kind of giddiness he'd felt on the rare occasions he'd
consumed alcohol in the past. It was a different kind of feeling. The wooziness
might have been in his head but it felt like it was originating in the pit of
his stomach, like there was something bringing him anxiety or worry. He
swallowed and tried to chase the thought away. It didn't do to let him mind start
to dwell on things again. Hormonal imbalance, that's what it was. It had to be.


Now he just had to convince himself that
was the truth..


 


 

















Chapter
Three


 


 


Robin awoke to the sound of some horrible
slushy ballad pouring out of the alarm clock and whacked it once or twice. He
felt… well, refreshed. For the first time in almost a week he'd had a fairly
decent amount of sleep and it was well needed, too. Kim's visit the day before
had managed to push a little of his unsettling feeling out of his mind for a
while. He had been able to focus on the fun friendship side of Kim and ignore
the memory of the way she looked at him when her eyes were intense and her
words full of feeling. He could push out of his mind the emotional Kim that
he'd never really seen until a few days before. He focused on the Kim who was
snorting with laughter as they took turns doing impressions of Evan's beard on
the stand, or who taunted him about secretly tattooing a picture of Andrew
Ridgeley on his back instead of the curling dragon he'd drawn out.


"Oh bloody hell, I'm going to be
late!" he cried as he saw the time on the clock. What the bloody hell kind
of time had he set the clock for?


Shit – that's right, he'd hit the sleep
button.


Twice.


"Kim's going to batter me if I miss
my appointment," he mumbled as he jumped out of bed. He ran to the
wardrobe and pulled out a black shirt. It wasn't a colour he usually wore but
he'd been branching out lately, experimenting with new looks and new styles.
Maybe the tattoos were a part of that, he wasn't sure. The shirt quickly
covered the scars on his chest but he realised quite suddenly that they would
be on show while his shirt was off for the ink to adorn his skin. He closed his
eyes and swore under his breath. He hadn't thought of that. At least he would
be leaning forward, perhaps the scars would be more or less covered anyway. He
hoped so. He didn't want Kim to see them.


Why was he bothered about that, he asked
himself as he rushed to the bathroom for the fastest shower in history. The hot
water caused a mist in the air but his mind was already clouded with myriad
confusing thoughts. A few days earlier he'd been terrified of Simon rejecting
him when he finally made it to the other side over the slashes that would be
left on his chest forever. He hadn't cared if Kim had seen them. He didn't like
them, but he wasn't self-conscious of them. Now the thought of her seeing them
made him feel terribly depressed.


He tried to close off his mind to the
unfamiliar thoughts again. The sound of the water blocked them out a little, he
concentrated instead on the sensation of it cascading over him, felt it beating
against his head as he rubbed shampoo into his hair and lathered it up. As the
suds were swept away down the drain and he finally turned the shower off he
found the silent room did little to hold back those thoughts again.


He dried as fast as he could and tried to
eat some breakfast but his stomach was churning with nerves. He remembered
being nervous before his first tattoo, but he hadn't felt this bad. And yet
this time he knew what to expect – he shouldn't feel so anxious now. He gave
himself a strict talking to as he gathered his wallet and keys and finally left
the flat. He was sure he'd feel better when he got there and the tattoo began.
He could just focus on the feeing of the needle on his skin then. Surely that
would block out anything else.


His walk to the tattoo studio seemed to
pass quickly and he soon found himself greeted by Kim.


"Hey Rob," her smile was warming
and should have given him comfort, to soothe his nerves, but somehow it made
the anxious feeling grow and he found himself having to swallow as he tried to
speak, a strange lump of nervousness sitting in his throat.


"Hi Kim, I'm sorry if I'm a bit
late."


Bang on time," said Kim, "come
on through,"


She led him through to the private studio
at the back where one of the other tattooists called out,


"Oi-oi, it's the one who wants to
tattoo his dogs again!"


Robin gave a deep sigh. He supposed he was
never going to live that down.


"Leave him alone," Kim warned
her colleagues, "otherwise he'll train his dogs to sniff out tattooists at
a hundred yards and set the lot on you. Won't you, Robin?"


Robin could barely squeak out a laugh and
a vague agreement.


"Certainly will," he said
finally.


Kim led him to a black leather slanting
chair.


"Take your shirt off and drape
yourself over that," she said, "I do like the shirt, by the
way."


Robin felt his cheeks burning which made
him cross with himself. He tried to smile but it came out a little crooked.


"Thanks," he said quietly.


He found himself at the moment he was
dreading. The last time Kim had seen him since the Keats incident his scars had
been covered by dressings. Now there was nothing to hide their severity. He
took a deep breath, his heart pounding. He felt as though anyone else would
consider him a terribly vain being but he felt so wretched about his body in
front of her. He turned his back to Kim and quickly pulled the shirt, still
buttoned, over his head. He dropped it to the ground and leaned quickly over
the tilted chair. He closed his eyes and breathed deeply, relieved that he'd
gotten away with it. She hadn't seen. Maybe by the time she had finished his
tattoo she would be so wowed by her own tattooing skills that she wouldn't
notice anything but his back.


"I'm going to put the transfer on
now," said Kim as she started to spray the area, "sorry, this is a
bit cold."


Robin flinched a little at the cold spray,
then felt the sensation of the template being pressed against his skin for a moment
before she peeled it off and left the outline of a dragon against him.
"There. Do you want to go and check in the mirror, make sure that's where
you want it?"


Robin froze. He hadn't thought he'd have
to get up again. Shit. He swallowed and whispered,


"No, thanks – that feels fine."


"Just check, Rob, I don't want to do
it wrong."


Robin closed his eyes and took a deep
breath. Fuck. This was the last thing he wanted. He couldn't face the thought
of her seeing all those marks across his chest and his belly. He couldn't bear
to see them himself. He shook his head slowly and said,


"You're a better judge than I am,
Kim. It feels fine."


"Are you sure?"


Robin nodded.


"I'm sure."


Kim sat down beside him and started to
arrange the ink and prepare her needle. Robin closed his eyes as he leant his
head against the headrest. He felt thankful he'd managed to get out of that
one. He'd relax as soon as the tattoo began, he told himself. Which seemed a
funny thing to say, considering the pain and all. But it was true.


As he sat there, waiting for the sound of
the needle to begin, an unexpected sensation travelled across his back. Kim's
fingers pressed lightly against his skin and moved slowly sideways, then up to
hid shoulders. The touch was light, gentle – unexpected. It sent a tingling
through his body which threatened to arrive in an awkward area.


"Kim, what are you doing?" the
words flew from his mouth as he tried to stop himself from reacting in a way
that he just couldn't handle.


"I thought you were supposed to be
giving the gym a break until you healed," Kim said.


Robin glanced around.


"What?"


"You've definitely been going,"
Kim's fingers were still touching his skin, "I can see a difference even
from just a couple of weeks ago."


"Fucking hell," Robin closed his
eyes and swallowed. He didn't know what to do or say. He wanted to beg her to
stop but he didn't want to be rude. Worse than that, he didn't actually want
her to. He clutched the chair tightly, his nails sinking into the leather. He
knew what was about to happen. He couldn't believe it, but he knew it. Fuck,
fuck, fuck!


And there it was. Shit, now he was really
glad that he was facing forwards with the slanting chair covering the area that
he really didn't want her to see.


The relief at Kim removing her fingers from
his skin was short-lived when he realised that the problem wasn't going
anywhere because he couldn't stop replaying it, and even thinking about it was
making it worse. He was terrified of moving in case he revealed his
predicament. God, he embarrassed easily at the best of times. This was the
worst – this was the ultimate. He could not understand what was happening to
him. Not physically and not emotionally.


The whirring of the needle was a beautiful
sound. Oh, thank god for that the needle. That would make it all go away. Soon
the pain would start and he'd forget all about stupid fingers on his stupid
back and he'd be concentrating on the feeling of the needle against his skin
instead.


"Robin, it will hurt less if you
relax a bit more. Try not to be so stiff," Kim told him.


"That's easy for you to say,"
Robin mumbled into the leather as the needle whirred and the feeling of it
against his skin finally burst through his consciousness. He closed his eyes
and breathed deeply between each line. Each bit of ink delving below the
surface helped to take his mind away from it. Each feeling of the skin becoming
part of his design helped to remove the feeling of Kim's fingers from his mind.
Slowly, gradually, the problem began to lessen and he started to relax just a
little more. Kim noticed his shoulders becoming less tense as she worked.


"That's better Rob," she said,
"block out the pain."


"The pain is not the problem,"
Robin mumbled but even as he spoke he started to flash back to Kim telling him
to block something out before, but the last time it was in the reverse. She'd
been urging him to remember the sensation of his first tattoo to block out a
painful trigger and an agonising memory. And he had – he'd stared into her
eyes; her deep, intense eyes and her words and her voice had reached right
inside of him and carried him over the darkest of rivers. Her eyes and her –


Her beautiful –


Shit. There it goes again. What the hell?
He shook his head a little, realised what he was doing and pretended he was
trying to get some hair out of his eye.


"You need this cut, Dulux dog,"
Kim teased, running her fingers through his floppy fringe. He closed his eyes
and almost let a strange sound escape from his throat. He couldn't understand
it. Every time she touched him he felt his heart start to race. It literally
felt as though it could beat right out of his chest. Maybe he was going to have
another heart attack? That would have actually been a preferable solution to
the alternative.


He couldn't handle the thoughts and
emotions that were so alien to him. He turned his head to one side, away from
Kim, and tried to concentrate on the feeling of the needle to block out
everything else. He focused hard, overcoming everything that tried to squeeze
into his thoughts and eventually, when a couple of hours had passed, the needle
stopped and Kim's voice said;


"All done."


"That's it?" Robin said in
surprise.


"Well, the outline," Kim told
him, "we'll get you back in a couple of weeks when it's healed and get
some colour in there." She stepped back. "Go and take a look."


In his blur of emotions and confusion
Robin climbed from the chair, the scars completely slipping his mind, and took
a good look in the mirror. Craning his neck around, the shape of the dragon
across his back was graceful and smooth. It took his breath away.


"Kim, you're wonderful," he
began, his eyes twinkling before the strength of his words made him feel
awkward, "it's wonderful… you've done a great job."


"It'll look even better when we've
got the colours in," Kim began as he turned back round but her sentence
trailed off as she caught sight of his scars. It was the first time she had
seen the severity of Keats's attack on him. Every last one of the slashes might
as well have been a slash against her heart. The thought of him causing so much
pain and damage gave her a terrible feeling of sickness in the pit of her
stomach. Her crestfallen expression brought Robin's attention back to the state
of his own body and he realised with horror that she'd seen it all.


There was a lump in his throat. It choked
him and made him gasp for breath as he tried and failed to calm his disgust at
what Kim had seen. A strange sense of panic overtook him as he grabbed his
shirt and pulled it on quickly.


"Rob, wait, I haven't put the
dressing on yet," Kim said quickly.


Robin froze. He didn't want to take his
shirt off again so he just pulled up the back and leaned silently over the
chair again. He closed his eyes and felt one tiny drop of water trickle down
from his left eye to his nose and right down to the leather of the chair. She'd
seen it now, there was no taking it back. The look of horror on her face was
going to haunt him.


Why did it bother him so much?


"There," Kim said quietly as he
finished sticking the dressing to his back.


Robin slowly got up from the chair and
blinked away any remaining tears. He stared at her, unsure what to say. She
seemed just as awkward and neither of them knew how to handle that. There had
never been an awkward silence between them, ever. Finally Robin glanced down,
shuffled a little and said quietly,


"Thanks so much, Kim. I really love
it.


Kim's smile was strained.


"It was your design," she
reminded him, "it's really beautiful."


Robin finally looked her in the eye. His
smile was awkward.


"I suppose I'd better get out of here
before your next customer lynches me."


Kim glanced at a slightly impatient man
who'd been checking his watch for the last five minutes.


"Shit, yes," she said,
"Forgot about him." She looked at Robin. "Call me later,"
she said, "let me know how your tat feels tonight."


Robin's smile grew a little less strained.


"I will," he said.


A very strange moment passed during which
neither Kim nor Robin really knew how to say goodbye. That had never happened
before. Finally Robin gave a tiny wave and seemed to slink from the tattoo
studio as though he felt awkward and embarrassed to be there.


Kim felt a very strange sensation as she
watched him go. She didn't know what it was. There was something churning
inside of her that she couldn't put her finger on.


Fingers. She glanced down at her own. She
could almost still feel Robin's skin against them. Her eyes rose back to the
doorway but Robin had gone. She breathed deeply as she tried to work out what
had changed between them. Something wasn't right. Something wasn't the way it
used to be. But, as the impatient man cleared his throat and crossly indicated
the clock on the wall Kim realised she would probably have to wait until later
to try to work it out. It was time to focus on the job at hand – and not on the
butterflies that just didn't seem to want to go away.


 


 


 

















Chapter
Four


 


 


"Shit."


Robin had said that word more than any
other for days now. He was turning into Simon.


He stared at Simon's photograph on the
wall as his mind went back over the same matters. It was difficult to think
about anything else, and even on the rare moments that he did he found a dark
feeling lurking in the pit of his stomach to remind him there was a big problem
still to face.


It wasn't like Robin had ever doubted his
sexuality, not even for a moment. Well, there was a brief Gillian Anderson
obsession but to be honest he was so obsessed with the show that he was
practically in love with Tooms, let alone anyone else.


He'd always known that he was different -
not in a bad way, just that his ideals and drives were different to most
people's. It was something he always knew, bubbling under the surface. Then
when his teens arrived and his hormones went crazy he found himself attracted
to men. He never really questioned it. He just knew that was who he was, no
question.


He'd never found women attractive before.
He just didn't 'see it'. He tried to picture Kim. Did he find her attractive?
He found himself shaking his head. He didn't… not really. Not to look at. She
had all the bits he wasn't interested in – boobs, hips, all that stuff. She
didn't have broad shoulders or a nice sized packet. This was making even less
sense to him now than it ever had.


And the physical side… that was driving
him crazy. It wasn't as though he'd ever been a particularly oversexed person
as a whole. To Robin intimacy had to mean something. He was never in a rush to
lose his virginity, he just had more important things in his life. He didn't
really want to have intimate contact until he was in a relationship, and his family
life had left him soured to that. He spent many years not feeling as though he
ever wanted to fall in love. His parents were not a good example of what came
from that. He had the occasional date but his heart was never in it. He spent
his latter teens and early twenties concentrating on his education, perfecting
his cookery skills and trying to get over the whole lion-taming phase.


It wasn't until Robin met Simon again at
work that he allowed himself to see the other side of relationships and to fall
in love. They'd known each other at university but lost contact. Meeting again
had been fate – and they were both in the right place emotionally for a
relationship.


And that was that. Robin never had eyes
for anyone else. Simon was all he ever wanted, or needed.


Losing Simon hit Robin incredibly hard
because he'd lost more than the love of his life. He'd lost his best friend
too. He'd never had a best friend before. With a sigh, he realised that Kim was
probably the closest thing he had ever come to a best friend, aside from Simon.
Was that it, he wondered? Was he getting confused because the only other friend
he'd had that close to him was Simon? Was that getting him mixed up? He thought
for a time that it might be the reason. He considered it carefully and nodded.
He was just confused over the close friendship – of course.


But that didn't really explain the
behaviour of his lower regions when he felt her fingers touching his skin
gently. However confused he might have been about their friendship there's no
way that he should have reacted like that. Nor should he have let his mind
consider…


…No, he wasn't even going to go there.


He shook his head and got to his feet,
pacing around the room. There had to be a more logical explanation. It had been
a long time since he'd had close human contact with someone. His last time with
Simon had been almost 7 months earlier, just before he awoke back home. Since
then he'd been starved of affection and intimacy. Hell, he'd even overacted to
Alex a couple of times, but the situation was different – they were in an
intense, confusion situation and worlds had been colliding. He felt as though
he'd been picking up emotions from elsewhere. Maybe they all had. The whole
thing still made very little sense to look back upon.


And if he was just lonely and craving
affection then why hadn't his body overreacted when Kim kissed him on the
barge? As she pointed out afterwards, not a flicker. She'd even seemed offended
by it, although sometimes it was hard to tell if Kim was joking or not. She
still teased him about buying her story that she'd been to a purgatory for
tattooists after she was shot.


"Why did you kiss me, Kim?" he
whispered the question that had been on his mind for days.


The kiss had been one of the strangest
moments of his life. It came almost from nowhere and they'd done a very good
job of avoiding the subject ever since, blaming it on the fear and the daunting
situation they were in. But there was a part of Robin that wondered if there
was more to it than that and, for the first time, he let himself wonder if Kim
was feeling the same confusing things that he was torturing himself with.


He closed his eyes and shook his head. It
was stupid and dumb. If Kim felt anything towards him she'd have said something
that would have given it away. Besides, Kim was married and just as sure of her
sexuality as Robin was of his.


"Have I been wrong all these
years?" Robin questioned himself for the first time. Was there any way he
could have been bisexual all along? It didn't seem likely, he was sure he'd
have known by now, but the more he thought about it the more he had to admit
that he was feeling things for Kim that could only be described as an
attraction. How was that possible? It wasn't even a physical thing. Surely that
was the basis of an attraction, wasn't it?


She was making his heart race and sending
him into dangerous trouser territory, but she was still a woman and she didn't
have the right bits, so why was he feeling this way?


Was he really gay? Was he bi? Had he just
become so used to being attracted to only men that he'd somehow buried any
attraction he'd had to women, and if so what did that say about him? He felt
himself getting angrier, furious with himself for feeling this way and
terrified of what he might find if he tried to answer those questions.


As scared as he was, he was driven to
know. He had to find out, he couldn't carry on in this stupid, daunting limbo.
As he felt his pulse rocketing and he found it hard to catch his breath he
marched to the lounge and sat down purposefully in front of the TV. He grabbed
the remote and pressed some buttons with shaking hands. Where were the free
porn channels? Somewhere near the end, right? He took a guess and found them,
channel after channel of half-naked women licking their telephones and trying
to persuade the public to spend a ridiculous amount of money by calling them.


There were women of all shapes and sizes.
Skinny ones, curvy ones, blonder, brunettes, redheads… the list went on, each
displaying more skin than the last. Robin stared at them blankly, and -
nothing. He shook his head. There was nothing there for him. He couldn't care
less about boobs and booty. It didn't matter how convincing the women attempted
to be at giving fellatio to their microphones, it did nothing for him. Nothing
at all.


He threw down the remote, marched to the
kitchen and grabbed the brandy. This wasn't like him, he really wasn't a
drinker in the slightest, but he felt so confused and so angry with himself
that he didn't know what else to do. He didn't even bother with a glass – he
just took the bottle to the bedroom and took a long swig from the neck.


He choked a little and took another
mouthful. He gave a gasp and wiped his mouth. He didn't like women in that way,
he just didn't, he couldn't even force himself to in the name of research – he
was every bit as gay now as he had been the first time he pinned up a poster of
David Duchovny and spent a very pleasant night fantasizing about getting
rescued from the clutches of some alien mutant by Agent Mulder.


He lay on the bed, shaking his head. He
didn't like women. He didn't. He really didn't. There was no latent bisexuality
that he was trying to deny for whatever deep-rooted psychological reason, he
quite simply liked men.


He closed his eyes, almost relieved by the
findings. There was no way that he should have been affected by Kim touching
his back earlier. It must have just been loneliness. That's all it was. It had
been seven months – and god, that was a long time. Anyone would be a little
desperate for human touch after that long, surely, no matter where it came
from. And he did feel so close to Kim, if he was going to get mixed up about
anyone then it had to be her. He was feeling vulnerable with his shirt off,
worried about those scars, draped over the chair with her fingers pressing
gently against his skin, travelling back and forth, gliding up to his
shoulders, moving along to explore his new-found definition. So gentle. Such a
soft touch. Tender, almost. Yes, tender – that was the word. And it felt so
good. So very good, he could almost imagine what it would feel like if her hand
moved elsewhere. He could almost feel that now. He could see it in his mind,
her hands, maybe her lips. Maybe.


With a jolt and a gasp of dismay he
realised he was suddenly in a sticky pool. The horror on his face and in his
voice as he swore profusely did little to express his utter shock at what had
just happened. He hadn't even realised that he was… well how did his hand get
down there in the first place? He didn't realise what he was doing… He didn't…


"Shit! Fuck!" he cried as he
scrambled off the bed and dropped his soiled clothes to the floor in a big
heap. He stepped out of them feeling a level of revulsion at himself like he'd
never experienced in his life. The guilt was chronic, it almost ripped him to
pieces inside.


"Oh my god," he cried.


As he ran to the bathroom and tried to
clean himself up something seemed to break inside of him. He'd stepped over a
line that he didn't even know how to cross. The tears that fell as he showered
were full of guilt and remorse for an act that he hated himself for. Which part
made him feel worst – the fact Kim was a woman, the fact she'd been Simon's
best friend in the nineties or the fact that he'd been thinking of someone else
for the first time since Simon had died? Or even for the first time in years.
He only ever thought of Simon, and now he felt as though he'd betrayed him in
three different ways.


How was he ever going to look Kim in the
eye again?


More than that, how was he ever going to
look at himself in the mirror?


He sank to the floor of the shower, his
head in a mess. This was far bigger than he knew how to deal with. It was
killing him from the inside out and even the hot water couldn't wash away the
indelible marks on his conscience.


 


 

















Chapter
Five


 


 


"Penny for them?"


Kim barely heard as she chewed on another
crisp, her third packet of cheese and onion of the night. It reminded her of
her early days in Gene's world, where beer and crisps made up 80% of her diet.
It took three attempts for Linda to get her attention but finally she looked
up.


"Pardon?"


"I said penny for them," Linda
repeated.


Kim closed her eyes briefly. She suspected
Linda wouldn't give her a penny if she knew what kind of thoughts were going
round in Kim's head. For the first time she realised how gluttonous she'd been
as she added her third empty packet to the two on the table. She gave a quiet
burp which she noticed that Linda looked fairly disapproving about, and said
quietly,


"It's nothing, sorry, just a bit
tired.


"Having second thoughts?"


Kim looked at her a little strangely.


"About what?" she asked.


"Going back to CID," said Linda.


Kim bit her lip. If she was having second
thoughts about anything it certainly wasn't that. The thought of returning gave
her motivation and excitement. She shook her head slowly and said,


"No, just had a funny day at work,
that's all."


"I don't know how you expect to keep
up with both jobs when you go back, you know," said Linda, "I don't
think tattooing and catching criminals are compatible."


"I'll manage," Kim said quietly.


Linda looked at her seriously.


"I'm just worried about you,"
she said, "after all you've been through. Your health has to come first,
Alex."


Kim flinched a little. Alex. Way back
when, changing her name to avoid being found by Keats when she awoke in 2003
had been a good idea and she had been perfectly happy to live as Alex for many
years. But now she was finding it hard to hear that name. Robin didn't call her
Alex, he called her Kim. He knew the real her. The people who knew her as Kim
knew who she really was but those who called her Alex had only ever seen a
shadow of her former self.


That included her own wife.


"I'll manage," she said quietly.
She pretended to be absorbed in the TV but really her mind was on a million and
one different subjects. She looked at the clock and wondered why the hell Robin
hadn't called like he said he would. He was supposed to be letting her know if
his tat was OK and telling her how it was doing. Aside from that, she just wanted
to talk to him. One of them called the other almost every night. No phone call?
What was going on?


She thought about the strange moments that
passed after Robin's tattoo was complete. The awkwardness that seemed to come
from nowhere, not really knowing how to say goodbye – that had never happened
before. Robin hadn't quite seemed himself at all that day if she was honest.
She gave a deep sigh which caused Linda to look at her curiously. She bit her
lip again. Bloody hell, she'd picked that up from Robin, big-time.


"Sorry," she mumbled, "I've
got indigestion."


"You've eaten the equivalent of an
entire Walkers factory, I'm not surprised," said Linda, a little
scathingly. She pursed her lips and commented, a little unkindly, "you've
been doing that a lot lately."


"Doing what?"


"Stiffing your face," said
Linda. She had a serious look on her face. "I've never seen you eat as
much junk food as you have in the last two weeks."


Kim looked away, feeling uncomfortable.


"So?" she mumbled.


Linda hesitated.


"Ever since you were abducted,"
she said.


Kim turned away and stared at the TV.


"So?" she said again.


Linda took a deep breath.


"I'm worried about you," she
said quietly.


"I'm fine," said Kim.


"You've changed." Linda paused
but no response came. "Look at you, Alex. It started with your hair, then
you stopped wearing make up … you're dressing like my bloody father… you walk
down the road and people think you're a man." She hesitated. "Soon
you'll walk down the road and they'll think you're a fat man."


"Excuse me?" Finally she had
Kim's full attention. Her mouth fell open as an angry look took over her eyes.


"If I don't say something then who
will?" protested Linda, "you're eating crap, you're drinking loads,
you're putting on weight, and yet you're supposed to be getting in the best
physical health for this bloody police thing!"


"This bloody police thing, as you put
it," Kim began "means a great deal to me."


"More than I do?"


"Don't put words in my mouth,"
Kim scowled.


"You've put it above me so far,"
Linda challenged her, "you totally ignored my worries and went ahead with
it even though I didn't want you to."


"You haven't even tried to understand
why it's important to me," "Kim told her.


"That's all I've bloody tried to
do" cried Linda, "but you won't talk to me about it so how am I ever
going to understand?" Kim ignored her. It seemed as though she was being
rude but in truth that was a can of worms she simply couldn't open. Her eyes
turned back to the TV screen and stayed there until finally Linda said, "fine.
I'm going to bed. You stay here and concentrate on being a lard-arse and a
drunk." She thought that would provoke a response from Kim but she stayed
silent. With one last, painful stare Linda turned and left the room.


The guilt Kim felt was crippling but she
couldn't seem to stop her behaviour. She didn't know why. She was pushing Linda
further and further away and she felt glad of some time and space, even though
she knew that her wife was angry with her. She felt anxiety choking her as she
thought about somebody else, someone who'd been in her thoughts lately. She'd
thought she was happy enough with Linda, but when she thought back to the love
of her life she could see everything that was missing from their relationship.
She cursed herself for letting Shaz into her thoughts all the time, but worse
than that her mind was drifting more frequently to somebody else too.


As she stared at the TV she couldn't get
the image of Robin out of her mind, laying across the chair, waiting for his
tattoo. There was a strange tightness in her chest. It was a weird feeling that
she couldn't place. What the hell was that? She closed her eyes and leaned
back, replying the afternoon. Something hadn't been quite right between them.
Robin had seemed so tense, then his reaction to her seeing his scars had been
heart-breaking. Did he think she would think badly of him? That she was
disgusted? Why would he worry about that? And besides, her revulsion was only
with Keats. Her anger for his actions wasn't easy to hide.


Her contempt for Keats seemed to just keep
finding deeper layers. His level of malevolence was most definitely inhuman.
She thought bitterly about what he did to her so many years ago with his array
of pills and potions, mixed in with a little hypnosis. One of the parts that made
her angriest was how he had managed to steal her sexuality away from herm from
right under her nose.


She was proud of who she was and always
had been. That's not to say she hadn't been through the usual trials and
tribulations of trying to work out where she stood on the Kinsey scale when she
was younger. She'd always known she was interested in women, men just never
figured in her thoughts. The idea of ever becoming involved with one just
seemed ridiculous to her. She didn't find them appealing, she wasn't interested
in their looks or their attitudes. She'd gone through phases of secrecy, lying
to herself, then admitting it slowly and hiding it from everyone else. But at
the age of fourteen she'd shared her first kiss with a pretty blonde and never
looked back. From there on she knew who she was and slowly ceased to hide it.


Coming out wasn't always easy. It was
never possible to judge what kind of a reaction she was going to get. Some
friends were shocked; others were only shocked that she hadn't said it sooner.
There was taunting and bullying from some quarters but she was stronger than
that and overcame it. Coming out to her mother was a hairy experience filled
with much coughing and throat clearing, followed by her mother's loud
declarations that it was better to get married to a man so that he would be
around to open any particularly tricky jars that she had lurking in the
kitchen.


Kim wasn't particularly
relationship-minded through her younger years, preferring the occasional
drunken snog or one night stand to a committed relationship. It wasn't until
she met Sandra that she considered herself as part of a couple, but even so
their relationship wasn't ideal. Their work was too important to both of them
and after Kim's time in Gene's world there was little left to hold them
together.


But Kim had only ever been in love once.


And, she finally admitted to herself, it
wasn't with her wife.


She sat up straight and reached across the
table where the bottle of scotch sat. She didn't bother with a glass, she just
threw it down her neck. Reminded her of the good old days. She drank a few
gulps then leaned back again, trying not to think about the young copper who'd
stolen her heart. She had worked for years at burying her memories of Shaz. And
she'd succeeded, too. She'd forced her emotions down, battered them into
submission, left Shaz shut out in the cold. It was the only way to cope with
knowing she would never see her again. When she met Linda she really did love
her and they were a good match together but there was always something that
wasn't quite right. There was always something missing and it wasn't until a
certain song played that Kim realised what it was.


Hearing their song for the first time in
years triggered all the memories and the emotions that Kim had tried to keep
buried and all at once she realised that although she might love Linda she
wasn't in love with her. She'd only ever been in love once.


"Shaz," she whispered.


Remembering Shaz had brought back so many
feelings. How had she been living a half-dead existence for so long? She had
started to feel emotions again in a way she hadn't felt them in years, but
somehow… somehow when she was around Linda she just felt numb. She didn't feel
that way around Robin.


"Robin," she laid across the
couch and groaned, her hand over her eyes. Back to that subject again. If it
wasn't Shaz on her mind then it was him. What was up with him that day? He
really wasn't himself. Had she done something to upset him? She tried to think
back to the last couple of weeks. She thought they'd been closer than ever.
After Keats's actions they relied upon each other to cope with what they were
going through and felt a strong need to be in each other's company. Something
had changed between them while they were on that barge, bound together,
terrified for their lives. Thoughts about that terrifying day still plagued her
but when she thought back to it the only image she still had in her mind was
the one of Robin's face so close to hers, the intense words they'd shared and
then a moment that she had wanted to take back a thousand times.


What the fucking hell possessed me? That
was the question she asked herself time and again. She threw a hand over her
forehead as she thought about it. She tried to replay it again to work out why
she did it. What was the moment shat she felt the pull? Something drew her in
and it was something she couldn't understand. Something about Robin just –


His eyes. It was his eyes. They held
something within them she'd never seen before. There was something about them
that just pulled her closer, shaking from head to toe. She'd never felt
anything like it and before she could stop herself she had pressed her lips
against his and –


She felt her heart speeding up just
thinking about it. That act made her open her eyes wide in shock. She felt
confused as when she found herself kissing him. She had never kissed a man, not
in her life – not of her own free will. She couldn't count any of the things
that Keats put into her head and made her do. She refused to. That wasn't
brought on by her own free will, her own desperate need in a moment of intense
emotion. Her need to feel warmth and intimate contact. Her need to bring Robin
closer to her.


Shit, no – it wasn't just a random thing,
and for the first time she realised that. She thought back to that moment, on
the barge. Any time her mind had tried to resolve the matter the party line had
been that it was an intense moment and that it was born of the fear and
emotion, that it could have happened to anyone. But she'd tried to replace
Robin's image in her head with any one of a hundred different people and in
none of those scenarios did it end in a kiss. She couldn't imagine kissing
anyone else. She didn't want to.


"Shit…"


I wanted to.


Kim's head felt as though it was going to
explode as she held it in her hands. It was too much to take in. As she closed
her eyes the image of Robin laying beside he on the boat played through her
mind again.


"Shit."


She swallowed and sat up, trying hard to
shake away the thoughts that were going round in her head. She looked at the
clock – it was so late now. Why the bloody hell hadn't he even called her? She
grabbed her mobile phone from the table and began to type out a text to him,
her heart still doing the quick-step over her thoughts of a kiss that should
never have happened.


"Hi Rob," she typed,
"Thought u were going to call, hope u ok, sweet dreams x x x"


She read the text back. Her tongue ran
across her lips. She backspaced and deleted the kisses. Then she read it again
and with a deep breath, selected 'discard'.


'Discard message? Y/N'


She sighed and selected yes. Closing her
eyes, she held the phone tightly. What was the matter with her? She was going
to pieces, and over what? Some kiss that happened because she thought she was
going to die and the fact that her best friend hadn't called her. She took a
deep breath and let it out slowly to calm her nerves then tried again.


"Hi Rob! How's the tat? Call me
tomorrow!"


Send.


As the message worked its way out into the
world she laid down her phone and closed her eyes, praying that sheer
exhausting would take her into a deep sleep soon. She needed to get Robin out
of her head and he didn't seem to be going of his own accord. If he didn't head
off soon, she thought, she might have to chase him away with another scotch. Or
two.


 


 


 

















Chapter
Six


 


 


Robin awoke feeling disorientated and
hung-over. It wasn't a sensation he was used to. He groaned and held his head
as he rolled over io bed and tried to fight the light that was streaming
through a crack in the curtains.


"Oh god," he groaned. Things
from the night before had started coming back to him now. He remembered laying
there in a horrible state of confusion, questioning everything that he'd ever
thought he knew about himself… a rather pointless trawl through various porn
channels that left him more certain than ever that he was gay... and then the
event that seemed to completely bloody counteract all conclusions he'd just
reached. "Oh god," his second utterance was full of horror and self-loathing.
He rolled over and pulled a pillow over his head.


He couldn't believe what he'd done. It had
all happened in such a blur; one minute just trying to figure out where his
head was and the next… the next his hand had ventured down below without his
permission and the next thing he knew he was in a hell of a mess. In honesty it
had been some time since he'd enjoyed any kind if release. In fact, he hadn't
since… well, since he lost Simon. Seven bloody months. It hadn't seemed right
and he wasn't exactly in the mood in the aftermath of Simon's death. And then
it had been one thing after another –


He breathed deeply as he tried to recall
exactly what happened after the incident. There was a long, hot shower and then
some drinking. That wasn't like him at all. There was some stupid, pathetic
crying and some profuse apologies to his picture of Simon. Eventually he'd
passed out at some point and the next thing he knew he was waking up with a
head that felt like a woodpecker was trying to tap his way inside.


He sat up and climbed out of bed, padding
through to the kitchen. He checked in the cupboards and managed to find the
hangover remedies he'd collected for Alex after her ill-advised junk food and
wine binge. He took a few pills, downed some water and sloped off to the lounge
where the porn channel was still playing on TV, albeit a slightly less raunchy
version. Some woman with barely contained breasts was doing a phone impression
and mouthing 'call me' at the screen before sliding her tongue around her lips.
It turned his stomach and he quickly switched it over to something more
acceptable. Unfortunately the thing that was more acceptable happened to be
Cbeebies and he found Justin Fletcher signing random things at him. It was
better than the porn so he left it on.


His phone was flashing at him. He picked
it up and checked his texts.


"1 Msg: Kim"


"Shit," he breathed as he opened
the text.


"Hi Rob! How's the tat? Call me
tomorrow!"


"Oh no," he groaned, "I
didn't call." Now he felt guilty for a whole new reason. He wished, not
for the first time, that he could just get the whole thing out of his head and
go back to a normal, uncomplicated, close friendship. He'd never met anyone
like Kim before. Since he'd met her, she'd turned his life around.


He sank onto the couch and began an
awkward reply. He couldn't face the thought if calling her. She'd know
something was wrong. Eventually he typed,


"So sorry didn't call, got food
poisoning. Duvet day! Gd luck tomorrow x"


He paused, reread the message, deleted the
kiss and sent it, hoping that she wouldn't call him back to see how he was
doing. He felt awful about his lie but after his actions the night before he
just couldn't face hearing her voice or seeing her. And yet, buried under that
there was a part of him that was desperate to see her face, hear her laugh, see
her eyes staring back at him.


"Oh bloody hell," he mumbled as
he felt something starting to stir at the thought of Kim. He felt his face
burning up. This wasn't just mortifying but hideously embarrassing too. His
concept of a duvet day might not be too far from the mark, he thought. Maybe
that's what he needed.


He felt a little stupid for doing it so
deliberately but he gave himself one day to sort himself out. He gathered up
his duvet, a mug of strong coffee, a batch of snacks and some prized items from
his DVD collection, all the shows and films that contained his greatest crushes
of all time. That would sort him out. It had to.


Over the course of the day Robin spent the
day reminding himself of how desperately he fancied David Duchovny during his
X-Files obsession, his lust for Rimmer's surprising physique in the Terrorform
episode of Red Dwarf and a selection of past celebrity fancies of years gone
by. He threw into the mix a few music videos and even a couple of home movies
of himself with Simon which was a bittersweet experience. He certainly didn't
feel any the less strongly about his past crushes. He still saw all the same
things in them that he found himself attracted to in his teens and his
twenties, and there was absolutely no doubt in his mind that it was men's
bodies and men's bodies alone that turned him on. That was a definite. There
were no two ways about it.


But then as the day went on, his checking
of his phone became ever more frequent and his anxiety at not hearing from Kim
became worse. The frustration and sadness as hours passed without word started
to choke him up. There was a lump in his throat every time he glanced at the
phone and found no messages. What the hell was wrong? Why wasn't she answering his
text? Had he pissed her off? Maybe she was really angry that he hadn't called.
Or maybe she was ill? What if something was wrong… maybe she'd had another
heart attack? Maybe Keats had found some other random body to take over and had
swiped her from her bed. Maybe –


Or maybe his mind was running away with
him. God, when was the last time he got this paranoid about not hearing from
someone? Not since his early days with Simon; the nerve-wracking months where
they were constantly becoming closer and worrying about losing each other over
ridiculous little things. With Robin's family history and Simon's infidelity
issues it took a little while for them to feel safe and settled. There were
many months of frantic phone checking and anxious inbox refreshing.


He grabbed his phone yet again and found
there was still nothing. How many hours ago had he texted Kim? About 7 now,
wasn't it? No, 8 in fact. His stomach was churning as he started to worry more
deeply about her. Quickly his thumbs attacked the keypad and typed;


"Feeling a bit better, back to work
tomorrow, might see u after work? x x"


He pressed send before he could change his
mind about the kisses and he felt as though his heart was in his throat as he
watched the phone promising the message had been sent and stared at it
impatiently. If Kim hadn't replied in hours then why would she text right back
now, he asked himself. He swore, put down the phone and pulled his duvet up
around his shoulders. He really should get something more substantial to eat,
he thought. He'd been eating nothing but crisps and bits of chocolate all day.
No wonder he was feeling slightly sick.


Or was that the anxiety, he wondered
staring at the phone.


This was no good.


"Right," he mumbled as he got to
his feet, "sorry, Mulder, I'll be right back." He paused the DVD just
as Mulder was about to something heroic and slumped to the kitchen. His stomach
was full of junk and he needed something a little healthier to counteract it.
What was he doing, trying to recreate Alex's bloody junk food binge?


There was some quiche left in the fridge.
That would do. He spoilt the good intentions slightly by getting a big bottle
of Pepsi back into the lounge with him but he supposed he was allowed an
occasional binge.


He unpaused Mulder, leaving him to get on
with something heroic and sank back into the couch, pulling his duvet around
him and putting his plate on his lap. He lisfed the quiche and held the slice a
millimetre from his lips when he noticed his phone flashing. He scrambled
upright, sending quiche in all directions, and grabbed it from the table. He
pressed a button and opened the message


"1 Msg: Kim."


His heart gave one very hard thump. He
noted with some surprise that his hands were shaking slightly as he clicked to
read the message.


"Hey! Hungover :( bet u watching
x-files, wheres my invite? See u tomorrow x"


"Fuck," Robin whispered, still
in disbelief at the rate his heart was thumping. She didn't sound angry with
him. That was a relief for a start. He felt his mouth twitching into a strange
smile. He couldn't understand that. It was one of those smiles that was
impossible to chase away, like when you spot the love of your life walking
towards you in the street or you finally get that x-files autograph you've been
trying to get or a decade. His fingers danced across the phone, tapping out a
reply. His heart was still going at double time. He could barely catch his
breath. When was the last time he felt like this? He tried to ignore the
revelation that he felt nothing short of a wave of elation at hearing from her
and concentrated on his message.


"Caught me out, will save S3 to watch
with u! Thinking of u for tomorrow x x"


He sent the message and his mind went to
the fact that Kim was going to be on the premises at work from the next day
onwards. That made him smile. The thought of randomly bumping into her brought
a feeling of happiness and something approaching security. It made him feel the
same way as he used to knowing Simon was only a few floors away in CID.


He began to feel a little more relieved
now that he knew Kim wasn't angry with him and hadn't been abducted by random
people either, although another part of him started feeling anxious again. The
part of him that the day of DVDs was supposed to be sorting out. Still, he
decided to try to ignore that part for now. He focused on Mulder and ignored
his quiche-y duvet as he watched the rest of the episode and two more besides,
then he let himself have an early night before his return to work the next
morning.


He was returning after his ordeal at the
hands of Keats, while Kim was starting her first official day. He was glad that
they'd be there together. He felt a little safer knowing that she was in the
same building.


As he settled down in bed his mind went
back to his shameful incident the night before, but only briefly. Temporary
insanity, he told himself. One of those things. A day of Mulder had managed to
set that record straight and he knew for sure which side his bread was
buttered. It was only a shame that his dreams didn't agree with his findings as
he slipped into a sleep plagued with thoughts of Kim.


By the following morning his intentions of
feeling refreshed for the day ahead had amounted to nothing and he found
himself awaking with a great big, stiff problem. He closed his eyes and cursed
himself. His brain was broken – clearly broken. He wasn't usually one to
remember his dreams but the visions of Kim were going to be very hard to
forget. Once again he realised that he was going to find looking her in the eye
an absolute, definite bloody impossibility.


"Well, isn't this going to be a
lovely day?" he mumbled.


 


 

















Chapter
Seven


 


 


"So much for light duties,"
Robin mumbled as he slumped into his chair and tried to brush some of the
slobber from his shirt. His first day back wasn't going all that well. Despite
the fact that he was supposed to be on light duties for a week his first task
had consisted of being roped in to pull an amorous police dog from a suspect
with an apparently very attractive leg. The dog was very insistent and it took Robin
several minutes to completely remove the dog.


The suspect claimed that he would never be
able to look at his own leg again.


He sighed deeply and looked at the phone
on his desk. He kept thinking about calling CID and asking for Kim but he
didn't think that was a very good idea, for several reasons. It probably wasn't
going to win her any brownie points on her first day, and after the dreams he'd
had the night before he wasn't sure he could face talking to her yet.


The day passed in a strange mix of people
fussing around him, asking if he was OK, and lumping lots of work on him that
had piled up while he was away. By the time the end of the day rolled around he
was exhausted. All he could think about was getting home and spending some
quality time with his oven and ingredients. He was thinking lasagne.


"Hey!"


That was the single word that put all his
plans put of the window as he walked to his car. The jolt in his heart told him
who it was before his mind recognised the voice.


"Kim," he turned around quickly
and went with his first response; to give her a broad smile. There was a
nagging worry that reminded him time and again of his dreams from the previous
night but he managed to fight that back. "How did it go?"


Kim's expression told him everything he
needed to know.


"I needed this, Rob," she said,
"I always needed to get back to this."


"Oh, I'm so glad," Robin's
happiness for Kim was so strong, she could see it in his eyes.


"You're not going home are you?"
she asked.


Robin looked at her on confusion.


"Uh… well, I wasn't going on a tour
of the Andes," he said.


"I thought you were going to take me
for a coffee to celebrate my first day," said Kim.


Robin vaguely remembered promising that
he'd see her after work, although the coffee part was something Kim seemed to
have invented. He shuffled a little uncomfortably as he thought about the last
two days, the embarrassment and the guilt. He tried to shut out images of his
dreams the night before. They weren't really helping, and Kim was wearing far
more clothes than that now. He was torn between retreating home and hiding
under his pillow or wanting to mark a day of great importance for Kim. On the
end, Kim's priority won out.


"Of course," he said,
"where do you want to go?"


"You know better than I do,"
said Kim, "it's been years since I worked around here."


Robin hesitated.


"There's a café five minutes' walk
away," he suggested.


Kim smiled.


"Sounds perfect," she said,
linking her arm through his. A strange shudder went through Robin's body at the
sensation. He swallowed and tried to focus on keeping himself neutral and not
letting his mind run riot.


"Let's get going," he said his
voice shaking just a little. He bit his lip as they left the car park and he
tried to think of something to say but his mind kept wandering to the tattoo
chair and the fingers on his back. He shook his head slightly and said quickly,
"so what's your team like? Are they nice?"


"Mostly," said Kim, "my DCI
is… well, he's not exactly Gene Hunt material. Bit weak really. Got bloody
Fullerton and March as well."


"Oh no!" Robin gave a laugh of
disbelief, "it's like you're never going to escape them!"


"But I think I'm going to enjoy
this," Kim said earnestly, "I feel alive again, Robin. Not felt like
this in a long time."


Robin's smile was warm and genuine.


"Good," he said, "I'm
really, really glad, Kim."


"And," Kim continued, "It
was nice to be hearing 'Kim' all day, too."


They walked along a little longer until
Robin indicated a shop front.


"Here," he said.


Kim froze in her tracks as she stared at the
building where a generic Costa Coffee stood in the spot where latte Land used
to be.


"Shit," she whispered.


Robin froze.


"What is it?" he asked, the
hairs on the back of his neck beginning to stand on end.


Kim glanced at him.


"Did you never do the latte
run?" she asked.


Robin scratched his head.


"What do you mean?"


Kim stared at the building again.


"Nothing," she whispered.


"No, Kim, come on, what is it?"


Kim breathed in deeply. She felt as though
she'd taken a step right back to the past.


"Used to be the favourite
establishment of a certain DCI Hunt and his various colleagues," she said
quietly, "of course, it was independent then. Number of times he sent me
on the latte run. Simon too."


She saw Robin give a sad smile.


"I wish I'd had chance to get to know
that world a little better," he said quietly.


Kim smiled sympathetically. She took a
deep breath and turned to the door.


"Come on," she said, "since
you never had the pleasure of doing the latte run you can buy my coffee."


"Bloody cheeky cow!" cried Robin
as he followed her inside.


*  *  *


She wasn't sure if it was a good idea, but
she couldn't stop herself. She gravitated towards the table that she and Shaz
used to sit at. She could almost see her there, sitting opposite her. It sent
her heart pounding again. She knew she needed to get Shaz out of her mind and
she wasn't doing herself any favours by dwelling on it but she couldn't stop
her mind heading to that subject again. Eventually she sank into the seat and
waited for Robin to return with their coffees.


She felt a little awkward as he brought
her mug across and sat it in front of her.


"Here," he said, "didn't
think you'd appreciate a latte, went for the cappuccino."


Kim smiled.


"Thanks, Rob," She said.


Robin looked at her curiously. She seemed
a little distant.


"Everything OK?" he asked as she
stirred some sugar into her drink.


She stared into the thick creamy foam as
her spoon made spiral patterns and gave a short sigh.


"It's like going back in time,"
she said quietly, "without the actual… going back in time thing. You know
what I mean."


Robin gave a little smile.


"Yeah, I know what you mean," he
said quietly.


"It was so surreal," Kim said
quietly, "being back today. Like I'd never really been away and the whole
chunk of my life that has passed… almost like it never happened."


"Must have been weird," Robin
agreed. He caught her stare for a moment and had to look away. He wasn't sure
what would happen if he dared to look into them for too long. He lifted his mug
and took a cautious sip.


"I feel like I've wasted eight years
of my life," Kim told him.


They weren't wasted," Robin reassured
her.


"They were."


"They can't have been," said
Robin, "look at everything you achieved in that time. Became a brilliant
tattooist. Had a family. Met your wife." He noticed that Kim's face fell
as he said those words. He bit his lip and felt a little uncomfortable. He'd
forgotten about their conversation during the painting of the flat and the
problems they were having over Kim's return to the force. He drank some more coffee,
burnt his tongue and swore.


"You're always doing that," Kim
commented.


Robin put down his mug.


"I know," he sighed. It was
true. He was.


Kim took a sip of her own drink and tried
to find another subject. Anything that didn't involve thinking about Linda.


"So how's your tat?" she asked.


Robin's eyes started to light up.


"It's just gorgeous, Kim," he
said, "you did an amazing job. I love it."


"How's it feeling?" she asked.


"Bit sore," said Robin,
"I'm at the scabbing over stage now."


"Lovely," said Kim, pulling a
face.


"When can I get the colour
done?" Robin asked.


"Give it two weeks and I'll see how
it's healing," said Kim, "then we'll get the colour in for you."


"Great," said Robin.


Kim took another sip of her coffee, this
time in serious danger of following in Robin's footsteps and burning her
tongue. She looked down and cleared her throat. There was something playing on
her mind and she couldn't get it to leave her alone. "Rob?"


"Hmm?"


Kim took a deep breath.


"Was there something… funny… between
us," she asked, "after your tattoo?"


Her words made Robin freeze and almost
choke on his coffee. He coughed a few times and finally put down his mug. His
mind went back to the day; the moments he'd been trying to forget.


"What do you mean?" his voice
was so anxious he almost stuttered.


"Before you left," Kim bit her
lip, "things were a bit… awkward."


Robin tried to think fast but he wasn't
good at being put on the spot.


"I… Your next customer was making me
feel guilty," he lied.


Kim breathed in and out slowly then stared
at her cup.


"It was when I stared, wasn't
it," she said quietly, "at your scars."


Robin swallowed, his chest awash with
anxiety.


"That was…" he was going to say
that was part of it but he didn't want to explain the rest. He trailed off and
looked away.


"I don't know what you were thinking,
Rob, but I wasn't… wasn't repelled or disgusted or anything like that,"
she said quietly, "I just… I didn't know they were so bad and I was
shocked. I was so angry with him for what he did to you, and I just wanted…"


Robin looked at her as she trailed off.


"What?"


Kim looked at him.


"Wanted to just take it away from
you."


Robin had tried hard not to catch her eye
but he couldn't keep his line of sight away from her any more and found himself
caught by one of her intense stares. He swallowed and tried not to let his
pulse speed up. He wasn't sure what to say as he stared her in the eye.


"It doesn't matter," he
whispered.


"You thought that I was horrified by
you." Kim said quietly, "didn't you?"


Robin blinked.


"Kim, I… was horrified by
myself," he said quyietly, "I didn't want to see them, and I didn't
want you to see them."


"Why?"


"Because I didn't want to see you
look at me like that," Robin's voice shook a ittle as he spoke.


Kim's expression fell so fast that Robin regretted
his words immediately. Her heart sank and she seemed to tremble as she
whispered.


"I knew you'd think that, Robin. I
knew you'd thought the wrong thing. Please, listen, Rob, what you saw on my
face was my… my absolute revulsion at Keats, at what he'll do to people without
a second thought."


Robin looked down. His doubts remained but
he appreciated her words.


"I have to live with those
scars," he whispered.


Kim swallowed and her eyes glistened
slightly as though she might be about to lose a tear.


"I know," she whispered. She saw
his face full of agony, the knowledge of the scars that he'd have to bear
forever, reminding him every day of what he'd been through. She looked at him
seriously. "Simon… has scars too," she was so unsure of whether she
should be sharing those words that she found herself shaking and had to turn
away.


"What?" Robin's voice was scared
suddenly.


Kim nodded.


"Same place as you," she
whispered. She reached slowly across the table, her finger held out as she
indicated his chest and his stomach. "Right here."


Robin felt a terrible sense of dread
descend upon him.


"How…" he couldn't even continue
that sentence.


"It was Keats," Kim whispered
She saw the horror on Robin's face. "Tried to push him off a roof and
then…" she shook her head slowly, "weird, twisted moment. Pulled him
back over. But the concrete on the side of the roof left deep gashes all over
him." She looked at Robin seriously. "I think he was scared too. Of
what you'd think, whenever you…"


Robin looked down as she trailed off.


"That's silly," he said quietly,
"I'd never think any differently."


"I know that," said Kim,
"and he'll think no differently of you either." She saw Robin drop
his head and his eyes seemed to fill with tears at a very fast pace. "Oh,
Rob, I'm sorry… I didn't want to upset you, I thought it might help…"


Robin sniffed and wiped his eyes on his
sleeve.


"You didn't," he whispered.


Kim looked at him.


"Maybe we can do something," she
whispered, "it depends how they heal, but maybe, some of them… you know, bit
of ink… cover them up, or take away the attention from them."


Robin breathed deeply. It took him a few
breaths to wrestle control of his emotions, then he whispered,


"Kim, I don't really want to talk
about this in public."


Kim bit her lip.


"Can we go back to yours?" she
asked quietly.


"Couldn't we talk about this another
time?" Robin asked quietly.


"I can't leave it," Kim said
quietly, "not while you're feeling this way. I want to help."


Robin was surprised to feel a hand over
his. He looked down to find Kim's holding it tightly. When his eyes rose to her
face he saw her looking sad and emotional. He opened his mouth, a whisper away
from telling her no, that he couldn't face talking about it any more but
something on her eyes stirred him deeply and he couldn't say no. Slowly he
closed his mouth and nodded. Kim gave him a sad smile and got to her feet.


"Come on," she whispered,
holding her hand out to him.


Robin hesitated for a moment. Then he
accepted her hand and slowly got to his feet.


"Alright," he whispered.


Kim's smile was sad but tinged with a
little hope. She led him from the café to collect his car from the car park at
the station and drove her own to his new flat. Robin was glad that she had
taken her own car. He didn't relish the idea of the uncomfortable journey. This
really wasn't a conversation he was ready to have, and on top of that he was
feeling so mixed up about Kim he wasn't sure he felt he could cope with being
alone with her.


The journey seemed to pass par too
quickly. As he arrived in the car park he saw Kim pulling up just behind him
and waited for her to follow him. Her smile was strained and awkward and he
wondered if she was dreading the conversation as much as he was.


Walking to the flat, turning the key,
going inside… every few seconds Robin felt Kim's eyes upon him. He wasn't sure
why. They walked through to the kitchen.


"Can I make you a coffee?" he
asked, "you didn't get to drink much of yours."


"Rob," Kim began.


"Or a cold drink?" Robin tried
to stall as long as possible, "or if you want something stronger there's
plenty of brandy left."


"Robin, stop," she laid her
hands on his shoulders and guided him into a chair, "just stop." She
pulled a chair across, sat right in front of him and looked him in the eye.
"first of all, they're scars, Rob. They're just bits of skin that look a
little bit different. Gene told Simon, scars show that you survived. You
shouldn't be ashamed of them."


Robin looked down.


"But it's more than that," he
whispered, "it's not just that it's changed my body, but every time I see
them it reminds me of him. What he tried to do."


Kim nodded slowly. She understood that.


"Rob, we'll do whatever we can. Even
if the scars are too deep and we can't tattoo over them we'll make a design
that we can fit around them. OK?" she watched him nod slowly but he
wouldn't meet her eye. "Let's look at what we're working with here. Let me
see."


Robin looked at her in horror as she
gestured for him to take off his shirt.


"Kim, I'm not ready for that,"
he said uncomfortably.


"I told you," she said gently as
she leaned forward and took hold of the bottom of his shirt, "I am not
repelled, I am not disgusted, I don't think badly of you in any way. Your scars
only make me proud of you for what you did. Saving Alex." She started to
tug his shirt out of the top of his trousers.


"Kim, don't," he said but she'd
already released the material and started to pull the shirt upwards. There
before her was his chest, covered with the marks of an evil man. The sadness
and anger she felt at what Keats had done increased by billions as she saw the
scars close-up. There was a lump in her throat and her voice waivered.


"Oh, Rob."


Robin swallowed as she reached out and
gently pressed a finger against his skin. He felt frozen, he couldn't move. He
wanted to push her away and to tell her not to do that but he couldn't. He
tried to speak but nothing came out when he opened his mouth. He felt her hand
move gently across his skin, touching the scars so softly that he barely felt a
twinge from them, but her light touch had an effect far deeper inside of him.


"You're heart's racing," Kim
said quietly as he swallowed and tried not to catch her eye, but right then the
very worst thing that could possibly happen happened. Robin felt something
stirring just before it happened, early enough to know that everything was
about to go to crud but too late to do anything to stop it.


And it was so obvious… it couldn't have
happened in a worse place or a worse time; in a silent room, with Kim directly
in front of him, just inches away. Her eyes, staring at his scarred body, were
drawn to movement from down below. There was no hiding it, no pretending at all
as Robin found himself jumping to attention against his expressed wishes. He
swallowed hard and turned his head briefly to the sky as though saying a silent
prayer to make it go away, but it wasn't listening.


Kim stared. She didn't know what to do. It
wasn't as though it was the kind of thing she encountered in her everyday life.
She found herself gulping in shock, unable to take her eyes away from the lump
that had grown right in front of her, there was no hiding it. It stood there,
trying to fight its way from the confines of Robin's trousers, big and proud
and wasn't going anywhere. For several moments she just stared at it, unable to
think of anything to say or to figure out what she was supposed to do.
Eventually her shaken eyes rose ad met Robin's horrified pair. She waited for
him to say something, anything at all, but he had lost the ability to speak.


"Robin," she started her
sentence but had no idea what she was going to say after that. With shaking
hands she let his shirt go. It fell back over his scars as she backed away
slightly. Her motion seemed to set Robin free from his frozen spell and his
eyes widened.


"Shit… Kim, I –" he scrambled to
his feet as she began to walk to the door, "Kim, I'm sorry, I just –"


Just what? What was the end of that
sentence? He sure as hell didn't know.


"I've got to get home," Kim's
tone was confused and urgent, her expression shocked as she felt thoroughly
freaked out, "Linda will be wondering what's kept me."


"Wait, please," Robin ran after
her as she walked quickly through the flat, "Kim, I'm sorry, it's… it's
been a long time and I'm not used to anyone touching me. I mean, not 'touching
me' like that, just touching me anywhere…"


Kim came to a half by the front door.


"Rob, it's fine," she said
quickly.


"But –"


"Really." Kim's expression
showed her words to be a lie, "but I have to go." She opened the
door, "see you soon, Robin."


"Kim –" Robin tried one last
time, "Kim, please!"


As she disappeared down the corridor he
gave the doorframe a thump with his forehead. "Shi-i-it!" he groaned
in a staggered, almost tearful voice. The awful truth began to descended upon
him. Once again Kim's touch had brought out a reaction that he'd never thought
possible and this time she'd been right there to witness it. No wonder she left
in such a hurry. He'd freaked her out. Of course she was freaked out – why
wouldn't she be? He was a bloody gay man, and he should never in a million
years have produced something of… those proportions just because her hands were
on his chest.


That was it, wasn't it? Friendship over.
Now all she was going to see when she looked at him was a giant erection
chasing her down the street. She'd never speak to him again – and even if she
did, this changed everything. She'd never look at him without worrying about it
happening again.


Which, he had to admit, it might.


For the first time he realised that this
wasn't a sign of loneliness, of not being touched in so long. It wasn't
anything to do with the pressured situations that he had been through with Kim,
or the look in her eyes when she was intense and emotional. It was Kim. It was
just Kim. It was something about her that had managed to seep into his bones,
to get under his skin, to crawl into his heart and to draw him into a situation
that he just couldn't cope with.


I want Kim.


Those were the words that brought a
terrible nausea raging through Robin's guts as he finally admitted them to
himself. What he was feeling was unnatural and unusual to him, to every fibre
of his being, but he couldn't fight it and he couldn't ignore it. He felt
things for Kim that were killing him inside. But the look on her face as she
left – that just about finished the job.


 


 


 

















Chapter
Eight


 


 


Kim's heart hadn't stopped racing all the
way home. It was still going at a rate of knots as she opened the front door
and stepped inside. It didn't matter what she did, she couldn't seem to calm it
down. There was a knot in her stomach that wouldn't go away. Robin's reaction
to her touch had taken her completely by surprise and her fight or flight
instinct had chosen the latter.


What the hell was that wholly physical
reaction supposed to mean? The thoughts of her own that had been torturing her
inside and turning her own sense of self upside down just developed a whole new
layer to them. Little moments, glances, comments… they all played through her
mind and could have had a thousand meanings. But this wasn't just her imagination
running riot.


"Alex!"


She turned around to see Linda looking
relieved, "I was worried, I thought you'd be home by now."


Kim gave a strained smile.


"Colleagues took me for a coffee
after work," she said It was only half a lie. That was alright, wasn't it?


Linda walked towards her. There was a
strange smile on her face. It looked a little guilty.


"I've been waiting for you," she
said, "I wanted to say that I'm sorry."


Kim frowned.


"Sorry?" she repeated,
"what for?"


"For not being very supportive,"
Linda looked genuinely sorry, "I had been putting my own feelings above
yours. I'm just scared of losing you. What if you don't come home from work one
day?"


Kim stared at her. This was a bit of a
change around. She gave a weak smile.


"I'm alright," she said quietly.


"But I'm scared," Linda
admitted, "I'm worried about losing you."


Kim was about to say that she wouldn't,
but stopped herself. She wasn't sure that was a promise she could keep.


"Thanks, Linds," she said
quietly, "I do appreciate it, I really do."


"Come with me," Linda told herm
dragging her by the sleeve through to the kitchen where a cake sat on the
table, a policeman's helmet in the middle, with a bunch of flowers on the table
beside it and her boys around the table, big grins on their faces. A mix of
emotions hit her all at once, the joy of the surprise and the guilt of where
she'd been – and where her mind had been. She tried to smile, there was a touch
of guilt within it but she thought it was convincing enough.


"Thank you," she whispered,
"this is… it's such a surprise."


"I'm sorry the cake is uniform,"
said Linda, "they didn't do one for CID."


Kim gave a gentle laugh as she put her arm
around Linda's shoulders.


"Thank you," she said quietly as
she looked at the cake again, "it's a wonderful cake and I... I love it. I
do."


She watched as Linda busied herself
cutting slices, feeling increasingly guilty with each moment that passed.
They'd had their problems but she knew Linda loved her. Just look at what she'd
done for a start. She didn't deserve the cold way that Kim had been treating
her, not in the slightest. The knot in her stomach pulled a little tighter as
she thought about Robin and the lump that had sprung from nowhere. It was all
she'd thought about the whole way home, a mix of emotions flying through her
head. What the hell was wrong with her? Was she losing the plot?


She had to put it out of her mind. Put it
all out of her mind. Focus on her relationship, forget Robin, forget Shaz, just
be grateful for what she had, no matter how much that killed her inside.


She heard her phone bleep and pulled it
out of her pocket.


"1 New Message: Robin". 


Shit.


"Please call me, Kim. We need to talk
x"


Kim closed her eyes for a moment. She took
a deep breath and typed,


"Sorry Robin, really busy this week.
Talk soon."


As she pressed send a big slice of cake
appeared in front of her and she gave Linda a forced smile.


"Thanks," she said quietly as
'message sent' appeared.


She switched off her phone and tucked it
away. Out of sight, out of mind.


It was a shame she couldn't tuck the image
of Robin out of her memory too.


*  *  *


"Well that's it then." Robin sat
on his bed and wiped his eyes, "I've lost the best friend I've ever
had." He glanced up at Simon's photograph. "Apart from you," he
whispered. His eyes closed and his expression fell. "Fuck… Simon, I'm so
sorry." He knew that talking to a photograph was most likely considered a
sign of madness but he was beyond caring now. He knew that Simon was still out
there and the fact that he couldn't just talk to him was like dying himself.
"I would do anything to have you back here with me, just for a
moment," he whispered.


He stood up and walked slowly to the
photograph. He stared at the face he had been so used to seeing beside him when
he woke up in the morning or coming through the doorway after work, or crossing
the car park at work. It had been seven months and he was no more used to Simon
being gone than he was the day he awoke from his coma.


"It's nothing to do with not missing
you," he whispered, "please never think that. Because I miss you
every moment of every day. And it's nothing to do with not loving you because,
God, Simon," he shook his head slowly, "if only you knew how much.
How much more than ever…" he trailed off as he breathed deeply. Taking a step
backwards he perched on the edge of the bed and stared up at Simon's smile.
"You told me," he whispered, "in your letter that you wanted me
to be happy. You wanted me to meet someone else." His voice crackled as he
closed his eyes. "Shit, Simon, I don't think this is what you had in
mind."


The irony that Kim was the one who
delivered Simon's message wasn't lost on Robin. He shook his head again and
again as he thought about that. He even remembered arguing with Kim once about
it, the fact that he would never want to be with anyone else. Now he found
himself wanting things that not only didn't he think he would feel again for
somebody after Simon but feeling them for a person that, genetically, he should
by rights have never felt a pull towards in the first place.


"You're gone but you're still out
there," he whispered, "and I don't know if I'll get to see you again
tomorrow, or next week, or if I'll have to wait for decades. Sometimes it feels
as though you're so close that I could almost reach out and touch you, but
sometimes…" he looked up at the photo again. "sometimes I realise
just how far away you are and I feel so alone. And since Kim… since we became
friends… I've felt less like there's no one on my side. She… understands. She
knows." He hung his head. "But I also know she's been that friend for
you too. God, Simon, what the hell am I supposed to do? I might as well drown
myself ion guilt. How can I have any kind of… feelings," he said the word
awkwardly, "for someone else when I'm still so, so deeply in love with
you?"


He knew he was sounding soppy and stupid
but there was no one around to hear so he didn't care. There were tears
threatening to fill his eyes now.


"And Simon, I don't know how to
handle this because I've never…" he choked a little, "she's a woman,
Si! What the hell am I supposed to do? I look at her and I can't see anything…
I mean, she's not… her body isn't right. It's not what I like. And I think, for
god's sake, you're just going crazy. And then I feel her hand…" he trailed
off. He realised he probably shouldn't be saying these things to his dead
fiancé's photograph. He felt as though he'd run out of words. "I
just," he spoke slowly and quietly now, "I just wish…" he closed
his eyes. His wish was simple but impossible. He just wished that Simon was
still alive.


Slowly he got to his feet again and walked
to the kitchen where he found the brandy bottle. Not for the first time he
turned to an unfamiliar comfort. His levels of humiliation and confusion were
sky high now and he didn't care if he drank until he was sick. All he wanted to
do was to blot out the memory of Kim's face as she retreated from the flat. He
had a feeling that was an image that he'd never be able to move from his mind,
even if he pickled it.


*  *  *


Days and nights passed by in a flurry of
mutual alcohol and junk food comfort for both Robin and Kim. Since Robin's last
text to Kim neither had made contact with the other. Instead both had tried to
soothe their worries with a mix of alcoholic beverages, convenience food and
rubbish TV.


Kim tried to hide her emotional turmoil
from Linda. She felt like she was wearing two faces. On the one hand she was
happily trying to put up a good show for her wife and her boys, plastering a
false smile across her face, turning into Superwoman to hold down two jobs and
run half of the home, then doing her duties in the bedroom at night. The other
half of the time she would sneak down to the lounge when Linda was snoring
gently, open the scotch and shove more crisps down her throat while watching
late night repeats of Bad Girls and trying not to think about the fact that her
heart had almost broken when she saw a glimpse of Robin across the car park at
work or the fact that she hadn't had an orgasm through Linda's touch in weeks
unless she was thinking of someone else.


Robin felt like a weak fool, pulling out
the brandy every night. It wasn't as though he even drank that much, a glass
was all that it took to knock him out for the night. But that's what he needed
because without it he didn't sleep, he just stared at the ceiling, seeing Kim's
horrified face over and over again or typing out messages on his phone that he
was never going to send. He couldn't be bothered to cook any longer. Everything
he liked to make reminded him of Kim. Every meal he'd cooked for her just
conjured up her face. Now his hearty home cooking had been replaced by
chocolate, crisps and ready meals that tasted of cardboard and arses.


*  *  *


Robin walked slowly into the court room
and took his place quietly. He watched as Layton was brought out and his bail
hearing began. The list of charges read out seemed to go on forever and Robin
know that only half of these had actually been his fault, the others were
committed by a different evil man taking a holiday in his body. But that didn't
take away from the things he had done. Extortion, supplying tainted drugs, and
two shootings – the shooting in 2008 of one DI Alex Drake and the shooting,
just a few months earlier, of Kim.


It was strange, Robin reflected, how as
soon as that charge was read out he found his eyes drawn to the other side of
the room. There were several people between them but there she was. Kim. It was
the first time he'd laid eyes on her since she'd run scared from his physical
reaction to her touch and it made his head spin. He hadn't expected to see her
there. He thought she would stay well away but it seemed she wanted to make
sure that Layton wouldn't be getting out on bail every bit as much as Robin
did.


Fuck, she'd seen him too. He saw her
expression change a little as she caught sight of him from the corner of her
eye. He turned well away from her, he didn't want to see her face full of
horror at the memory of what happened. He stared instead at Layton, closing his
eyes and giving a silent exclamation of relief as his bail application was
denied. He breathed in deeply and nodded in approval. It may have been Keats
that subjected him to the worst of the crimes but Layton needed to spend a very
long time in prison for the things he'd done and Keats's actions were going to
make sure that his length of stay would be fitting.


Robin felt nervous as the bail hearing
came to a close and bodies around him got to their feet. He tried to keep an
eye on Kim in the crowd but for a moment he couldn't see her. Damnit, where was
she? He pushed his way past a couple of milling people and finally found her.
There she was, looking a little lost somehow. Her face looked haunted, as
though she had the weight of the world on her shoulders. She looked a little
different to the last time Robin had seen her, her hair a little less spikey as
it had grown out of the style, her roots showing and her face seemed a little
fuller. He thought about the last time they'd met, the moment that scared her
out of his door and out of his life. He took a deep breath and before he could
stop himself he'd called her name.


She froze for a moment before she turned
around. For a second Robin thought that she might just keep on walking but now
there she was, facing him. He swallowed as he stepped towards her. His hands
were shaking, he couldn't remember feeling this anxious before in his life. He
swallowed and tried to speak but he tripped over his words, cleared his throat
and had to start again.


"Kim," he said her name so
quietly that even he barely heard it. He looked down. "I haven't seen you
around."


"Busy getting used to work," Kim
whispered. Her voice was as strained as he had ever heard it and it made his
heart ache just to realise that. He swallowed again, his mouth felt so dry and
his tongue was tying itself in knots.


"Yeah, you said in your text,"
he whispered. He hesitated. "How are you?"


Kim didn't seem to know what to say.


"I'm… I'm fine," she said
eventually, "look I have to get back to work –"


"Kim, no," Robin said quickly as
he saw her starting to turn around. She froze but didn't look back at him,
"Please don't go, not yet." He took a deep breath. "We need to
talk."


"I said I'd be back before
twelve," Kim whispered.


Robin stepped to one side so that she had
to look at him.


"Kim, I miss you," he whispered.
She stayed silent but looked down. "I really miss you, and I'm
sorry." He choked back many of the things he wanted to say as he forced
out what felt like a generic line from a soap opera, "Please listen to me…
what happened, I'm so sorry. I feel so humiliated… It was one of the most
embarrassing things that's ever happened to me, and that includes anything that
happened in my lion taming days." He took a deep breath as her eyes rose
and finally met his. "I'm sorry… I know you were offended, but –"


Kim shook her head.


"No, it wasn't that," she
whispered.


"ButI couldn't help it," Robin
continued, "look, Kim, you don't have one of those things… they do things
of their own accord sometimes. They don't... react the way you expect them too.
Simon's been gone a long time and I haven't…" he closed his eyes. Now his
cover-ups were becoming more humiliating than the truth. He sighed.
"There's no one in my life who touches me any more. And no, I don't mean
like that, I mean just… feeling a touch. A hug, or a hand or anything like
that. I certainly never expected that to happen and I have been beating myself
up over it ever since. It didn't mean," he choked, "didn't mean
anything. It can happen any time." He saw Kim blushing and didn't want to
make her feel any worse. She had a strange look on her face. She almost looked
disappointed. "Kim, on the barge… when you kissed me…" He bit his
lip. "I told you we could forget about it and you said yes please. Can't…
can't we forget about this too?"


Kim looked at him. He seemed so sad, his
face looked ashen and as though it had lost its love of life. That brought her
such a deep stab of guilt to the guts. She closed her eyes for a moment, so
angry with herself for the way she had reacted. She wished that she could just
forget it but she couldn't. It stayed with her as much as the sight of Robin
draped over the tattooing chair or the moment she felt herself drawn in towards
him on the boat. She couldn't push it from her memory, and that was scaring
her. She looked at him, scared by the thoughts that were still flying around in
her head and she gave a false, tiny smile as she nodded.


"Yeah," she whispered, "of
course we can."


Robin felt a pang of doubt.


"Are you sure?" he whispered,
"you… don't seem very…"


"Really, Rob," Kim said quietly,
"I'm sorry… I'm so sorry, it just… I wasn't expecting it…"


Robin felt a lump in his throat, but at
least that was preferable to his trousers,


"I know," he said quietly.


"And I really have been busy with
work."


Robin nodded slowly.


"I'm sure you have," he said
quietly, "must take a lot of getting used to."


Kim nodded.


"Yeah," she said quietly. Her
expression changed a little. Softened. There was a little more of the Kim he
knew in there now. "I missed you too, Rob."


Robin felt a heaviness across his chest.


"Can I see you after work?" he
asked, "Tonight? Please?" He saw her hesitate, "I… I want to
catch up. Just spend some time with you." He looked down. "Seeing
Layton's got me feeling angry and upset again, I need to be with someone who
understands."


Kim hesitated. Her first instinct was to
say no, to keep well away and bury her head in the sand again but there was a
jolt of her heart that made a different decision for her.


"Yes," she whispered.


Robin thought he'd misheard.


"Yeah?" he asked.


Kim nodded slowly.


"I'd really like that." She
couldn't stop the genuine smile that burst through as much as she tried to
fight it back. That made Robin smile too. A warmth travelled through his body.


"Great," he whispered,
"i'll see you tonight. Maybe cook you something."


Kim looked down a little.


"That would be nice," she
whispered, thinking about the lack of home cooked meals in her life of late.


"Can you get to mine for six?"
he asked.


Kim nodded.


"Barring axe murderers or anything of
that nature," she said.


Robin's smile was a little more relaxed
now.


"I'll see you later," he said.


Kim nodded and smiled back.


"Can't wait," she whispered.


With one last, slightly awkward smile Kim
and Robin nodded and waved goodbye, heading to their respective parts of Fenchurch
East. The feeling Robin had inside flitted between anxiousness and joy. There
were butterflies in his belly and he felt a nervous energy raging through his
veins. Thoughts of the evening filled his mind for the rest of the day but they
were topped with the nagging voice that reminded him of one little fact.


I want Kim.


That was the part he was still finding
impossible to understand and dealing with it just wasn't happening.


 


 


 

















Chapter
Nine


 


 


Robin's head was in a whole different
place to his body as he arrived back at the station. He knew he wasn't going to
get any work done. He did try… really, he did, but he kept filling in Kim's
name on paperwork by mistake and unless he wanted to get her arrested and
charged for any one of eight different crimes he decided to stop while he was
ahead.


There was a knock at his door and he felt
relieved for the interruption.


"Come in," he said.


A slightly nervous Kelly entered the room.
She gave Robin a tiny smile but there was worry in her eyes.


"Hi," she said quietly,
"I'm sorry to interrupt, I know you're busy…"


Robin sighed and scrunched up another
incorrect Kim charge sheet.


"Can't seem to get this done today
anyway," he said, "what's wrong?"


Kelly looked pained.


"I was wondering how Layton's bail
hearing went," she said quietly.


Robin's heart sank a little. Sometimes he
became so preoccupied with Kim that he forgot Kelly was a part of the ordeal
too. He looked at her sincerely.


"He's still where he belongs,"
he said, "git was denied bail."


"Thank God for that," Kelly
breathed.


Robin nodded.


"My thoughts exactly," he said,
He bit his lip and slowly got to his feet. "Kelly… can you do me a
favour?"


Kelly looked at him curiously.


"Uh, probably," she said,
"what is it?"


Robin bit his lip.


"Got a migraine," he lied,
"I need to go home and lay down." He put his hand dramatically over
his forehead. "Can you cover for me."


Kelly looked concerned.


"Oh, of course," she said,
"It was probably the stress of Layton's hearing." She nodded.
"You get home. Take it easy. Are you OK to drive?"


"I'm sure I'll manage," Robin
said, a little guiltily. Kelly smiled.


"Take care," she said and held
the door open for him.


Feeling just a little guilty for taking a
sicky, Robin grabbed his coat and left with haste. He had more important things
to do than fill in papers incorrectly.


*  *  *


Kim tapped her pen against her desk, the
array of suspects lined up on paper before her. This really wasn't going
anywhere. Her brain had been mush ever since she'd seen Robin. All she could
think about was six o'clock. She caught a glimpse of her reflection in the
glass on her desk. It wasn't brilliant, she had to say, She hadn't had a decent
night's sleep in weeks and she was in danger of needing scaffolding to hold up
the begs under her eyes, while her hair lacked style and shape. She looked like
a mess – and that was how she felt inside.


She got to her feet and walked slowly to
the desk where DI March was looking through eye witness reports.


"Sir?"


March looked up.


"Hmm?"


Kim bit her lip.


"I'm so sorry sir, I've got a
migraine starting. Right here," she rubbed the side of her head and half
closed one eye for effect, "I need to go home and lie down, take something
for it before it gets hold of me. Is… is it OK if I leave? I'll work late
tomorrow to make it up?"


March sighed. This wasn't good practice
for someone in their first few weeks. But she did actually look pretty bad. He
gave a sigh.


"Alright," he said, "Get
home and get rid of it. See you tomorrow."


Kim tried not to smile.


"Thanks, Sir," she said as she
bounded back to her desk and grabbed her coat from the chair. She knew she was
being naughty but she didn't care. Everyone deserved to pull a sicky now and
then, right? She grabbed her car keys and set off as quickly as she could. It
was time to put a little effort into getting some sparkle back into her
appearance. Not that she was making any kind of special effort for Robin, of
course. She told herself that time and again. Just wanted to get dressed up. No
harm in that, right?


*  *  *


# …You drink your coffee


and I sip my tea


And we're sitting here playing so cool,
thinking


"What will be, will be"


But it's getting kind of late now


Oh I wonder if you'll stay now, stay now,
stay now, stay now


Or will you just politely say
goodnight?... #


Hazel O'Connor's lyrics were driving Robin
crazy as he peeled the potatoes. He wished that he could get to the radio to
switch it off or change the station but he'd more or less fenced himself in
with ingredients. He looked around the supply of food scattered around the kitchen,
just perfect for the evening ahead. His heart had been going at a fast speed
ever since he'd spoken to Kim in the courtroom and it showed no signs of slowly
down. He couldn't seem to calm his nerves.


It wasn't like it was the first time he'd
cooked for her. Hell, she'd eaten at his more times than she'd eaten at her own
house in the last few months. But he was anxious about everything that night.
It felt like the first time he ever cooked for Simon, desperate for every last
mouthful to be perfect. He felt so wound up that his hands were shaking.


# …I move a little closer to you,


Not knowing quite what to do


And I'm feeling all fingers and thumbs,


I spill my tea, oh silly me!


But it's getting kind of late now


I wonder if you'll stay now, stay now,
stay now, stay now


Or will you just politely say
goodnight?... #


The knife slipped as his hands trembled
and a sharp pain came from his thumb.


"Shit!" he cried, jumping to his
feet, "I'm bleeding all over the fucking potatoes!"


He grabbed the kitchen roll, ripped off a
square and wrapped it around his finger before setting off on the trail of a
plaster. He applied it quickly, swearing the whole time. When was the last time
he'd ever cut himself preparing a meal? It was unheard of, it really was. He
felt so stupid. What the hell was wrong with him? Feeling like an idiot, he
grabbed the brandy bottle and poured a small glass to calm his nerves. He
closed his eyes and gave a little gasp at the strength of the liquid as it
warmed his throat, then took a few deep breaths.


Calm the hell down, Robin. They're
potatoes. They're not the be-all and end-all of the world.


He glanced at the clock. Kim's arrival was
still hours away. Was that a good thing or a bad thing? He was glad he had
plenty of time to prepare but the longer he had to wait the more his nerves
increased. He went back to his potatoes, vowing to be a little more careful
this time, and began to peel again.


# …And then we touch much too much


This moment has been waiting for a long,
long time


Makes me shiver, it makes me quiver


This moment I am so unsure


This moment I have waited for


Was it something you've been waiting for,
waiting for too?... #


The lyrics were killing him inside. He
felt choked and he could hardly breathe. He pictured Kim in his mind and
thoughts started passing through his mind that he wasn't ready for, replaying
the sensation of her hand across his back, then on his chest. He closed his
eyes and tried to block out the impossible scenarios that his mind was showing
him. For god's sake, this was ridiculous.


# …Take off your eyes, bare your soul


Gather me to you and make me whole


Tell me your secrets, sing me the song


Sing it to me in the silent tongue


But it's getting kind of late now


I wonder if you'll stay now, stay now,
stay now, stay now


Or will you just politely say
goodnight?...#


As the sax solo started Robin shook
himself out of his daze and got to his feet. He gave a deep sigh. He had to
stop thinking about this. It was only winding him up further and getting him
more nervous. He closed his eyes and realised that he knew what this felt like.
It felt like a first date. How utterly ridiculous was that? Even if his own
crazy thoughts weren't bad enough Kim was every bit as gay as he was. Even if
he tried to do anything about his feelings it would end in pure rejection.


He grabbed the brandy bottle again and
took a second swig. His head was in a mess and his potatoes were only half
peeled. He needed to calm the hell down and focus. This was an apology meal.
That was all. That was all it would ever be.


And if he couldn't stop himself from
letting his head go to places it had never ventured before then he'd soon be
having to apologise all over again.


*  *  *


Kim turned off the shower as the last of
the bleach ran down the drain and stood upright, wrapping a towel around her
head. She walked to the bedroom, ruffling her hair as she did so. By the time
she got there the excess water had gone and she set her now bright blonde and
root-less hair free. She grabbed some gel and her hairdryer and began to get to
work.


As the hot air blasted around her face she
felt a strangely nervous anticipation building in her stomach. There were
butterflies – when was the last time she had that feeling? She couldn't
remember.


Actually, she could remember, but she
wasn't going to admit it to herself. She hadn't felt it at all since she'd been
back in the real world. Not properly. The last time she felt like this was on
those many wonderful nights she spent with Shaz.


"I feel like I'm on a first bloody
date," Kim mumbled crossly to herself as her hairstyle began to take
shape. She closed her eyes as that thought choked her a little. Had she ever
felt like this with Linda? She really didn't think so. They met at work and
they already knew each other pretty well before they started to go on dates,
and even then they didn't go on proper ones. Not really. The more she thought
about it, the more their relationship seemed to have gone; "Hello, we're
friends. We know each other well. OK, so now let's start sleeping together and
see how things go. OK, I think I love you. Let's get married."


It had moved along. They had a lot in
common. They'd shared many good times. But there was something missing.


She switched off the hairdryer, thankful
that the humming din came to an end before she really could develop a migraine.
There was a little bottle of scotch on the dresser and she took a swig before
walking to her wardrobe and studying the contents. Why didn't she have anything
nice? Why didn't she have anything suitable for a date?


"It's not a bloody date," she
told herself angrily, rummaging around for something to wear.


She was having a hard job remembering
that. And, as she worked her way through make up that she hadn't worn for some
time and pampered every part of her body until she glowed from head to toe
she'd lost sight of it completely.


*  *  *


The food smelt lovely as it cooked away
and Robin took a step back. He brushed his hair out of his eyes. The kitchen
was tidy, the food doing well, now it was time to turn attention to himself.


When was the last time he dressed up? He
couldn't really remember. He suspected it might have been for his last night in
1995, but since everything he 'owned' in Gene's world made him look like a Blur
reject it didn't really count.


He quickly showered and washed his hair,
leaving it flopping over one eye as always before digging through his wardrobe.
There was that black shirt Kim commented on, all clean and pressed. Perfect. He
pulled it on along with some smart black jeans and looked at himself in the mirror.


Why was he doing this? Why was he so
bothered? This was Kim – she was a friend… he didn't make this much effort for
other friends. Not that he had that many. Was he going overboard he wondered as
he splashed on his aftershave. Aftershave – he never wore that. What the hell
was happening to him?


He wouldn't even let himself acknowledge
that he was wearing his lucky pants.


In fact, he didn't even admit to himself
that he had a pair of lucky pants.


He stared in the mirror. There were scars
tucked away under that shirt. Out of sight didn't mean out of mind, but at
least Kim couldn't see them.


He ran a hand through his hair and then
set off back to the kitchen to put the finishing touches to the meal. Culinary
skills were the one thing he had on his side.


*  *  *


Hair immaculate, make-up flawless, draped
in silk and smothered in perfume Kim looked at her reflection. Had she gone a
little overboard? Maybe, she thought, but she felt good. Wasn't that the main
thing?


She looked at the clock. It was half five
but she couldn't wait any longer. If she waited anther minute then she was
going to lose her nerve. She wrote a note of apology to Linda, gulped down one
last mouthful of scotch and started to head down the stairs but as she was
halfway down the front door opened and Linda arrived back with the boys. Kim
froze for a moment. They were early, weren't they?


Linda caught a glimpse of Kim glammed up
from head to toe. Her eyes lit up and her tongue moved around her lips.


"My my," she said, "don't
you look the part?" she saw Kim looking slightly awkward. Either she has
gone overboard with the blusher or she was embarrassed. "What's all this
in aid of then?" Now she noted Kim was looking thoroughly uncomfortable.
"The last time I came home to find you all dressed up you whisked me off
for our anniversary meal."


Kim bit her lip and cursed herself for
picking up Robin's habit.


"Uh, drinks with people from
work," she said quietly, "I just left you a note."


Linda froze and her expression of
anticipation turned into one of disappointment and anger. Her eyes were fixed
on Kim as she said,


"This is all for your
workmates?"


"Sorry," Kim said quietly.


"You didn't mention this
before," Linda said stiffly.


"It was an impromptu thing," Kim
said, her false smile wobbling.


"Impromptu," Linda repeated,
"looks like it too. So spur of the moment that you had the time to bleach
your roots and paint your nails. Which, I might add, you never do."


Kim took a deep breath.


"Please don't be upset," she
said in a hurry, "I'm just trying to get to know them better. To fit
in."


"Why would I be upset?" cried
Linda, "for me you dress in men's shirts and grubby bloody jeans, then you
go out with your new-found work buddies and you're all dressed up to the nines?
What do I even mean to you, Alex?"


Kim flinched. She didn't want to be called
by that name any more.


"Can we talk about this later?"
she hissed, looking at the boys and their anxious faces.


Linda hesitated. She looked from one to
the other then said quietly,


"Boys, you go and play in your room. I'll
call you when tea is ready."


The boys looked nervous but nonetheless
they did as they were told leaving Linda to confront Kim. Her face was like
thunder.


"Please, Linda," Kim said
quietly, "we'll talk about this later, and you and I will do something this
weekend. I promise."


"No we won't," Linda cried,
"we never do. we plan to and then something happens and we can't be
bothered. Or you can't." she glowered. "How important am I to you,
Alex?"


"You don't need to ask me that,"
Kim whispered, hoping she wouldn't ask again.


"Yes I do," said Linda, "if
I knew the answer then I wouldn't be asking. You never make an effort for me,
you never make time for me, you lay next to me in bed and I might as well be
lying with a block of ice." She noticed that Kim didn't respond.
"When did it all start going wrong, hmm? When we moved in together? When
we got married? When we had the boys?"


"Linda, I've just been through a lot
lately," Kim said quietly, a note of defeat in her voice.


"Oh yea," said Linda,
"that's right. That's where it all started going wrong, wasn't it?"


"What do you mean?"


"When I took the boys down to see my
family," Linda said quietly, "And I turned on the news to see my wife
was on the run." She watched Kim hang her head. "And from there,
everything started to go wrong."


"No," Kim shook her head slowly,
"it was wrong way before that."


"No, that was it, Linda took a step
forward, her anger raging, "after that you just lost interest in me. Los
interest in our family.


"That's not true…"


"All you want to do is spend time
with that Robert –


"Robin," Kim corrected quietly,
her head hanging low.


"Or sit by the bed or that coma
woman," Linda carried on, "for hours and hours instead of spending
time with me!"


"That's not true."


"Now, I don't care if you think you're
helping her by reading her bloody tattoo magazines," Linda carried on,
"or if that Robin man is the brother of some long lost friend of
yours…"


"Boyfriend, not brother," Kim
corrected quietly.


"We're supposed to be your priority!
Why do you never put us first?"


Kim slowly raised her head. She looked
Linda in the eye. There was a different look on her face now.


"You never listen to me," she
said quietly, "do you?"


"What? Of course I listen –"


"You don't," Kim said quietly,
"not really." She swallowed and felt a tear starting to roll down her
cheek. "You hear but you don't listen. All the things you just said… some
of the most important people in my life and you didn't get a single thing right
about them. You've never listened to a thing I have said."


"Well maybe I'm sick of hearing about
how much you care about other people compared to me and the boys!" Linda
cried.


Kim shook her head slowly.


"You're putting words in my
mouth," she whispered.


"I can't get two words out of
you!" cried Linda, "you won't talk to me –"


"You don't listen when I do!"


"You have no interest in me any
more…" her eyes narrowed. "Might as well take a dildo to bed at night
for all the good it does laying next to you."


"And that's what you really think is
it?" Kim whispered.


Linda stared at her. She swallowed.


"Yes," she whispered, "I
get nothing from you any more. Nothing."


Kim swallowed so hard that she could hear
herself gulp. She felt a vicious tear rolling down her cheek at speed and wiped
it crossly.


"Fine," she whispered,
"unlike you, I actually listen. And I heard what you said. So I'll just
get out of your life and you can go and enjoy yourself with that dildo."


Closing her eyes tightly for a moment she
took in a deep but staggered breath and then walked straight to the door, left
the house and stepped out into the chilly evening air. She left behind more
than an argument in that moment. In her heart, she knew she was leaving her
relationship too.


*  *  *


Robin licked the soup from his finger as
it splashed a little. He made a noise of approval and finished spooning it out
into their bowls before fetching the crusty bread he'd sliced a minute ago and
placing it in the centre of the table.


"Perfect," he smiled proudly
just as a knock came at the door. Robin glanced at the clock. If that was Kim
she was right on time, but he'd been expecting the buzzer. He wiped off his
hands on a tea towel and walked through to the front door. Pausing before it he
took a deep breath and let it out slowly. His stomach was full of butterflies
and his hands twitched with nervous energy.


One, two, three –


He opened the door. There standing outside
was Kim, her clothes hugging her body in a way he'd never seen before, her
scent drifting towards him and floating through the air and her hair almost
glowing with bright energy. But from each eye a long, black line of running
make up showed him the route her tears had taken.


"Kim," he breathed, his mouth
fell open slightly, partly by the effort she'd made and partly from his great
concern, "what –"


"The door was open downstairs,"
Kim whispered. She was shaking like a leaf. "I came straight up."


"Oh my God Kim, what's
happened?" he stepped back a little, "come in. Please, Kim, come
in."


Kim took a step inside and looked at
Robin.


"We had a row," she whispered,
"Me and Linda." Her face slowly started to crumble, "I think
we're over, Robin."


Her usually strong and stoic ways crumbled
with her expression and loud, wall-shaking sobs came from deep within her.
Robin took a moment to gather himself. The move had taken him by absolute
surprise and he wasn't sure what to do until instinct took over and he did the
only thing that he could, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her head to
his shoulder as she cried.


The door was still open and the neighbours
were peering through their spy holes or around the sides of their front doors
to see what was going on but he wasn't going to let her go until her crying had
calmed at least a little. He rocked her gently from side to side, feeling her
heartbeat racing against him. His eyes were closed as he held her and despite
her horrible situation he felt himself relaxing with her in his arms. It felt
natural, like it was meant to be. That was something that disturbed him just a
little but he pushed it out of his mind. Kim needed him and he wasn't going to
fall apart now. Especially not when she needed him to hold her together.


 


 

















Chapter
Ten


 


 


When was the last time anyone had seen her
in this kind of a state? Kim wasn't sure anyone ever had. She felt physically
numb from head to toe even though her emotions were raw and biting. She felt
herself guided by Robin through the flat but her eyes were too blurred from
tears to see where he was taking her.


"Come on, come and sit down," he
said to her quietly.


Kim wiped at her eyes and blinked a few
times, finding herself in the kitchen. On the table were two bowls of tomato
soup and there were saucepans on the hob sending beautiful smells through the
air. She felt terribly guilty and sniffed a little.


"Oh Rob, you made such an
effort," she whispered, "…but I don't think I can eat right
now…"


"Oh, sod the food," Robin shook
his head, "I'll get the brandy."


Kim wiped her eyes again. They were sore
and bleary.


"Thanks," she whispered.


Robin guided her into the lounge and sat
her down on the sofa. He placed the bottle in her hand.


"I'll get the glasses," he said
quietly.


"Thank you," Kim's voice was so
quiet that Robin could barely hear her as he set off for the kitchen. He
switched off the oven and the hobs, then collected some glasses and went back
to the lounge.


"Here," he said. He handed her a
glass but saw her hands were shaking too much to pour so he took the bottle
back and started to pour the brandy for them both. He sat the bottle on the
table and lifted his own glass. "Kim? Do you want to talk?" he asked
quietly.


Kim glanced at him, her fingers playing
around the rim of her glass.


"I think it's over," she
whispered.


"What happened?"


Kim stared into her brandy. She could see
lights dancing in the glass.


"Linda called me out on a lot of things,"
she whispered, "and she's right. I don't make the effort with her. I don't
spend enough time with her. I'm not 'all there' in our relationship any more. I
don't want to be physical with her any more. I…" she shook her head.
"I'm not in love with her." She looked back at Robin.
"But," she whispered, "she's not blameless. I realised something
about her too."


"What?" Robin whispered.


"She doesn't really know me,"
Kim said quietly, "and that's partly my fault, everything about… you know.
That place. I can't exactly tell her." She shook her head. "But when
I do try to open up and talk to her she doesn't listen. She only hears the
words, she doesn't take in what they mean." She took a sip of her brandy
and pulled a slight face.


"You're really not much of a brandy
drinker, are you," Robin said with a little smile.


"Sorry," Kim gave a feeble smile
and wiped her nose, "I just like my scotch." She looked at the bottle
on the table. It was only around a quarter full. For someone who didn't drink
Robin seemed to have found a use for most of that brandy in the last few weeks.
She looked at him a little concerned. "You alright Rob?" she asked.


Robin ignored her question. His priority
was to take care of her.


"So why did things blow up
tonight?" he asked.


"Oh," Kim hiccupped a little as
the tears threatened to start falling again, "I was leaving to come here.
She saw me all dressed up and got angry with me. Says I make more effort for
colleagues than for her." She bit her lip slightly. "Because you are
kind of a colleague now," she tried to cover up. She didn't want Robin to
know about her lie. She didn't want to have to answer questions about why she'd
lied in the first place. "But she's said some spiteful things about me
lately, Rob." She looked at him with eyes full of hurt, "accusing me
of letting myself go, saying I'm getting fat and drinking too much. I know I've
had the odd scotch but she's making out like I'm an alcoholic! I used to drink
far more than that, back when I was younger." She looked away, "and
in another world." She shook her head. "She's made me feel like
shit."


"She has no right," Robin said
quietly, He reached out and pushed a little of her hair from her face as it
started to hang forward, "no right at all."


"She said she's going to replace me
with a dildo," Kim was particularly angry with that comment, even though
she knew she'd been falling short in that department lately. She took another
mouthful of brandy and put down her glass. "I don't know what to do, Rob.
I do love her, I always loved her but I'm not… not in love with her. You
know?" she looked at him, her eyes intense and deep. "You know when
you're in a relationship and there's something that… you're not quite
feeling?"


Robin didn't know. He'd only ever been in
a relationship with Simon. But he could imagine.


"You can't stay where you're unhappy,
Kim," he said quietly.


"But it's so complicated," Kim
whispered, "I don't want to lose my boys. And I wish that I could make
things work… I'd been trying really hard, ever since…" she bit her lip as
she came to a halt. She couldn't exactly say 'ever since you greeted me with
Little Robin standing to attention.' "Ever since I started work in
CID." She looked down. "She wasn't exactly supportive of my
decision."


"I know," Robin sighed sadly.


Kim glanced at Robin.


"Could… could I stay here?" she
whispered, "tonight? I need some space away from her. She probably needs
some space away from me too."


Robin nodded slowly.


"Of course," he whispered,
"any time. You know that."


He came to realise he was still stroking
her hair back away from her face. He hadn't even noticed. He felt as though he
was under a spell and he couldn't break free from it. He stared at her face,
the tear tracks a reminder of her devastation. Slowly he licked his finger and
wiped some of the make-up away.


"Oh God, what must I look like?"
she whispered.


"It doesn't matter," Robin said
quietly, "you're still beautiful."


Talk about words escaping. He'd never have
let them out if he'd had any say in the matter. They charged out of his mouth
of their own accord. Immediately a moment of panic struck him, swelling in his
chest. He looked at Kim with his eyes open wide in surprise at his own words
but she didn't seem to have heard.


"What am I going to do, Robin?"
she whispered.


Robin looked at her seriously.


"I don't know," he said,
"but you're strong enough to survive whatever happens. And you have me.
You'll always have me." He laid his handover hers and found it stony cold.
"Kim, you're freezing," he whispered.


Kim was so numb she'd barely noticed.


"I am?"


Robin rubbed her hand as though to warm it
up.


"It is a little chilly tonight,"
he said, "and I haven't managed to get the heating sorted out here
yet."


"It was raining a little
outside," Kim whispered, "but not that cold."


"Maybe it's the shock then,"
Robin said quietly, spotting the goosebumps on her arms. "Kim, I can't let
you freeze like this."


"I'm OK," Kim said quietly.


"No you're not," Robin pulled
her to her feet and took her to the bedroom where he peeled back the duvet.
"Get in."


Kim looked at him in confusion.


"Why?"


"This is the warmest duvet in the
world," Robin boasted, "you'll soon warm up."


"I'm not cold," Kim whispered
but she was shivering now. Robin guided her to the bed and tucked her in.


"Just get warm, Kim," he said
quietly, "you stay there and I'll be right back."


"Where are you going?" Kim
asked, a little panicked. She felt as though she didn't want to be on her own.


"I'll be right back," Robin
assured her again.


Kim didn't really want to ask again as she
watched him leave and a moment later she heard the front door go. Where the
hell was he going? She needed company. She needed to be with someone. Her life
was turning upside down. Why was Robin abandoning her now?


She hugged her knees to her chest as she
felt the duvet slowly starting to warm her through. She felt like such a fool.
After all the effort she'd gone to and now here she was, in an utter state,
showing a vulnerability that she had never let another person see. Never had
she let her guard down this way before.


It felt like forever before she heard the
front door open and Robin arrived back in the doorway. He looked a little
windswept and damp from the rain in the air.


"Here," he said, "is this
better?"


He held a small bottle of scotch in her
direction and her lips twitched into a smile.


"You didn't have to go all the way
out just to get that," she said, "the brandy would have been
fine."


"Can't have you pulling a face the
whole time," said Robin, "that's my job." He saw her smile
again. That was a beautiful sight. He handed her the bottle and rubbed his
hands together, shivering slightly.


"Now you're bloody freezing,"
Kim admonished, "you went out in just your shirt, didn't you?"


"I was only going to be two
minutes," Robin protested, "I thought it was mild out there."


"Get in here, you stupid oaf,"
Kim said, peeling back the duvet for him to slip in beside her. He felt a
little awkward doing so but he really was cold and the bed was so inviting. He
pulled the duvet up around him and he looked at Kim.


"Was this my fault?" he asked
quietly.


"What? You control the weather now,
do you?" 


"No, I mean," he sighed,
"you and Linda."


Kim shook her head slowly.


"No, Rob," she said quietly,
"it would have happened sooner or later. Things haven't been great for a
while, I told you that."


Robin brushed his damp hair from his face.
He looked at her softly.


"You really do look great, you
know," he said quietly.


"Great for a how not to do your make
up advert," said Kim.


"No," Robin shook his head
slowly.


Kim looked away. She felt a little
uncomfortable. To distract herself she opened the bottle and took a long swig
from it. Closing her eyes, she gave a quiet gasp and breathed in deeply.


"My reminder of my time over
there," she whispered, "you always knew when times were tough that
there would be a bottle of scotch in Gene Hunt's filing cabinet."


Robin gave a little smile.


"I'm surprised he was willing to
share," he said.


"He didn't usually know," Kim
said, slightly guiltily. She gave a gentle laugh and a genuine smile. "I
can't drink like that any more. I was quite the ladette for a while. I think I
had beer in my veins instead of blood."


"I'm surprised you remember anything
about your time in the nineties," Robin teased.


Kim smiled as she looked down.


"I did go a little overboard for a
while," she admitted, "but I hated being there at first and it was an
escape. I grew out of that lifestyle in the end. Still had a few boozy moments
though." She had a faraway look on her face. "Spent one Christmas in
that world. I think I drank a small reservoir of beer."


Robin smiled. He saw her face light up as
she spoke about the other world.


"Is this the same 'worst Christmas
ever' that you warned Alex about?" he asked.


"Oh dear," sighed Kim,
"Yeah… I kind of let that slip, didn't I?" she gave a giggle. "It
wasn't that bad…in places…" she took a sip from the bottle. "I think
I probably had a better Christmas than she did, mind you." She pulled a
face. "Only just though. Gene Hunt forgot to buy us Christmas presents so
he wrapped up things from Alex's cutlery drawer."


"Lovely," said Robin, laughing,
"what did you give him?"


"I think I offered to wash his car or
something," said Kim, "he still got the better end of the deal."
She shuddered. "Aside from that there were hundreds of sprouts and a
drinking game to accompany the queen's Christmas message."


"I can see why you dubbed it the
worst Christmas ever," said Robin.


Kim smiled fondly.


"There were good parts," she
said distantly, "there were always good parts. I didn't always realise
that at the time." She sighed. "I think Christmas was when I realised
how much I had there. Friends. A home." She shook her head slightly.
"I spent most of my time fighting to get back to the real world. And then
ever since I did…" she sighed again, "it's never really felt like home."
A sad and thoughtful silence fell, broken only by Kim's growling stomach. She
groaned and blushed. "Why is my body always showing me up in front of
you?"


"Not as much as mine did," Robin
commented before he could stop himself. He cringed as the words escaped.
Probably not the best thing to be bringing up, he thought. But at least Kim
seemed to be laughing this time.


"No, that is true," she said
quietly.


Robin looked at her seriously.


"Do you want to try eating?" he
asked, "just a little bit?"


Kim tried to protest that she was too
wound up to eat but she realised she had started to feel a little more at ease
with Robin and despite the horrible row she'd had with Linda her appetite was
starting to come back. Slowly, she nodded.


"OK," she said quietly,
"just a little bit."


"What do you fancy? Starter, main or
dessert?"


"Three courses?" Kim felt even
worse for spoiling their meal, "God, we could have done with you when we
had Come Dine With Me."


"What?" frowned Robin.


Kim sighed.


"Simon's attempt at introducing Gene
to twenty first century television," she said, "Simon fell asleep and
never cooked the meal, Gene gave us all food poisoning with some kind of potato
and dolphin thing and I," she blushed, "I kind of turned the chicken
into charcoal." She smiled. "Alex won with beans on toast."


"Can't beat the old favourites,"
Robin smiled. He got to his feet. "I'll get some food. Maybe skip the
starter. Not sure about eating soup in bed."


Kim wasn't even sure why they were eating
in bed, but she felt cosy and safe there and decided not to argue.


"OK," she said quietly, smiling
gently. She breathed deeply and sighed as she watched Robin leave. How could he
have brought such a sense of peace to her after such a short time? She'd been
so distraught as she'd left her house. Robin seemed to know just the right
thing to say and do. She began to feel herself flushing in the face. Maybe she
was too hot under the duvet now? No, her arms and legs were still cold. Maybe
the scotch was going to her head.


Robin returned with a couple of plates and
his brandy bottle tucked under his arm.


"Shepherd's pie," he said,
"no dolphins in sight."


"Thanks," Kim smiled as she sat
upright, propped herself up with pillows and took a plate. She felt a little
silly eating in bed, like she had the flu or something and had been quarantined
in her bedroom. Robin climbed in beside her and started to tuck in. he hadn't
eaten all day, first from nerves about Layton's bail hearing and then from his
anxiety about the evening. But now that Kim was there, as stressful as her
arrival had been, he felt calm and relaxed. He managed to sneak a sideways
glance and a smile at her as they began to eat.


"This is a bit bloody decadent, isn't
it?" Kim commented, "eating in bed."


"No one will ever know," Robin
reminded her.


"This what you do in secret, is
it?" she asked, "tuck yourself up and bed and enjoy your
dinner?"


"If I did there would be more stains
than stripes on the duvet," said Robin.


Silence fell for a while as they ate.
Neither felt uncomfortable about it. It wasn't a silence that needed to be
filled. They were quite happy in each other's company. For Robin, that felt
especially strange. He often felt awkward around others and worried about
silences. That never happened with Kim.


Kim found she was hungrier than she
realised and managed to demolish the shepherd's pie quickly, and without
causing any major gravy-related disasters on the duvet. She's missed Robin's
cooking. Neither she nor Linda were exactly culinary experts and she had rarely
enjoyed the kind of home cooked fare that Robin was glad to put together. As
she finished her meal she laid her knife and fork on the plate, put it to one
side on the bedside cabinet and pretended she hadn't just burped in a very
unladylike manner.


"Do I remember hearing there was
dessert?" she asked innocently.


Robin smiled.


"I'll get it later," he said.
"the poor soup, terribly neglected."


Kim reached for the bottle of scotch and
sipped from it. She leaned back a little and closed her eyes. The alcohol was
making her feel a little woozy and her full stomach made her feel tired.


"It's only bloody half past seven and
I feel like I could go to sleep right now," Kim commented.


Robin set his empty plate down and picked
up his brandy bottle.


"You've had a rotten day" he
said quietly, "you must be exhausted. If you want to sleep, go
ahead."


"I'd better not," Kim sighed,
"my sleeping pattern is bad enough. I could do without screwing it up
more."


Robin drank some brandy, taking slow and
careful sips. He looked at Kim and asked,


"Are you going to work
tomorrow?"


Kim shook her head slowly.


"I'll call in sick," she said,
"I cried off with a migraine earlier so I could go home and change."


Robin gave a giggle.


"You didn't?"


"Yeah, why?"


"I did the same thing," he said,
feeling slightly ashamed. "I wanted to get a head start on dinner."


"I did wonder how you put this
together in an hour," Kim laughed. She looked at Robin a little more
seriously. "Are you sure you don't mind me staying?"


"No problem at all," Robin told
her, "the couch is comfortable enough. I'll be fine in there."


Kim looked at him a little sadly. She felt
herself reddening slightly.


"Do you have to?" she whispered,
"I don't really want to sleep on my own tonight."


Robin looked at her a little nervously. He
could feel the brandy starting to go to his head and was worried that words
were going to slip out that he couldn't take back.


"Uh, OK," he said quietly,
"Yes, that's fine. Got a nice new sleeping bag I can put out on the
floor."


Kim frowned.


"Didn't think you were the camping
type," she said.


"Why do you think it's never been
used?" Robin asked.


That made Kim laugh. Her whole face lit up
as she did, a genuine smile dancing across her features. It warmed Robin to see
that. God, he'd been so worried about her when she'd first arrived. He brushed
the hair from her face again and felt as though his limbs were growing warm and
numb from the alcohol. She turned to him and smiled.


"Rob, I've missed you," she said
quietly.


Robin felt himself becoming warmer all
over.


"I've missed you too," he
whispered. He breathed deeply as he stared at her. Her eyes had that intensity
again. It did something to him inside that he couldn't understand. It stole his
breath right away from him, sent a shiver down his spine. He tried to ignore it,
hoped that the feeling would pass but it never seemed to. With shaking hands he
grabbed the brandy bottle and took a big gulp. That wasn't like him. Even
drinking more often he only ever had a small amount but he needed something to
try to numb the feelings he couldn't cope with. Unfortunately the drink only
appeared to be numbing his digits and the bottle seemed to tumble from his
hands. The liquid splashed across his shirt as he scrambled to catch it.
"Fuck!" he cried. He closed his eyes as he sat the bottle on the
cabinet beside him, breathing deeply. What an idiot. What a fucking idiot! He
felt so embarrassed that his face glowed red and he wanted to hide under the
duvet.


"Your shirt," Kim said, slightly
unnecessarily.


The feeling of the wet material against
his skin felt uncomfortable and unpleasant and without thinking he pulled the
shirt off over his head and discarded it to the floor, right into the
gravy-stained plate that he'd left down there. He felt so fuzzy-headed by now
that it took him several moments to realise he'd left his scars on full
display. The moment he noticed, a terrible feeling of revulsion and horror
overcame him, choking him and bringing tears to his eyes.


"Oh shit," he breathed, his
voice fraught and wretched. He closed his eyes and turned his back to Kim. No
matter what she had said he felt increasingly conscious of his scars and
consistently worse about the idea of her seeing them. He knew deep down that he
might be overacting but the intense emotion of the night caught up with him and
he felt his eyes filling with tears. As he pulled the duvet around him he felt
Kim's hand reaching towards him, turning him back..


"Rob, no," she said quietly, her
voice full of emotion. He resisted her pull and tried to scramble from the bed
to find some clothes to put on but she grasped him with both hands and her
voice became insistent. "Rob, listen to me. Listen to me," her tone
became more urgent desperate for him to listen this time. She pulled him harder
until he had no choice but to face her. "It doesn't matter," she
looked him straight in the eye, no matter how hard he tried to avoid her gaze,
"listen to me, Rob. It doesn't matter. Not to me. It's just skin. It's
alive. You're alive. You very well might not have been if he'd had his way. All
those scars do is show that you made it. You survived." Her heart was
beating so hard that it almost stopped her from being able to speak. She
swallowed, choked up by the look of anguish on Robin's face. "Please
believe me, Robin."


He really wanted to believe her but his
fear of repulsiing her overrode his common sense.


"I'm sorry," he whispered.


"We all have scars," Kim told
him quietly.


Robin bit his lip as his eyes moved to the
bullet scar on her neck. He flinched as he remembered watching her drop, a
bullet that had been meant for him buried in her neck. He closed his eyes and
listened to his heart thumping away. Some words shot from his heart into his
mouth and he almost set them free but he held them back just in time. He opened
his eyes and stared at her. Her face was sad, desperate to take the pain away
from him. That was when he noticed for the first time that she was shaking. Was
she still cold? He found his answer as a warm hand gently reached out and
traced a line down his chest.


He sat froze, staring at her with wide
eyes, a rabbit caught in headlights. He knew what happened the last time she
did that. But so did she, and yet here she was, doing it all over again. He
couldn't read the look on her face; she seemed scared, intense, filled with the
need for something but he couldn't tell what. He knew that he swallowed so hard
that he had a horrible feeling it was loud enough that she heard. His heart was
still beating hard. He wondered if she could feel it as her hand moved against
his chest.


He felt movement. Oh god, no, not again.
He tried desperately to think about something else, anything at all, but
nothing was going to counteract it. He heard himself gasp slightly. He seemed
to be losing control of his actions. He looked back at Kim whose expression was
contorted between need and fear. He'd rarely seen her look so scared, but she
didn't stop. Her chest felt tight. She took shallow, tiny breaths as she tried
to cope with the pull she felt to Robin. She'd been fighting it tooth and nail
ever since their day on the barge but now everything she'd been trying to lock
away was desperately trying to burst forth.


She was caught in his stare; his deep,
dark eyes that made her head spin. Was it her imagination or did his own gaze
seem to be hooked on hers too? He looked scared, unsure, not knowing what was
about to happen next. Her eyes were drawn to his lips as he involuntarily
licked them. Her breathing deepened as she stared. She couldn't work out what
was happening to her. She hated it with every bone in her body, it went against
everything she knew about herself, but she couldn't stop what she was doing.


She leaned closer. The pull was magnetic.
Her body trembled as she closed her eyes and leaned towards him. It was like
the barge all over again, but there as a fundamental difference this time. This
time she didn't have to move forward so far because Robin had already moved
towards her. There they were, her lips against his. She remembered the kiss on
the boat, the action that had taken him so much by surprise. He'd lain there,
shocked and still, not sure how to respond. He didn't seem to have that
hesitation this time.


She felt his mouth moving against hers,
his own need felt as great as hers. It was strange and different, it wasn't the
kind of kiss she was used to. It was harsher; the feel of the stubble around
his face rubbed her delicate skin. It hurt a little, made her sore. She wasn't
used to that. She was used to kissing soft, female lips and this was a strange
feeling indeed. She tried to ignore the rough sensation as she focused on the
feeling of his tongue playing around her lips and into her mouth. She hadn't
been expecting that, somehow. All she'd had on her mind was the one-sided
moment on the boat. There was nothing one-sided about this.


A tingle grew down below. A dampening.
God, she hadn't felt anything like that in so long. She felt the tingle
spreading through her body as Robin's hands reached around her body, clasping
her tightly, pulling her closer. Such a firm hold. Such a tight grasp. She felt
herself pushing her body against his as though she wanted to feel his heart
beating against her. She needed to feel that. She needed him close.


Robin didn't understand what he was doing
or how he was doing it. He'd never had these urges before. There was no part of
Kim that fulfilled his sexual preferences. She didn't have the build or the
look or the voice or anything that he was attracted to, but she had something
else. She was Kim. That was the only way he could explain it.


He couldn't remember feeling this much of
a need before. He had never felt such a strong desire for someone. He was rock
hard and aching for release. The kiss felt strange and peculiar to Robin who
was used to feeling a roughness of skin against his own. Kim's face was softer,
her lips smaller and gentler against his. He felt her pressing her body up
against him and for a moment he had a completely ridiculous panic about his
scars but her actions made it fade away. He felt her hands around his head,
sliding through his hair. It sent shivers through his whole body. He began to
pull her towards the flat of the bed, gently moving their bodies downwards to
give them room to lay.


He reached up and gently ran his fingers
down the side of her face. Her skin was so soft. It wasn't what he was used to
feeling. He couldn't stop exploring the new experience; touching her, learning
what it was like. He'd never known before, never even wondered. The thought of
being with a woman had never crossed his mind but now Kim was the only thing
that filled his mind. He felt her pressing her body even closer. The shape of
her curves was strange and unlike anything he'd experienced before. As their
kiss continued he felt her leg rubbing slowly against his, her knee riding
higher and higher until he felt it touch him between his legs, to feel how hard
he had become for her, only for her.


And that was the moment she froze.
Suddenly the kiss seemed to cease and fall away. Robin slowly opened his eyes
and drew back in confusion, looking at Kim's expression. She seemed fraught and
frozen, as through someone had stalled time. Her eyes showed a kind of panic
that sent a terrible shudder through Robin's body. What had he done wrong?


"Kim?" he whispered.


Kim started to tremble before him. Her
lips moved as she tried to speak but no sound came from her. Her head started
to shake back and forth and she started to scramble upright.


"I… I can't do this," she
whispered.


"What?" Robin breathed, almost
paralysed with anxiety.


"I can't do this," she shook her
head, her eyes wide and scared, "I'm sorry. I'm…" she scrambled out
of the bed and pushed her feet into her shoes. "I'm so sorry. "


"Kim, wait," Robin quickly
jumped out of bed and followed her as she ran into the hallway. She ran her
hands through her tousled hair to smarten it up and pulled her top back into
place.


"I'm so sorry," she whispered,
her eyes urgent and her voice broken, "it's too much."


"Kim," Robin's voice crackled
with tears of shock that were about to begin, "Please, don't just leave me
– please, Kim, whatever I did –"


"It's not you," Kim's eyes were
starting to mist over as a deep sense of darkness filled the pit of her belly,
"I'm sorry. I'm so, so sorry."


Before Robin could stop her she'd fled
through the front door, her feet pounding down the corridor. He reached the
doorway and yelled after her, screaming her name again and again but she didn't
look back and she didn't respond. His scarred chest was on full display to all
the neighbours as they peered through their spyholes once again but he didn't
care. He didn't care what they thought. It was only Kim he cared about, and she
was gone.


"What did I do?" he cried,
"whatever I did… I'm sorry, Kim –"


He closed his eyes, turned his head to the
ceiling and swore profusely. There were tears falling from his eyes and his
face was twisted with devastation. It felt as though someone had yanked his
heart clean out of his chest. He wanted to scream until his throat grew raw and
his lungs collapsed upon themselves. He could hardly take in a breath for
crying as he closed the door and sank to the ground. He'd never been so
confused, his feelings never so turbulent, but more than that he realised that
he'd never felt so distraught.


*  *  *


Kim sat in the car, shaking from head to
toe, choking out loud, deep-rooted sobs and clutching the steering wheel. She'd
driven for about fifty meters when she realised she was probably over the legal
limit and couldn't actually see for tears so she'd pulled into a side road
where she stopped and screamed out her anguish.


Her anger at her own actions was growing,
her deep regret for running out on him again was almost suffocating her but she
couldn't stop herself from leaving. It had all been too much. She needed to get
away, needed to escape the situation.


With trembling hands she pulled out her
phone and quickly pressed Robin's number. Her hands shook as she held the phone
to her ear. It seemed to ring forever. Was he even going to answer it? Rain
cascaded against the windscreen, replicating her tears and her heart was going
so fast that she wasn't sure she would survive this moment. Finally the call
was answered but there was silence on the line.


"Robin?" she asked eventually,
her voice tiny and tearful.


"Kim, please, come back," Robin
pleaded. He sounded shattered and broken, hardly able to speak.


"Robin, I… I'm so sorry," she
breathed.


"Where are you, Kim?" Robin
asked her tearfully.


"I'm in the car," Kim whispered,
"I just… I had to go."


"Kim, come back, please," Robin
begged, "we need to talk about this."


"I can't, Rob."


"Please," Robin begged, "we
won't do anything…hell, I don't want to do anything that you don't want, Kim,
and I'd never have… I mean, I thought… thought you wanted to."


"I did," Kim's admission almost
killed her, "but it's just… it's just too hard, Rob. It's too much and I
can't cope with this."


"I know it's complicated," Robin
cried, sounding more tearful with every word, "you're married, and even if
you think it's over there are still…"


"It's not that," Kim wept.


"What is it then?" Robin cried,
trying to make sense of it, "Kim, if things were moving too fast…"


"I just can't do it, Robin," Kim
whispered.


"Please just talk to me," Robin
begged, "I just want to talk. I don't want to lose you."


"I can't explain this."


"Please try? Please… I want to know
what I did wrong because I never, ever wanted to hurt you, in any way, not for
a moment."


"it's not you, Robin," Kim
cried, "It was me. It's all me."


"What do you mnean?" Robin's
voice was broken.


"I don't… I don't know what to
do."


"You're not the only one in a mess,
Kim!" Robin cried, "I'm every bit as confused and messed up as
you!"


"I know," Kim whispered, "I
know, Rob."


"So come back," Robin sounded
desperate, "we need to talk this through, we just need to… need to work
out…"


"There's nothing to talk about,
Robin," Kim cried tearfully, "it's not going to happen. I can't do
it."


"We can go as slowly as you want… as
we both want…"


"I don't think I ever can," Kim
closed her eyes, choked by the truth, "you're a man, Robin."


"Yeah – and you're a woman!"
Robin cried, "I'm going through exactly the same things as you are tight
now!"


"I can't… I can't face the thought of
it…" Kim's tears became harder, her sobs painfully wracking her chest,
"I can't… can't touch you…." She squeezed her eyes closed more
tightly as she said, "you've got the wrong body, Robin."


"Well so have you!" cried Robin.


"I can't… It's not…" Kim
struggled for the words, "I don't understand how come I'm falling for
someone so deeply when I don't wan't want to touch… when I can't…"


She heard Robin breathing heavily on the
line.


"What did you say?"


"I… you're still a man… I just don't
like…"


"Before that."


Kim bit her lip and looked downwards. She
couldn't bring herself to say it again. Not when she knew that she would never
be able to follow through the way she was feeling with a physical response.


"Rob, I have to go," she
whispered, "We have to forget his."


"I can't Kim, not now you've said
that."


"I didn't mean to say it."


"But you did, and I can't let you go…
can't just forget about this without you knowing how I feel too."


Kim shook her head as she clutched the
phone. She didn't want to hear that. She had a feeling it was only going to
make it harder.


"I'm sorry," she whispered one
last time and cut the call before she could change her mind and say something
else she was going to regret.


She let the phone fall to the floor as she
cried and screamed. To herself, she felt anger, guilt and complete resentment.
To Robin, she felt very differently.


She gripped the steering wheel again as
she cried. She could hardly breathe, and if she was honest she didn't really
want to. She wished she could just fade away. The best thing that had happened
to her in eight long years and she had spoilt it in one short evening, all
because her own bloody sexuality was too damn strong.


Her heart was at odds with her genetics.
That wasn't an easy equation to solve.


 

















Chapter
Eleven


 


 


Kim rubbed her fingers gently around her
sore lips. She looked in the mirror. They seemed a little red, even. Would it
really have made that much of a difference? Just a tiny bit of stubble? It
wasn't even as though Robin had a beard. She could quite imagine that kissing
Evan would lead to losing three layers of skin from her face. Well, that and
the will to live.


It hurt. That wasn't right was it? Was
this what happened to straight women all the time? Or was it just because she
was so used to the gentle feeling of kissing a woman? If she'd spent half her
life with her tongue down the throats of men then would she even have noticed?


She closed her eyes and replayed the
sensation of that kiss. The roughness aside, she had never felt more of a wild,
intense need to kiss someone. It felt as though it was meant to be. Like it was
pre-planned by fate. A stage direction in a play. She thought about Robin's
eyes, so dark and intense. She thought about the feeling of warmth as she
pressed her body against him.


"And then it all unravelled,"
she whispered as she hung her head.


It was that thing again. That's what it
was. And her own fault for allowing herself to bring her knee up to touch it.
She knew she'd find it in that particular state – she would even have been
offended if she hadn't. But that was the point at which all her desires, her
incredible pull towards Robin, her growing feelings for him – that was the
point at which they all started to fall apart.


In a way, she finally understood some
aspects of homophobia. All those times she'd wanted to hit someone for saying
"Ugh, the thought of two men or women together," or "I don't
like the thought of touching someone with the same bits as me down there,"
or "It's not natural, is it?" – she understood it now, as plain as
day – just the other way around.


She didn't like men. She had never been
attracted to them. She didn't find them attractive or arousing. And as for what
they kept in their trousers… well, she was positively phobic about the idea of
letting one of those anywhere near her. What was she, heterophobic? Did such a
thing even exist? If not, she seemed to have just invented it.


In her whole life she had never once had a
fantasy involving a man, so how was she supposed to know what to 'do'? She was
starting to feel things for Robin that scared her on so many levels, but one of
her greatest fears was getting in too deep because sooner or later things would
have to become physical and she would be right there on 'What the hell is that
and what am I supposed to do with it?' territory.


There was more to it than that. The horror
of Keats drifted into her mind, choking her with a sob of anguish. His use of
gas and air mixed with his own very special brand of hypnosis had coerced her
into doing things that she had never wanted to do in her life. He made her
believe that she wanted him, that she wanted him to take her that way when in
fact after the mists had cleared all she had burning for him was hatred and
repulsion.


She'd had very little to do with the
actual act. She was pretty much consigned to a lay back and think of England
role while Keats made use of her body however he wished. She was glad that the
whole thing was covered with a haze, but the fact remained that the only other
sexual contact she'd had with a man had boiled down to a drug-induced sexual
assault.


There were layers of it. Layers and
layers. So much to deal with, so much to cope with.


She was married for fuck's sake! She did
love Linda, even though it wasn't the kind of love she wished she could share
with someone. The kind she'd shared with Shaz. She had known she would never
feel that again and so she hadn't looked. She'd settled for second best and
she'd only just started to realise that now. She hated herself for labelling
Linda as such – they'd had their good times, and two beautiful sons who meant
the world to Kim. Was she going to lose them? She couldn't stand the thought of
that.


And what about Robin? What was she doing
to him? This was the second time she'd run out on him – she was going to screw
him up beyond repair. She knew that he must be feeling every bit as mixed up as
she was. Even here there were more complications, because of Simon. So they weren't
together right now – that didn't mean that, eventually, Robin and Simon
wouldn't be reunited and she knew Simon would always be his priority. They were
engaged for god's sake! And Simon… well, Simon was her best friend in a strange
world. She felt as though she was betraying him as much as anything. God, how
bad must Robin be feeling?


It was so hard. So difficult and
complicated. It really wasn't worth it, it wasn't. She told herself that again
and again as she lay on the backseat of the car all night, drowning in her own
tears. There were too many complications and everyone was just going to end up
hurting too much. Nothing could happen between them. Nothing would.


As she closed her eyes and started to cry
all over again, huddled against the seat, she admitted one tiny thing to
herself, bit only for a moment, then she pushed it away and decided never to
acknowledge it again. The fact that the last time she'd felt so alive, so on
fire, had been back with Shaz in 1996.


She didn't think she would ever feel that
depth of desire again.


Now Robin had come along and re-written
the rules.


*  *  *


Robin sat on the bed, rocking back and
forth, his hands over his eyes. He didn't want to acknowledge what had
happened. He couldn't even make sense of it. Kim had been the one to instigate
it, he was sure of that. If he'd been the one who started kissing her first
then he could maybe understand her backing away, but…


He shook his head. It made no sense.


He tried to block out the memories of the
night but instead gave himself a shot-for-shot replay. He shook his head
slightly as he remembered the strange and unusual feeling of her body pressed
to his. The curves he wasn't used to. He thought for a moment about how strange
it was to feel her breasts pressing against his chest. It wasn't at all like
he'd imagined.


"Not that I've been imagining
it," he told himself crossly, blocking out the memories of the dreams he'd
had with Kim in a starring role.


He felt tears starting to fall down his
face but he didn't bother trying to wipe them away There didn't seem any point.
There was no one around to see. He thought about her words on the phone, her
nonsensical apologies. She was disgusted with him, wasn't she? She couldn't
bear the thought of touching him. He shook his head angrily. How could he have
thought anything would ever happen between them?


Kim was right. It was all too hard and too
complicated. He felt sick inside when he thought about Simon. It felt like he
was cheating on him or betraying him. It had been months since his death but
Robin wasn't like a 'normal' widow because he knew full well where Simon was.
He might not be alive but he was still thriving, just in a place that Robin
couldn't reach him. What if he got knocked over by a bus tomorrow and ended up
waking up in Simon's bed? How the hell would he feel then? Even though Simon
had said he wanted Robin to meet someone else and be happy it would always feel
like cheating.


He reached for the brandy bottle and knew
what he was going to do, drink until he passed out. Otherwise he would lay
there, killing himself with action-replays of the night. He couldn't stand the
thought of going over it one more time.


Whatever might have been there, whatever
strange and confused emotions he and Kim had been feeling, it was all over now.
Dead in the water.


 


 

















Chapter
Twelve


 


 


With her make-up stained face, flattened
hair and crumpled clothes, Kim turned the key in her front door and walked
slowly inside. She felt as much of a mess on the inside as she looked on the
outside. She heard footsteps and it was only a second before she watched Linda
walking through the hallway. They stared at each other in silence for a moment.
Finally Kim said,


"Hi."


Linda stared at her. Her eyes were angry
and her expression grim.


"Where were you?" she asked
flatly.


Kim swallowed.


"Slept in the car," she
whispered.


Linda nodded slowly.


"Looks like it too," she said.


Kim took a step forward.


"Linda," she said quietly,
"I'm so sorry," she took in a deep breath. She felt as though she was
giving a pre-learned speech. Going through the motions. She had spent the night
going back and forth in her head and the only conclusion that she reached was
that she needed to at least try to honour her marriage vows. She loved Linda,
even if she wasn't in love with her, and she had a family. She needed to try.
She had to try to put the attraction she felt to Robin out of her mind. She
knew it could never lead anywhere and although she couldn't explain why it was
happening she knew she had to fight it.


"I was worried," Linda said,
although she didn't sound it.


Kim bit her lip.


"Linda," she whispered,
"you're right. You were right about everything. I have been neglecting
you, I haven't been working hard enough to make things work out and I've not
taken your feelings into consideration." She felt as though the truths
choked her. They were all true, but her apologies for them felt false. She knew
that she'd been failing in her relationship but she just didn't feel as though
she wanted to change. She was giving lip service and she knew it but she had
made her decision now. She had to stick with it.


"Go on," Linda prompted.


Kim stepped forward feeling about two
inches tall, going cap in hand to beg for another chance she wasn't even sure
she wanted.


"I want to make thing better,"
she said, "I'm sorry… I'm so sorry, and I want to change. I'll give you
the attention you deserve, I'll put you first, where you deserve to be. I'll
even leave CID if that's what you really want."


Linda stared at her. There was a coldness
in her face.


"You say I never listened to
you," she said tightly, "I did, Alex. I listened to every word about
how much you wanted to go back. And I didn't understand it but I let you do it
even though I hated the whole idea of it, because I knew how important it was
to you. It was clear that it was more important than anything else." She
took a deep breath. "Which is why I am so angry. Because that includes
being more important than me."


"No," Kim shook her head,
"no, it's not."


"It is," said Linda, "if it
wasn't then you'd have listened to me."


"Alright, I'll… leave," said
Kim, "I'll leave, I'll hand my notice in tomorrow, I'll go back to
tattooing full time, I'll do anything you want. Please… tell me what you want
me to do and I'll do it."


Linda stared at her. Her eyes looked a
little misty.


"I want you to want me," she
whispered.


Kim almost choked. That was the one thing
that she didn't think she would be able to do. She felt a tear fall from her
eye as she whispered a lie.


"I do. More than anything."


Linda stared on. She swallowed nervously.


"Maybe we should get some
counselling," she whispered, "call Relate."


"Oh, not Relate," said Kim,
"I knew someone who worked there, they had an infestation of ants."


Linda sighed.


"Somewhere else then. Somewhere with
no wildlife."


Kim gave the tiniest smile. She nodded.


"Alright," she said quietly.


Linda stared at her again. She still
wasn't convinced of Kim's sincerity but this wasn't the time.


"I have a back piece starting at
ten," she said quietly, "I've got to go. We'll talk about this tonight."


Kim nodded and tried to smile.


"OK," she said.


Linda definitely looked tearful now.


"It only hurts so much because I love
you," she whispered.


Kim didn't know what to reply to that. She
didn't feel that she could say it back so she used her tears as an excuse not
to speak and the two women shared an awkward and hesitant embrace before Linda
had to leave for work.


Staring around the walls of the now empty
house, Kim felt hollow inside. She was making a choice that was only going to
make her unhappy. And although she felt she was doing it for the right reasons
that didn't stop her feeling regret before she'd even started.


*  *  *


Kim spent the day doing all her wifely
duties. After calling in sick to work she cleaned, she tidied, she cooked, she
threw the burnt meal in the bin, she started again and she showered and tidied
herself up. She made as much of an effort as she could, spruced herself up,
made herself look as alluring as possible even though in her heart she knew
that she made far more effort the night before for Robin.


There was one more thing she had to do.
Well, apart from proving to Linda that she shouldn't swap her for a dildo. She
picked up the phone, checking the clock to make sure Linda wasn't due home and
called Robin's number. Her heart was fluttering as she waited for what she
presumed would be the inevitable voicemail but instead Robin answered.


"Hello?"


For a moment she was struck dumb. She
wasn't sure what to say. Eventually she cleared her throat and stammered,


"R-Robin? What are you doing
there?"


There was a stony silence as Robin
recognised her voice. It took a few moments before he replied,


"Because this is my flat?"


"I thought you'd be at work,"
Kim said nervously.


She heard Robin sigh a little.


"I took the day off," he said quietly.


"Oh," Kim said.


"Spent the night throwing up a
quarter of a bottle of brandy and half a bottle of scotch," Robin told
her.


The guilt started to grow inside of Kim,
choking her terribly.


"Oh Robin," she whispered.


"What do you want, Kim?"


Robin sounded as hollow as Kim felt. She
swallowed and tried not to cry as she began,


"I was going to leave you a
message," she said quietly, "I wanted to say I'm so… just so
sorry." She choked back tears as she lied, "it was one of those
things… I'd had too much to drink and I didn't know what I was doing."


"Oh, bollocks, I've seen you drink
five times that and still be more coherent than I am when I'm stone cold
sober!"


"I was upset, and we'd been drinking
–"


"Please Kim, it's bad enough that
you're so disgusted by me…"


Kim felt her heart sinking.


"Rob, I never meant…"


"…Don't try to make me feel worse by
labelling me a drunken mistake," Robin sounded distraught.


"I… I didn't mean that…" Kim dug
herself in deeper.


"I remember what you said last night,
Kim," Robin whispered, "I remember you said you were falling for
me."


Kim closed her eyes and gave a loud sob
that escaped from deep inside of her. She couldn't stop it. She couldn't hold
it back.


"Rob –"


"You never let me tell you how I
felt."


"Robin," she breathed deeply to
try to get her emotions under control, "I'm going to go now. I… I'm so
sorry for everything that happened. I..." she closed her eyes. She what?
She wanted to see him? Wanted to explain but didn't know how? She was scared?
She was confused? "I've got to go." She couldn't face telling him any
of those things. She took the easy option. "Bye, Robin." She
whispered and put down the phone before her broken voice could tell him far,
far too much.


*  *  *


The clanking of the door woke Nick Nailer
from slumber. He didn't like that. Slumber was one of his favourite things.


He'd had a good run. He'd put in decades
of hard graft, building up his empire. He'd slipped through the hands of the
law more times than Kim had been to get something pierced. It was all over with
a honeytrap; the beautiful redhead who he thought was the one but turned out to
be an undercover detective who loved the good stuff more than she loved him.
One night with something impure floating through her veins and his call for an
ambulance finally sealed his fate. Incarceration soon followed.


But there was something that Nick Nailer
hadn't been expecting. He really quite liked life inside. He finally realised
that he was just too old for that lifestyle now. He was sick of all the running
and the hiding, the backstabbing, the double dealing. For a criminal he was a
pretty damn honest one and the sneaky little scrotums, the Arthur Laytons of
the world, turned him away from the life he used to lead. There was no honour
among thieves any more. He was tired of all the betrayal.


Life was pretty nice in jail for Nick
Nailer. With friends in high places there was always a little something getting
through that he used to keep the other prisoners happy and brought him in many
favours. He had all his creature comforts. Three square meals a day, a big TV
and a bloody nice pool table. His bed was alright and lights out meant he got a
decent sleep every night and no longer woke up like a bear with a sore head
every morning.


Well, most nights, at least. This one was
the exception.


"I have told you before," he
yawned rubbing his eyes, "If it's before eight o clock then I don't care
which family members have died, I ain't taking calls."


"Nailer, you're shipping out."


Nailer sat up straight as the two prison
guards came into his room. He felt confused and bewildered, unsure what the
hell was going on.


"Shipping out?" he repeated,
"to where exactly?"


"Moving you to another prison,"
one of the guards told him.


"Give me some credit, I figured that
much!" Nailer protested, "I know I've done a few substances over the
years but I've still got my marbles!"


One of the guards cuffed Nailer to his
wrist.


"We'll send for your possessions
later today," he said.


"I just want to know where I'm
going," groaned Nailer, "and why. I was supposed to be playing pool
later. Got a league going. I'm top three!"


"Move it," the guard told him.


As the guards walked him from his cell and
along many corridors to a waiting van Nailer began to have his doubts.
Something didn't really seem right. He couldn't put his finger on what it was –
it all seemed so professional, so authentic, but there was a little nagging
thought in the back of his heads that led him, just before they closed the
doors, to say,


"You're not legit, are you?"


The guard gave a sly wink.


"Welcome home, Mister Nailer,"
he said.


Nailer closed his eyes. He shook his head
and groaned.


"If I wanted out I'd have sent up the
balloon!" he complained, but it was too late. Nailer might have been
pleased to be leading a quieter life on the inside but his empire couldn't cope
without him. Nailer was back on the streets – if he liked it or not.


 


 


 

















Chapter
Thirteen


 


 


"Nailer left the prison grounds at
five a.m. this morning," DI March began, "The paperwork was genuine,
the instructions were genuine, Nicholas Nailer was due to be transported to
Fairfield prison because Arthur Layton was due to be moved to HMS Fenchurch.
The clash between them was anticipated to be deadly. Layton supplied the drugs
that killed Victoria Stone," he pinned up a photograph of Victoria's
lifeless face taken on the slab before her autopsy, "DI Stone was
undercover but Nailer had developed what he thought to be a deep relationship
with her. He was considered a suicide risk directly after his arrest but
psychological evaluations have since demonstrated that this is no longer a
probability."


He pinned a still from the CCTV footage
from the prison on the board.


"Here we see a genuine prison van
collecting Mister Nailer this morning. There are two guards, one has been
working for sixteen years in the prison service and is squeaky clean. He was
found gagged, bound and unconscious three miles away from the prison. The
second guard is this man," he pinned up a close up, "William Huxley,
also known – in slightly less respectable circles - as Billy Hocker. He started
working for HMS Prisons four years ago. At the time all his credentials checked
out. This morning one of our snouts identified him as being part of Nailer's
outer ring. Not one of the main men… One of his men's men."


"Sounds like a bloody gay orgy to
me," some smart-alec DC commented to mutters of amusement from some of the
team.


"Looks like Huxley's been in place
for some time in case the worst came to the worst," said March,
"someone who can give our friend Nailer his direct route to the
outside."


"If he's been in place all that
time," Kim spoke up quietly, "then why has it taken this long to get
Nailer out?"


"Lack of opportunity," March
suggested, "or Nailer waited to get the word out. He's not been in the
news lately. He'll have more chance of hiding away than if his face was all
over the place."


Kim nodded. That was true. She sighed
distractedly as she stared at the board. She was doing her best at home, she
really was. Linda had been impressed with all her efforts when she returned
home the night before. She'd even been impressed with Kim's performance in the
bedroom, although Kim almost spoilt it when she was a whisker away from calling
someone else's name.


She tried to pay attention to the case at
hand. She knew Nailer. Well, she knew of him, from two time zones. Time hadn't
treated the man all that well, she observed as she looked at his mug shot. In
1995 he'd been a fairly dapper looking gentleman. Not handsome but he had the
kind of look that she could imagine people warming to. Now he had a fair bit of
extra weight, stubble and bags under his eyes, although still there was
something about him. That rare breed of charming criminal. If he'd put his mind
to any other job he could have done brilliant things. Could have been a pilot.
Talk show host. Member of the panel on Dragon's Den. But he'd chosen a
different lifestyle.


"Stringer."


Hearing her name brought Kim from her
thoughts.


"Yes, sir?"


"I want you to represent CID in the
manhunt that uniform are organising," March told her.


Kim nodded.


"Yes, sir," she said.


"Since you and Chief Inspector Thomas
work so well together you'll be sure to get it off the ground
efficiently."


Pow. Those words were like a bullet. They
struck her in the heart. Her eyes opened wide as she stuttered,


"S-sir?"


"Don't worry, there's no stuffy
bloody protocols about not working with your mates," said March,
"you've worked well as a team, mistake we made with Layton's search was
splitting you up. He'll be here shortly and you can discuss where to begin with
the dogs."


Kim swallowed and tried to protest but as
March was already heading away from her and talking to another colleague she
didn't have much of a chance. She closed her eyes and gave a groan of
frustration. How? How could this be happening? It wasn't fair, of all the
people….


Why did Nailer have to bloody escape
anyway? It was like he'd done it on purpose, so that she had to spend the day
working with Robin, trying not to look at each other, or talk to each other, or
breathe the same air as one another. It was as though life was so beautifully
planned out by some silly little man who lined up these perfect little quirks
of fate.


Bloody fucking typical.


*  *  *


"We've assigned you someone to guide
you through CID's action plan and for you to discuss the benefits of the canine
assistance during a manhunt with," DS Fullerton told Robin as he walked
him quickly through the corridors, "and we think your unit will prove very
useful for tracking what happened to Nailer when the van went out of sight."


"Right," Robin said a little
breathlessly, trying to keep up.


"Feel free to help yourself to
coffee," Fullerton offered.


Robin rolled his eyes a little.


"Because that's going to put Nailer
back in jail, isn't it?" he mumbled.


As Fullerton led him into CID he felt a
little strange. He always did when he had to go there. Seeing the office to one
side without Simon's name on the door always sent a cold feeling of sadness
trough his bones. This time was no exception. He took a very deep breath and
tried to push past that feeling. He had to focus.


"And here's who you'll be working
with," Fullerton told him as someone pushed Kim in their general
direction.


Robin froze. He hadn't even thought…
hadn't considered…


"Oh," he said quietly.


All at once he found himself encased in
his worst nightmare. It was too dreadful to comprehend. The day before Kim had
more or less said her goodbyes to him and passed their almost-night together
off as a drunken mistake. His pride couldn't take spending the day in her
company. More than that, neither could his heart.


Kim and Robin looked at one another, then
turned their eyes away. Both their faces were dark and cold. Neither wanted to
go through this. It was just too much for them to deal with. It would be too
much for anyone to cope with in this position. But then again, who the hell
else had ever been in this position?


"You can use DCI Huston's office to
brief the Chief Inspector on the areas we are focusing on," Fullerton told
Kim.


Kim's eyes flashed to Robin for a second,
then away again.


"Yeah. Sure," she mumbled.


Robin's face took on a pained expression
as his eyes moved to the doorway on which the name 'DCI Shoebury' had once been
emblazoned. Was this really a day constructed to torture him in every way
possible?


"Thanks," he whispered.


Fullerton walked away and left the two of
them alone. Their eyes briefly met for one torturous second before they both
looked away again. They stood in silence for several moments, neither looking
at nor talking to each other. Robin realised this was possibly not the most
mature he'd ever been in his life. The same could most likely be said of Kim.
Eventually he decided to be the adult in the situation, indicated the office
door and said quietly,


"We'd better…"


"Yeah," Kim nodded, clutching
her papers about Nailer. They walked slowly to the office together and sat
down. Once again silence descended. This wasn't getting any easier at all. All
Robin could hear ringing through his mind was Kim saying that it was a drunken
mistake and all Kim could see was the memory of Robin's trouser lump.
Eventually Robin looked at her and said quietly,


"Look… Kim… neither of us want to be
here. Can we just make it as painless as possible and get on with it so we can
find this twat and get back to our own jobs?"


Kim looked at him. She'd never seen his
face look so pale or haunted before. It cut her up inside to know that she was
responsible.


"This wasn't my doing, Rob," she
said quietly.


"I know.


"They assigned me because March saw
us working well as a team.


"I know. It's fine."


"It's not though," Kim said
quietly, "is it?" she looked at Robin and he finally met her eye.
"It's horrible."


Robin shook his head slowly.


"This isn't the time to talk about
this," he said "let's just get on with it." He began to spread
Kim's papers across the desk but Kim didn't move. All she did was to stare at
Robin, watch his hair flopping over his features, see the lips she'd kissed
just two nights earlier. There was a part of her that wished she was still all
curled up in that warm duvet, and in his arms. Something started to build
inside of her, a rush of words that she wasn't sure how to express.


"Robin," she breathed. Just the
sight of his eyes rising and meeting hers made her stomach do flip-flops. She'd
been trying to deny that fact. She'd been trying to block out all of those
things, the parts of the whole crazy situation that made it impossible to
ignore. She reached out quite suddenly and placed her hand over his. "You
don't disgust me." He stared at her. She watched his tongue run nervously
around his lips His eyes looked scared and wounded as he remembered her words.
"I know that's what you think… maybe that's what I said but it came out
wrong. And before you start going back to stupid territory it had nothing to do
with your scars" she stared at him seriously, "OK?"


Robin stared back. Her intense gaze
rendered him powerless to speak for some time until he finally nodded his head
slowly.


"OK," he whispered.


She looked at him, starting to shake. The
words stuck in her throat and she had to force them out. She felt stupid… it
was embarrassing to say and she hated herself for it but she had to speak the
truth.


"It's not you… it's… it's men, all
men, Robin. I'm a lesbian and I'll always be a lesbian. I like women, and the
thought of men… being with one… a man's body…" she gave a visual shudder.
"I wish I could stop it but it makes me feel…" she shook her head.
"If I liked those bits I'd be bi, wouldn't I? If I wanted to be with men
as well as women then I'd have been bisexual. But I don't. I like woman. I
don't… can't stand…" she felt as though she was making it worse. She
swallowed, took a deep breath and then looked him in the eye. "I freaked
out," she whispered, "because I'm scared."


"Scared?"


"Of the thought of," she
flinched, "Touching that." She cringed, "I've just insulted your
whole gender… I'm sorry… I just couldn't bring myself to…" she trailed off
and shook her head slightly. "Robin," she looked at him and he saw
tears forming in her eyes which shocked him, "this has all… come from
nowhere, and I freaked out. I'm sorry."


Robin swallowed as he looked back at her.
He felt himself shaking a little. Her explanation and apology seemed to come
from nowhere too.


"You couldn't have just told me this
at the time?" he whispered.


"I was terrified, I didn't know what
to do!"


"It was the same for me, you
know," Robin protested, "your bloody… squidgy things…" he
pointed but couldn't bring himself to say 'breasts' "…poking against me… I
didn't know what the hell to make of that."


"they're kind of part of the
package!"


"Well what about my package?"
cried Robin, "Kim, you're not the only one who's completely freaked out by
what happened. By what's happening," he corrected as he felt himself
beginning to stir at the most awkward moment, just from her eyes and the
feeling of her hand against his, "I don't understand it. I don't
understand any of this! You think you've got problems, not only did I have to
accept the squidgy bits but I had no idea what I was going to have to do if I
got close to your," he swallowed uncomfortably, "nether
regions."


Kim found herself shaking a little. It was
the first time that she'd really considered Robin having as hard a time with it
as she was. She stared into his eyes. There was that same look that made her
feel as though she had to pull in closer to him. She'd seen that look so many
times now. She felt herself beginning to flush in the face. Her heart was
racing again, God, what was that? She closed her eyes for a moment and took a
deep breath. Then she gathered her courage and whispered,


"Rob, go and pull the blind
down."


"What?"


"Over the door," she said
quietly. She saw him hesitate. "Just do it?"


Robin looked at her. He wasn't sure what
was going on but slowly he got to his feet and did as she asked. As he returned
to his chair there was a very deep look on her face. He waited for her to
speak. He felt butterflies inside again. It was driving him slightly insane.


"Well?" he whispered."


Kim took a deep breath.


"What the hell is this?" she
whispered. She stared at him but he didn't reply. "I know you feel it too,
Rob. That night would never have happened if you didn't."


Robin stared back and felt himself
starting to tremble slightly. His eyes turned downward as he whispered,


"I don't know… Kim, I've been trying
to figure this out for weeks."


"I've been trying to work it out
since that day on the barge," Kim whispered.


"Fucking hell," Robin brushed
the hair from his face, "Kim, I'm gay. I'm as gay as I always have
been."


"And so am I."


"And that's not changed… it's not going
to."


"Nor me."


Robin looked down. He found his hands
moving absently to hers and holding them.


"But there's something," he
whispered.


Kim nodded.


"I know," she whispered.


Robin breathed in and out, trying to get
some oxygen into his muscles. He looked at her again.


"What the hell is happening to
us?" he whispered.


Kim shook her head, her eyes glassy.


"I don't know, Rob," she
whispered.


"I don't… like… women," Robin
whispered.


"I don't like men."


"But I 'like' you."


Kim swallowed as she nodded.


"Ditto," she whispered.


Robin didn't know what more to say, except
for the one thing she hadn't let him say.


"Kim," he whispered, "I'm
scared by the way I feel about you. It's not just… not just because you're…
well, not my type," he saw her give a tiny smile, "but because I
didn't think… after Simon… I didn't think I'd ever feel this way about anyone
else."


Kim nodded, unable to meet his stare for a
moment as she whispered,


"I've never felt this way about
anyone since Shaz." She choked as she whispered, "Not even
Linda."


Robin breathed in deeply, trying to
control the fast beating of his heart. He looked at her, her face scared and
innocent, like a teenager in love for the first time. He swallowed and felt his
lip tremble as he whispered,


"I don't know what this is but I'm
feeling things I can't cope with. I've fallen… fallen for you," his voice
was heavy and laden with tears that he was trying to stop from falling,
"and I don't know what the hell to do."


"Neither do I," Kim whispered.


Robin rubbed his eye to hide the tear that
was threatening to fall.


"I'm terrified."


"Me too," Kim whispered.


Robin felt himself trembling.


"So what do we do?" he
whispered.


He stared at Kim, waiting for her to give
him an answer but the only one she had was to give in to the pull that wasn't
going anywhere. It drew her in towards him and before he knew it, there were
her lips again, pressed up to his. His eyes closed and his chest felt like it
could explode at any moment with he speed of his heartbeat. He wanted to grasp
her and pull her in closer and harder. He wanted that more than anything but he
didn't want to scare her, or to scare himself. He wasn't sure he was ready to
feel squidgy things again yet.


All too soon the kiss ended and both moved
away slowly, staring at each other. Robin was scared to blink in case she was
gone when his lids rose again. He licked his lips and swallowed.


"Uh…" he cleared his throat,
"good answer."


"Was it?" Kim asked nervously.


Robin looked at her expression. She still
seemed so scared. He wondered if he looked the same.


"What the hell are we going to
do?" he whispered, "this is so hard. No…" he noticed Kim's gaze
moving under the desk, "No, I don't mean that…" he coughed and
crossed his legs to cover up the evidence, "you're married."


Kim looked down.


"I know," she whispered.


"And I'm engaged," Robin
breathed, "to Simon." His eyes rose to a small memorial plaque on the
wall and he closed them quickly. "Shit."


"What?" Kim looked at him in
alarm.


Robin almost sobbed,


"I feel terrible," he whispered.


"Why?"


Robin looked at her, his eyes now sad and
dark.


"This was his office," he
choked.


Kim's expression was one of utter
mortification. He felt as though everything gave way beneath her. Her heart
felt heavy and her eyes closed for a moment.


"Shit," she whispered, "Oh
god, Rob, I didn't know…"


Robin shook his head.


"I know, I know," he said
quietly.


"If I had, I wouldn't have…" she
gave a sigh. "No, that's a lie. I would have done anyway," she looked
at him sincerely, "I can't stop it, Rob. I don't know why, I just… just
can't…" her voice became breathy, "I can't keep away from you."


Those words made Robin's heart do very
strange things. Things he'd never felt before. He couldn't understand what was
going on. Even now, he couldn't explain it.


"I thought it was just me," he
whispered.


"So did I," Kim said quietly,
"until you… well, until I saw…" she nodded towards his nether regions
and he turned a bright shade of pink.


"Sorry," he whispered.


Kim stared at him. She looked a little sad
as she asked.


"Robin? Where do we go from
here?"


Robin shook his head.


"I don't know," he whispered.


Kim bit her lip.


"Is… is there any point looking to a
future together?" she whispered.


Robin swallowed.


"A future?"


"Should we even be thinking about
being together if I can't bear to…" she cringed, "you know… and if
you can't bear to,… you know, either."


Robin stared at her. She had a point.


"I… I don't understand," he
whispered, "Kim, if neither of us can feel any kind of physical
attraction… because we're just not… programmed that way…" he found himself
reaching up and gently brushing her hair from her face, "then why do I
feel this way about you?"


Kim shook her head, her eyes intense.


"I don't know Rob," she
whispered, "I just know that I feel," she choked a little, "more
for you than I've felt for anyone since Shaz."


Robin swallowed.


"Maybe that's it," he whispered.


"What?"


"The connection."


"What do you mean?"


Robin took a deep breath.


"If it's not a sexual thing," he
whispered, "then what if it's because of our connection? We were both
there. That place." He looked down. "You are my last link with
Simon."


Kim felt her brow furrow.


"And I guess you're mine," she
whispered, "he was my best friend there."


"And we've been though some really
intense things," Robin reminded her, "The Alex stuff, and
Keats."


Kim nodded.


"I know," she whispered.


Robin stared at her.


"Could… could we be mistaking all
that… for something else?"


Kim almost forgot to breathe as she
thought about the idea. She closed her eyes for a moment. The biggest question
mark she had was over the fact that she didn't understand why she could feel an
attraction to Robin when the thought of being physical was so hard to deal
with. Could he be right? They had been through a hell of a lot.


"I don't know," she whispered.


Robin felt his breath stagger. It hurt him
to say it but he knew that, for the sake of Kim's marriage, for the sake of
their friendship and for the way that he felt about the idea of having a
relationship with someone while Simon was in another world, he had to say it.


"Maybe that's what this is," he
whispered, "we're mistaking all of those things for something
deeper." He swallowed, "after all we're both still gay."


Kim nodded.


"That's true.


"That's not changed," Robin
whispered, "if it had you'd never have run from my bed. His voice broke a
little as he said those words and he noted the mortification on Kim's face.
"Kim… there's something between us and we can't deny it but," he bit
his lip, "I know that it's too hard for us to take it further."


Kim looked down. Her stomach churned as
she absorbed those words. Despite all she'd said and everything she'd put Robin
through those were not the words she wanted to hear.


"Yes," she whispered, "it's
too hard."


Robin nodded.


"So," he whispered, "let's
just get today over with… we'll find Nailer… and then we'll find a way to put
this behind us," he felt his heart shatter as he whispered "and then
you can concentrate on making things work. With Linda."


Kim trembled as she nodded. That wasn't
what she wanted to hear. It wasn't what she wanted to hear in the slightest,
but after all she'd put Robin through it was all she deserved.


"Alright," she whispered.


Robin looked down. His heart was breaking.
He tried to pull himself together.


"We've been in here long
enough," he whispered, "you leave. Go down to my car and I'll join
you shortly. You can brief me about where we're going on the way."


Kim nodded.


"Alright," she whispered.


"And we'll talk about this when
Nailer is back behind bars."


Kim nodded again.


"Yes," she whispered. She got to
her feet and looked at Robin. In her mind she could still see him draped across
that tattooing chair. It might not have been a physical attraction… but if not
then why couldn't she stop thinking about that? She turned and walked quickly
from the room before she could blurt out something that Robin probably wouldn't
want to hear.


As he watched her close the door Robin put
his hands to his face and let out his breath. He swore and cursed, wishing that
he'd held his tongue instead of doing the gallant thing. He wanted Kim to save
her marriage and to stay with her boys, even if her relationship with her wife
wasn't perfect. Who was he to come between flesh and blood. But the memory of
their kiss lingered along with the soft feeling against his lips. He stood up
and slowly moved around the room, his hands tucked behind his head. He'd been
walking for a minute already when he realised his bloody hard-on was going
nowhere.


"Fuck off!" he told it.
"Fuck off! Fuck off, fuck off, fuck off, fuck OFF!" He glanced around
as he heard the door open and saw a slightly disturbed Fullerton enter the
room. He cringed but at least his tackle was out of view. "Dog training
technique," he bluffed, "for making them go away. Fuck off! Just
practicing…"


Fullerton gave a nervous laugh.


"Alright," he said, "Uh…
keep up the good work."


Robin gave a cringe of mammoth proportions
as Fullerton left.


"Well hasn't this been a day of
dignity so far?" he cried as he thumped his head against the wall.


 


 

















Chapter
Fourteen


 


 


The air has been cleared, Robin told
himself over and over again as he drove with Kim beside him. He knew that was
only a partial truth. They were talking again now, and some things were in the
open, but even now they were still lying to each other. Wanting Kim to concentrate
on fixing things with her wife – who was he kidding? He wanted Kim to argue
with him, to say she wanted him instead, but she hadn't. He knew deep down that
he'd done the gentlemanly thing, the noble thing. He knew he'd be beating
himself up even more if he'd tried to stand in the way of Kim's marriage. But
he felt bloody wretched inside.


"Robin, look out!" Kim's voice
was urgent and broke through his daze as Robin found himself perilously close
to running over a whole line of cones.


"Bugger," he cursed, changing
direction and heading away from them.


"What's the matter with you?"
cried Kim, "do you want me to drive?"


"I just didn't see the cones, that's
all!" Robin protested.


"There're bright orange and one of
them has a flashing light on the top," Kim reminded him, "what more
can they do? A song and dance routine?"


Robin ignored her comment and went back to
concentrating on his driving instead. He'd already had enough car crashes for
one lifetime.


They arrived at an area of wasteland and
climbed out the car.


"Remind me why we're here
again?" Robin sighed.


Kim checked her notes.


"Nailer had premises here for a
while," she said, "there was a possible sighting of him about half a
mile away. They want to see if the dogs pick up the scent of him at all, see if
he's been around here."


"I don't really see him wading
through the mud and discarded car parts," said Robin, "if they went
to all that trouble to break him out wouldn't they have somewhere better lined
up for him to go?"


"There are officers and detectives at
most of his known haunts," said Kim, "but because of the layout of
this place they thought that getting the dogs to pick up the trail would be the
best way to check this out."


"I think we're wasting our
time," Robin said as he started to walk towards the team of slobbery dogs
already assembled, "but…"


"March has very set ideas,"
sighed Kim, "never let fact or logic get in the way of his plans."


"Sounds like you're really enjoying
his company," Robin commented to a two-fingered salute from Kim.


*  *  *


"I didn't make the call!" Nailer
fumed, "did I make the call? No, I didn't make the call."


He paced up and down, furious with his
standing as a 'free' citizen.


"Why would you want to stay locked
away when there was an opportunity to get you out?" one of his closest
friends asked.


"That's not your call to make,"
said Nailer, "I was getting on fine in there! Food on the table,
entertainment, a good night's sleep – what have I got now? A life on the run –
again. Except now it'll be worse because I'm an 'escapee'!"


His inner circle couldn't understand his
words or his behaviour. For a man that had spent so much time, effort and money
at staying one step ahead of the cops he really didn't seem grateful to be out
and about.


Nailer sighed and sank onto the bed in his
makeshift hidey-hole. He couldn't explain it. He felt like he'd had enough of
all that now. Yes, he'd stayed ahead of the cops for decades, but now he'd lost
that game he was quite happy to do the time and enjoying the break. He didn't
have the strength to start running again. Besides, he was carrying a bit more
weight these days and his motorbike escape routes were less effective.


He was stuck now. Unless someone would be
kin d enough to break him back in he had no choice but to take back the reigns
of his business and to spend his life hiding again. It wasn't like it used to
be; the excitement and the thrill of it. It was time for retirement. But with
the TV full of officers tracking him he had a feeling he wouldn't be resting
for a long time yet.


*  *  *


"I don't think I'm even needed
here," Robin told Kim as they trudged along the uneven terrain, following
the officers who were handling the dogs, "they're perfectly capable of
doing this without me." He sighed, "sometimes I wonder why I even
took the promotion."


Kim glanced at him.


"You not happy?" she asked.


Robin sighed.


"Feeling like all I ever do now is
push papers around," he said, "I 'liaise' a lot. I don't get to do
very much any more. I come out with the unit and everything's covered already.
I feel like a spare wheel."


"You're never that," Kim assured
him.


Robin sighed as he carried on walking,
watching some of the officers he'd helped to train guiding their dogs so well.
He had started to feel like a spare wheel in many respects of his life now. Not
just with work but maybe in Kim's life. Their earlier talk and his decision to
urge her to save her marriage had now left him wondering if he had a role in
her life at all. There was a worry that he'd find himself phased out, like a
dangerous chemical. He wondered what his role was in the real world any more.
What was he even doing here? Just treading water? Biding time until whatever
the purpose was for him to head to the other world again came around? Was he
even –


His thoughts came to an abrupt end as a
pain shot through his ankle while it twisted sideways and he found himself
slipping over a ledge that he hadn't noticed.


"Shit!" he gasped, scrambling to
hold onto the muddy ground beneath him.


"Rob!" Kim's voice held panic as
she saw him slowly slipping away, his hands unable to grasp the ground. She
rushed forward and grasped his wrist. "Robin, what the hell
happened?" she cried as she tried to pull him back upwards.


"Help," was the most that Robin
could squeak out. His foot scrambled against the rocky slope and between them
they managed to get him back to firm ground, panting with fear and terrified of
what could have happened. He peered down over the ledge to the slope stretching
down to a road somewhere below and swore profusely


"What the hell happened?" Kim
demanded again, "why weren't you looking where you were going?"


Robin gave her a slightly wounded look. He
didn't need a telling off, he already felt stupid enough and he'd had the most
horrible shock.


"Kim, I'm sorry," he said,
"I didn't know that rock was going to slip away, I didn't realise there
was a slope there, I just thought it was another dip in the ground." He
flinched a little as he rubbed his ankle. "Fuck, the stupid thing."


"Are you hurt?" Kim asked, her
voice more anxious than Robin was expecting. He rubbed his ankle some more and
slowly flexed it.


"I don't think it's too bad," he
said, "ow…"


Kim rolled her eyes.


"For God's sake," she sighed.
She got to her feet and held out her hand. "Get up. I'll take you
back."


Robin slowly allowed himself to be pulled
to his feet. He could hobble along but his ankle wasn't the happiest it had
ever been.


"Ow… ow…" he mumbled with every
step.


"I'll have to drive you back,"
Kim told him.


Robin looked at her a little horrified.


"What?"


"Well you can't drive with that
ankle," she told him.


"You're not driving my car,"
Robin told her.


"Oh, who do you think you are – Gene
Hunt?"


"No," Robin sighed and closed
his eyes, "Kim, the last time someone drove my car…" he sighed,
"it was Alex."


Kim glanced at him as his expression
became sad. His mind went back to the car crash, the whole strange event.


"Sorry," she said quietly.


She helped him to hobble back to the main
bulk of the operation, explained the situation to a less than happy Fullerton
and wrestled the keys from Robin.


"I've told you, you're not
driving" she said.


Robin hobbled dejectedly into the car.


"Fine," he mumbled, "well,
you're not… not…" not what? "Not… getting any pizza."


"Fine by me," said Kim,
"Linda's put me on a diet anyway."


Robin looked at her, slightly alarmed.


"A diet?" he repeated,
"why?"


Kim looked down. Her expression was a
little upset.


"She said I'd been putting on too
much weight recently," she said quietly.


"Oh, that's bull," said Robin.


"I have though," Kim said
quietly.


"Yeah, and you could have done with
it," said Robin, "you've always been a bit underweight. You look
healthy. You look good."


The smile that Kim flashed him did things
to him that he was going to have trouble hiding in the car. He quickly grabbed
the map from the dashboard and pulled it onto his lap, putting on his best 'I
will give you directions' face.


Kim pulled away from the scene and joined
the main road. She drove along in silence for a few minutes before she turned
to Robin and said,


"I was a bit. Underweight. Never
really found time to eat."


"So I remember," said Robin,
"all I found in your cupboard when we were hiding out at yours were tins
of cabbage soup. Alex almost threw up at the thought of those."


Kim smiled at the memory of her unexpected
houseguests.


"Well, if I'd known I would have a
bloody cookery expert staying I'd have stocked up!" she said.


They fell silent for a while as Robin
stared out of the window. He had so much on his mind that he didn't feel like
he could even breathe properly. Eventually he noticed Kim giving him a curious
look.


"Rob? What's the matter?" she
asked.


Robin glanced at her. He was sure his
expression was less than joyful.


"Sorry," he said, "just
thinking."


"Is your ankle hurting?" she
asked.


Robin glanced down.


"Not too badly," he said.


Kim turned to him as they stopped at
traffic lights.


"So what's the matter?" she
asked.


Robin sighed. He stared ahead of him.


"Not a very happy day for me,"
he said, "Not any more"


"What do you mean?" frowned Kim,
"we're… we're OK again now, right?"


She knew that wad only half true. They
were skirting around the issues and they both knew it.


"It's not that," Robin said,
"today should have been our anniversary. Mine and Simon's." he sighed
and closed his eyes. "Last year Simon spent our anniversary in a coma.
This year… this year he's gone."


Kim felt her heart aching for him.


"God, Rob," she said quietly,
"I'm sorry, I had no idea."


"You know what the worst thing
is?" Robin looked at her guiltily, "I didn't even realise at first.
Not until I saw the date up in the office. I feel like the worst boyfriend in
the world.


"Oh Rob, you're not," sighed
Kim, "people lose track of the date. You've had a lot going on
lately."


Robin bit his lip and glanced at her.


"Yeah," he said quietly,
"we have."


Kim looked away guiltily and pulled away
as the lights turned green. She became terribly aware of just how close and
confined they were within the space of Robin's car. Maybe she should have told
him to lay in the back? Rest his ankle? It was too late now. She would just
have to carry on and ignore the fact that she could smell the scent of his
shampoo, reminding her of how close he lay to her on the barge and the time
they spent wrapped in each other's arms before she'd gone running scared.


She blinked and tried to shake herself out
of her thoughts. She took a deep breath and glanced at him.


"So what are you doing?" she
asked.


Robin panicked that she thought he might
be fiddling himself under the map and moved his hands to a more obvious
position.


"Nothing!" he cried.


"I mean tonight," said Kim.


Robin frowned.


"Well, nothing," he said.


Kim looked at him sadly.


"You have to do something," she
said, "you need to mark it somehow." She saw him shake his head
sadly. "Don't you think Simon would want you to?"


Robin shrugged.


"I don't know," he said quietly,
"did he?"


Kim looked at him a little sadly.


"I think I was gone by then,"
she said quietly.


Robin nodded slowly. He didn't really know
what to say.


"Kim, I think it's going to be me,
the telly and maybe a microwave meal for one," he said.


"A mi – Robin!" she cried,
"wash your mouth out, since when have you eaten a ready meal?"


"Not really enjoying cooking for
myself," he said, "no fun that way."


Kim looked at him instead of at the road.
She should have been focusing on what was ahead but she couldn't. Not while her
mind was working overtime. She felt her heart starting to race again and knew
that she was heading into dangerous territory, the kind of territory they'd
already said they needed to avoid, but she couldn't let him spend the night on
his own.


"Alright," she said quietly,
"you cook a meal for two."


"I don't like keeping leftovers any
more," said Robin, "not since Keats ate my last lot. I'm worried
he'll find another way back over and know where to find a decent meal."


"No," sighed Kim, "make a
meal for two and I'll eat the other half."


"What about Linda?" Robin asked.


Kim felt herself glowing a little with
guilt.


"I think she might be taking the boys
out tonight" she lied, "I could do with some company too."


Robin looked at her a little anxiously.


"After what happened the other night
I'm not sure that's a very good idea," he said quietly.


Kim's heart dropped a little. She'd
expected him to say that.


"Just forget all of that," she
said, "I'd be a pretty shitty friend if I left you on your own tonight,
with a buggered up ankle and a big dose of misery." She pulled up outside
of Robin's flat. "Expect me at seven," she said.


Robin got awkwardly out of the car. He
knew deep down this wasn't a good idea but he really couldn't face the thought
of being alone.


"Alright," he said quietly.


"You cook, leave the rest to
me," said Kim.


A tiny smile flickered onto Robin's face.


"Alright," he said again.


The smile that Kim gave him was genuine,
full of friendship and warmed his heart. She gave him a little wave.


"I'll see you tonight," she said
as she pulled away.


"See you later," Robin said with
a nod. He watched her go and gave a sigh. The day was turning into the
strangest kind he'd ever known. As he began to limp slowly towards the front
door he froze. Something wasn't right. He glanced around and stared at the
empty parking space.


"Hey!" he cried, "I forgot
that was my bloody car!"


 


 


 

















Chapter
Fifteen


 


 


"Why am I doing this all over
again?" Robin asked himself as he stared at his reflection, sweeping a
brush through his hair. He knew that he was only setting himself up for another
disaster. What was it going to be this time, he wondered? What was going to
scared Kim away tonight? Maybe he was going to get an erection so hard that it
would bust his trousers. Maybe Kim would imagine dancing penises every time she
looked at him. He sighed and shook his head. What the hell were they playing
at? They'd talked this over, both knew they couldn't go through with anything
physical, and yet they kept finding themselves back in the same situation, time
and again.


The buzzer rang which made him jump out of
his skin. At least she was actually ringing the buzzer this time. Hopefully
this time he would find her without a long trail of tears down her face too. He
walked quickly to the phone in the hall.


"Hello?"


"It's me, Rob," Kim sounded
bright and cheerful, "Let me in!"


Robin pressed the button to open the front
door then waited. He shuffled nervously on the spot as he opened the door and
waited for her to arrive. She came around the corner with a smile on her face,
a far cry from the last time she'd arrived there. She was smiling and she had a
bottle in each hand.


"This one's for you," she said,
handing him a bottle of brandy, "because it's the only thing I know you'll
drink. And this one's for me," she held up champagne in her other hand,
"because someone should be drinking champagne on an anniversary, even if
it's not one of the people who's supposed to be celebrating!"


Robin smiled a little shyly. Kim looked
radiant, her face brimming with a smile he hadn't seen in a while. He took the
bottle from her and stared at the champagne.


"I've never had champagne, I might
like it."


Kim rolled her eyes.


"Oh now you tell me," she said,
"I was looking forward to that!"


"I don't know if I'm going to like
it," Robin reminded her, "I might hate it!"


Kim followed him through to the kitchen
where myriad wonderful aromas filled the air. She took a deep sniff.


"Mmm… what are we having?" she
asked, knowing that whatever the answer was it was going to be good.


"Chicken Chasseur," said Robin.


"What, no first course?" Kim
teased.


"The soup is still bearing a grudge
from last time," Robin told her. He gave her a smile and leaned against
the kitchen work surface. He felt surprisingly nervous that night. "I hope
you'll abandon your stupid diet idea for the evening," he said, "you
know my new stance on leftovers."


Kim took a seat at the table as Robin
began to serve up.


"I'm, uh… sorry about the car,"
she said, "forgot I was driving yours."


"Yes, well," Robin began,
"I did wonder if you were off on a joyride or something." He set out
a plate in front of her. "Was everything OK with Linda?"


"What do you mean?"


"She didn't mind you coming?"


Kim looked away a little guiltily. It was
a bit hard for Linda to mind when she didn't know. Working late on the Nailer
case was the lie she'd used.


"Fine," she said, "she was
fine about it." She paused as Robin put his own plate on the table.
"I got you a present. Well… I made you a present"


"You did?" Robin frowned. When
was the last time someone made him something? "I thought the drinks were
my present?"


"This is something different,"
said Kim, "I'll give it to you after we've eaten."


Robin attempted to pull the cork from the
champagne bottle while Kim politely attempted to ignore his feeble attempts.
When he'd been working at it for about three minutes she lost patience and
sighed, "


"Oh, give it here!"


Robin sheepishly handed it over and
watched Kim effortlessly remove the cork from the bottle.


"Sorry," he said, his
embarrassment sky high, "I guess there's a reason why I don't drink,
hmm?"


"It's not a problem," smiled
Kim. She sat the bottle on the table and watched as Robin poured some out for
them both. He lifted his glass and said a little awkwardly,


"Are we drinking to anything?"


"To you and Simon, of course,"
Kim told him. She raised her glass and clinked it with his. "I'm so sorry
you can't be with him tonight."


Robin's smile wavered.


"So am I," he said quietly. He
took a sip of the champagne which was a bit fizzier than he'd been expecting
and sent bubbles up his nose. He coughed and spluttered, then sneezed, to much
amusement from Kim who laughed. When he finally composed himself he wiped his
watering eyes, blew his nose and said, "that's not half bad,
actually."


Kim laughed and lifted her knife and fork.


"Silly boy," she said,
"come on, let's get on with it. I haven't eaten all day, the smell of this
is driving me crazy."


"Enjoy," smiled Robin as he
began to tuck in too.


Their dinner passed quietly for the most
part. Both were starving and too busy eating to make conversation. There had
been the occasional impression of Robin trying to open the champagne bottle
courtesy of Kim which earned her a slap on the hand or a kick on the shin under
the table and once or twice Kim had commented about how she wished she had half
of Robin's skill at cooking, but aside for that it was a quiet and peaceful
time.


Towards the end of the meal Robin topped
up their glasses and felt a little light in the head. The champagne was making
him feel different to the brandy. Instead of the general fuzzy numbness that
the brandy brought the champagne was making him feel light and giggly, he kept
smiling for no reason. He thought Kim would commit him for going doolally if he
kept doing that.


It made him feel good. Nice. He'd spent
far too much time feeling low and depressed lately. It made a change to be
feeling that way. As he glanced at Kim though he realised that the feeling
wasn't all down to the champagne. There were butterflies in his stomach. He
tried to fight them but they were very insistent, flapping around every time he
caught a glimpse of her.


He tried to put it all out of his mind.
He'd done the right thing, told her to try again with Linda, and he felt good
about doing that. So why did he feel so bloody miserable in other ways?


More champagne, he decided. That would put
a smile back on his face. He sipped from his glass and looked at Kim who seemed
to be having a little bit of physical discomfort. He rolled his eyes.


"If you want to burp just burp."
He told her.


Kim had the good grace to blush.


"What?"


"Come on, Kim, this is me, you've
done worse than that before."


"Linda says I need to stop burping in
front of people," Kim said, looking down, "she says it's not very
ladylike."


"What have you ever been
ladylike?" teased Robin, but he saw her expression looking downcast.
"You're not at a black tie dinner," he reminded her, "it would
be like… like if you turned up for dinner and suddenly panicked you were using
the wrong fork!" finally he saw her smile a little which she followed by a
quiet belch. "That's better," he said, "goodness sake, next
thing she'll be telling you to get your tattoos removed."


He got to his feet and took the empty
plates to the sink to rinse them off.


"You're not doing the washing up now
are you?" Kim asked.


"No, I'll leave them for later,"
said Robin, "…not going to leave them for three months this time
though."


Kim laughed and stood up. She took her bag
in one hand and her champagne in the other.


"Cone on then," she said, Time
for your present."


Robin felt a little anxious about the
gift. He wasn't sure what Kim could possibly have made him. His mind went back
to his school days. Maybe she'd made him a macaroni picture, or something involving
bottle tops? He sighed. He didn't think that was very likely.


They walked through to the lounge and sat
their glasses on the table. Robin looked at her a little nervously.


"Well?" he asked, rocking a
little in anticipation.


Kim pulled a notebook from her bag. It
looked like a school exercise book. Maybe she really had made him a macaroni
picture, he wondered. She seemed to hesitate as though she was nervous of her
gesture suddenly.


"I hope you don't think this is
stupid," she said.


"Well I won't know until you tell me
what it is," said Robin.


Kim hesitated.


"This afternoon I wrote down
everything that I could remember about Simon, after you went home from ninety
five," she told him, "I mean, it's not like a comprehensive guide or
anything… my memory is hazy of lots of stuff back then…" She looked at his
expression. It was so hard to read, split between joy and sadness. "It was
the closest thing that I could find to letting you spend your anniversary with
Simon. Giving you memories of him that you were never able to share."


With a shaking hand Robin gently took the
book from her. She could see the mixed emotions in his face, there was a smile
but it was mixed with tears. He slowly opened the book to a random page and
read a couple of memories.


'…he got this leather jacket to try to
impress Gene but instead everyone took the piss out of him…'


'…And then he made us all come up with a
three course menu and cook for each other…'


'…gave them really boring presents for
Christmas, a toaster and a kettle I think…'


'…And then after he put the video on
anyway I threw his entire Red Dwarf collection out of the window…'


'…he had this really crappy jumper…'


A tear fell onto the page which Robin
wiped away with speed.


"Good thing I wrote in biro,"
Kim said quietly.


Robin smiled but it wobbled as he tried to
keep his emotions together.


"Thank you," he whispered,
"Kim, thank you so much." He shook his head slowly. The gesture was
just so big, it was far more than he would have expected. He looked up at her.
"I don't know what to say. I just love this."


Kim's smile widened as she saw that her
gesture hadn't been so silly after all.


"I hope this helps you to feel a
little closer to him tonight," she said quietly.


"It does," whispered Robin. He
wanted to say thank you again but it didn't seem enough so instead he wrapped
his arms around Kim and hugged her tightly. What started as a warm gesture of
thanks soon began to change as Robin felt himself stirring down below and he
quickly pulled away. He leaned forward to hide the evidence, using the
opportunity to grab his champagne. He didn't want Kim scarpering again.


"So," Kim began, getting her own
glass, "I knew Simon really well. I think I know you fairly well
too…"


"Just a bit," Robin smiled.


"But I never knew what the two of you
were like together," Kim said, almost sadly. She took a mouthful of
champagne and looked at him. "tell me what your relationship was
like."


The question caught Robin out of the blue.
He wasn't expecting that.


"Well," he flustered, "I'm
not sure what to say really." He drank a lot of champagne and grabbed the
bottle to top them both up.


"What were you like when you were
together?" she asked him.


Robin sighed. He put his glass down and
leaned back a little. His eyes closed for a moment as he said,


"Whole. We were whole. There's always
been a piece of me missing without him."


Kim nodded slowly.


"Simon was the same," she said.


"We could be geeks together and we
didn't care," Robin's smile looked far away, "it didn't matter what
anyone else thought. We liked so many of the same things, we could just talk
for hours and hours and never run out of conversation." He sighed.
"Simon was always the practical one. He could think about things
logically. I was always the one who got over emotional."


Kim looked at him serous.


"Meaning that he was the one who used
to flee a mile if someone was all upset and you're the one who people go to for
a listening ear," she said.


"I didn't say that," frowned
Robin.


"You always put yourself down when
you compare yourself to Simon," Kim told him, "I'm just evening up
the score."


Robin sighed.


"Simon was always the ambitious one.
He was determined to go as far as he could with work. I don't think I've ever
had the same ambition as him."


"Meaning that you care too much about
the other people and things you value to waste your whole life working,"
said Kim.


"Kim!" Robin cried, a tiny laugh
in his voice.


"I told you, I'm not letting you put
yourself down!


"Well you asked me about this!"
said Robin.


"I know, I know, I'm sorry,"
said Kim.


Robin pushed his hair from his eye.


"I'm not putting myself down, Kim,
but… we balanced each other out. Where I had weaknesses he had strengths and
vice versa."


Kim's smile was a little sad.


"I can see that," she said
quietly as she thought back.


Robin looked at Kim. There was sadness in
his expression.


"Kim," he said quietly,
"you tell me off for putting myself down but that's all you've done all
day. Put yourself down."


Kim looked away. Her expression seemed
pained.


"That's not quite the same
thing," she said quietly, "I thought I was alright, it's other people
that set me straight on that."


"You mean Linda," Robin said a
little flatly.


Kim looked away.


"I've not been making enough effort
with her lately," she whispered, "if I'm going to save my marriage
then I'm going to have to take on board the things that make her unhappy.


"Yeah, but listening to her about
things like wanting you to go on a diet when you clearly don't need it…"
Robin shook his head. "Don't let her change you, Kim. Compromise by all
means, but don't change who you are."


Kim looked down. She knew Robin was right.
As much as she might have been at fault in their relationship all Linda seemed
to do was put her down. She didn't want to think about that though. She wasn't
there to talk about Linda.


"Rob, it's not mine and Linda's
anniversary, it's yours and Simon's. Let's get back to the subject at hand,
shall we?"


Robin sighed and took a sip of his
champagne. The bubbles were still tickling his nose a little and he was going
to have to do a very Kim-like belch from the stuff at any moment but he found
it more palatable than most alcohol.


"What do you want to know?" he
asked.


"Tell me about your first time,"
said Kim.


Robin looked a little alarmed.


"What?"


"With Simon," Kim clarified. She
stared at Robin but his eyes were cast downward and his expression lost and
lonely. Maybe some things were just too private. "Simon wouldn't tell me
either," she said, watching Robin give a tiny smile. "Alright then,
tell me about your last time." He looked at her curiously. It was a
strange question to ask. "I know you remember, your last time is as vivid
as your first."


Robin looked away, his eyes distant. He
had a sad smile upon his face.


"Is this a cue for you to tell me
about your last time with Shaz?" he asked, but he knew he wasn't going to
get out of answering her question. He sighed and scuffed his toes against the
floor. "It was in ninety five," he said so quietly that Kim had to
lean forward to hear him, "My last night, just before I woke up. It was
the day that… my parents…"


Kim felt her heart ache for Robin and all
he'd been through. She reached out to hold his hand and said,


"Go on."


Robin stared at the wall.


"That night we went to that Karaoke
club."


Kim nodded.


"Bask," she remembered fondly.


Robin nodded.


"Simon had been acting a bit weird.
Sort of distracted and nervous." His smile grew a little stronger, "I
soon found out why. It was because he was planning to propose." He glanced
at Kim - her expression was intense as she listened to every word. "Kim, I
was bowled over, it made a day that had been… so full of trauma… so full of
extremes… into one of the best of my life and I'll never forget a moment."


Kim bit her lip. She was still waiting for
the juicy part.


"So after he proposed…" she
prompted.


Robin blushed a deep red. He looked down
and his smile became harder to rein in.


"we danced," he said quietly,
"so, so close. But I needed to be closer to him," he wasn't used to
talking about this kind of thing, not with anyone. "I had to be with him.
Right then." He couldn't meet her gaze as his cheeks grew a deeper shade,
"I told him to meet me in the toilets."


"Robin Thomas, I never knew you had
it in you!" Kim cried as Robin smiled, a little awkwardly.


"That was the last time," he
whispered, "because one minute we'd just been…" he coughed slightly.
His modesty prevented him from spelling it out, "then the next I felt
funny. There was a light… a blinding light. That's when I woke up and I was
back here, in the real world." He gave a deep sigh and shook his head.
"I was so happy, Kim. I thought, I've made it – Simon will be next."
He shook his head as his expression fell. "But Simon was already
dead."


He realised Kim still had hold of his hand
as she squeezed it tighter.


"Fuck Rob, I'm so sorry," she
whispered.


"I really thought we'd both make
it," Robin's voice was shaky, "If I'd known then I never would have
fought so hard to get home. I'd have fought to stay."


"I'm glad that you made it," Kim
whispered.


Robin tried to smile but he couldn't force
one, even for Kim.


"I would have done anything to stay
with Simon," he whispered.


"Maybe there were people here who
needed you too much," whispered Kim.


Robin blinked slowly.


"I know I had to come back here to
help Alex," he said quietly.


"I didn't mean Alex," Kim's voice
was breaking up as though the words were hard for her to say. That was when he
turned to look at her. There was a deepness of intensity in her eyes he'd never
seen before. They trapped him in an emotional gaze. She looked at him with the
deepest sincerity, the greatest of admissions and the most anxious
anticipation. Silence passed between them for a few moments, broken only by the
sound of Robin swallowing a little harder than necessary and the vague fizzing
of the champagne in the background. Eventually Kim spoke again. "I needed
you," she whispered, "but I never knew it. Not until now."


Robin felt himself tremble as his heart
started to beat faster. He knew where this was going, it was the same way that
things had a habit of leading between them and they just couldn't seem to stop
it. The same magnetic pull caught them, the same bond drew them in closer and
suddenly Robin found himself leaning closer towards her. His eyes closed and he
waited for that sensation again. Soon enough her lips touched his; that
softness again, that gentle kiss that couldn't seem to get enough of. His hand
reached gently to the side of her face, cupped it and held her there against
him for a moment but a terrible wave of dread started to wash over him and with
an instance of fear he pushed her face away.


"No, Kim," he begged,
"stop, please - I can't cope with you running out on me again and you know
that you'll only freak out –"


Robin never had a chance to finish his
sentence. A look of powerful desperation overtook Kim's face. There were fear
and determination reflected in her eyes as she took a bold step that she could
never have imagined herself taking before but that something within her found
the strength to do. She reached out as fast as lightning and pressed her hand between
his legs. The resulting shock and sensation sent a judder through Robin's body
that led to a gasp and a cry as she squeezed a little over the area that she'd
found impossible to cope with just days before.


As he slowly regained control of his
senses his shocked eyes met her anxious ones. Was she doing the right thing?
Was this what he wanted? Was she even touching the right place? She had never
been so afraid in her life. What she was doing was alien to her, it was
abhorrent to her nature, but the pull she felt to Robin gave her the courage to
fight her feelings and to prove to him that she wasn't going to run this time.


"Kim," Robin could hardly choke
out a word. He couldn't move. He couldn't speak. He knew what he wanted to do
but he was too afraid to do it.


"Robin," she whispered, "I
need you."


This time she meant it in a very different
way. The fear in her eyes as she made her admission was reflected in Robin's.
Neither moved. Neither knew what to do or to say. Whatever decision they made
in the next few moments could make or break them; their friendship, their bond,
any kind of a future. Kim stared ahead, begging silently with her eyes for
Robin to react, to say something, to do something, to tell her that he felt the
same way too. As the silence continued she began to feel that she'd ruined
everything, that her admission had led to a step that neither were ready to
take. She nodded slowly, as though to tell Robin she knew that she'd made a
mistake, but as she began to get to her feet Robin's hand reached out and
grabbed her by the wrist.


"No," he whispered. As she
turned to him there was a deep sense of desperation in his eyes. He stared at
her, swallowed and took a deep breath. He only had the power to say one word
before he had to turn speech into action instead so he knew he had to make it
count. He chose the only one that came to mind and tripped from the end of his
tongue with the intensity of fire.


"Stay."

















Chapter
Sixteen


 


 


As he pulled her back towards him Robin
had never felt more terrified in his life. He tried to remember anything that
had scared him this much, but he couldn't think of a thing. Even mentally
comparing this to being on the barge with Keats chucking threats around, he
still wasn't this scared. He knew he was shaking and hoped that Kim wouldn't
notice, but he soon realised that she was shaking too.


As she sat back down beside him he reached
towards her face. The backs of his fingers slowly brushed her cheek and his
eyes moved around her features, trying to take in every single one. There was a
sparkle in her eyes. He'd rarely seen anything like that before. He closed his
eyes and moved his face towards her, finding her lips ready for another kiss
but the more he tried to hold back and kiss her softly the harder she seemed to
press her lips against his. He moved back a little and whispered,


"Kim, I'm trying to be gentle,"
so terrified of hurting her, but she held his face in her hands and shook her
head.


"Don't be," she pleaded. She
recalled the sore feeling she had around her lips after the last time, where
his stubble had scratched her skin. At the time it had disturbed her, a strong
reminder of how strange and different the situation was. But now she just
wanted to feel it again, to know for certain that Robin was really kissing her
again, that it wasn't all in her imagination.


Robin felt her pushing him backwards until
he lay, horizontal, with his head resting against the arm of the couch. It was
a strange and unfamiliar position to him. On the rare occasions that he and
Simon had ever tried to fit on the couch for a cuddle together he had usually
been the one laying across him, slightly smaller and lighter than his lanky
partner. The feeling of Kim's body, her warmth and the pressure on top of him,
was something that he wasn't used to and had never expected to feel so good.


He wondered fleetingly how much the
champagne had to do with what was happening. He knew that they weren't doing it
because they were drunk, even he with his years of alcohol avoidance had enough
of his marbles there to know full well what he was doing, and they'd spent
weeks being drawn together wither they'd had a drink or not. But he wondered if
the alcohol played a part on helping them to stop fighting it. After all, that
wasn't making either of them happy.


He found his hands against her, but he
wasn't sure what to do. They rested against her bottom at first but he wasn't
used to the shape or sensation of the female posterior so he moved them
upwards. There they were, around her back. Backs seemed like a fairly safe
option, he thought as his hands slipped beneath her top. Her skin was so soft,
far softer than he'd thought it would be. But he was used to feeling male skin,
nothing this smooth – and usually somewhat hairier too. He ran his fingertips
across her back as their kiss continued, feeling the curve of her spine and the
slight unevenness of her skin in the areas where she was most heavily tattooed.
He could almost trace some of the contours of her designs with his fingers.


As his hands rose up further they met
material. That as the moment he started to panic.


Oh fuck… it's a bra.


He didn't know what he was supposed to do
with one of those. He'd most certainly never encountered one before, and he'd
had no wish to.


That was the moment that the truth sank in
– no matter how he tried to get around it in his head, Kim still was, and
always would be, a woman. She still had the bits he didn't like and none of the
parts that he did. And however much he was falling for what he found on the
inside he still didn't know how to cope with the packaging it came in. he
supposed the bra was his equivalent of Kim taking flight every time she
encountered his trouser lump.


Which, he started to realise in horror,
she wouldn't be having a problem with that night because the bra seemed to have
dealt with that particular body part.


Going down…


He cursed himself. What the hell was wrong
with him? She only had to look at him and he'd start standing to attention and
yet there she was, right where he'd been dreaming about, her body pressed
against him from head to toe and suddenly the flag went down? It was that bra –
that fucking bra.


He couldn't carry on. He just couldn't. He
felt mortified and scared. It was all too much. If he couldn't handle the bra
then how was he going to cope with what was inside it?


"I can't," He breathed, "I
can't do this, I'm sorry…"


He couldn't bring himself to look at Kim's
face as he pushed her away and tried to pull himself upright. His skin was
flushed with embarrassment and he couldn't bring himself to look her in the
eye.


"Fuck, Robin, what's the
matter?" she breathed.


"I just can't do it," he
whispered as he shook his head, "I… I don't know what to do."


"Neither do I!" Kim protested.
She looked at him desperately. "What do you want? You want me to turn over
so you can… go at it from a more familiar angle?"


Robin's eyes opened wide in horror.


"Kim, don't be crass!" he cried.


"I don't know what you want me to
do!"


"I'm sorry," he shook his head,
staring at the floor, "Kim, this is too much. It's too much and it's going
too fast."


"You told me to stay," Kim
cried, the feeling of rejection starting to gnaw at her heart.


"I know, I know," Robin cried,
"I'm sorry… I want you to stay, I just…" he shook his head and found
his eyes misty with tears, "Fuck, Kim, I'm bloody terrified."


Kim sat upright beside him. She didn't try
to get him to meet her stare. He clearly wasn't ready for that, and after his
rejection of her she wasn't sure that she wanted to look at him anyway.


"I don't know what you want me to
do," she whispered.


"Neither do I," Robin spoke so
quietly that he hardly made a sound. Now he'd blown it. He knew that. He felt
sick and every bone in his body was trembling, "it's too much, Kim,
it's…"he shook his head, "…and today… it's just not right, not today.
This is supposed to be a day for remembering Simon, not…" he closed his
eyes as his chest rose and fell quickly, holding back the tears that were
trying to fall.


Kim started at him for a moment. There was
something on his face. Like something he wasn't telling her.


"Robin," she began quietly,
"exactly what… kind… of anniversary is this?" She bit her lip as she
waited for a reply. "First date? Or…" she paused, "or something
else?"


Robin closed his eyes.


"Both," he whispered.


That surprised Kim no end. Her mouth
dropped open slightly as she cried,


"You and Simon… on your first date,
you…"


"Yes," Robin hissed as though to
silence her. Not like there was anyone around to hear…


Kim gave a little laugh of surprise
despite the situation.


"I never thought… well, you know, the
two of you…"


"It wasn't like that, Kim, we'd known
each other for three years before that," Robin told her a little crossly,
"but back then… neither of us were in the right place for…" he shook
his head, "what does it matter?"


"It matters to me," Kim said
quietly, "I didn't… I didn't mean anything bad, Robin, I just…" she
gave a weak smile. "I remember teasing Simon sometimes about being
uptight. I think I accused him of still being a virgin at one point."


"Well believe me, he's not,"
Robin said a little coldly as he shook his head.


Kim bit her lip as she looked at him. He
didn't look up. He couldn't meet her gaze.


"And, Simon…" she hesitated. She
didn't want to make him feel any worse but she needed to know, "he was
your first, wasn't he?" Robin didn't reply, but he didn't have to. The
single tear that landed on his knee was the only answer he needed to give. She
sighed so deeply. She felt as though she understood him a little better now.
"So you and Simon…"


Robin nodded slowly.


"There's only ever been each
other," he said quietly.


"Shit," Kim breathed.


Robin looked at her a little indignantly.


"You make it sound like I'm a bloody
virgin" he cried,


"I didn't mean it like that!"
Kim protested, "I just…" she trailed away. She couldn't ;t think of anything
that wouldn't make Robin feel worse but she realised now that this was an even
bigger deal to Robin than it was to her. Kim had never been one to shy away
from sex or physical affection. She knew she'd had a fairly high number of
partners, but that was from her younger days. She thought everyone experimented
with sex when they were younger. Not everyone, apparently. She shook her head
slowly. "Rob… We keep going around in circles and it doesn't matter what
we do, we can't seem to find a way out. We're both scared of doing anything…
but we can't stop thinking about it. And we keep ending up…" she threw her
hands in the air, "all over each other, and then running away." She
glanced at him. "I don't want to do anything that's going to hurt
you."


Robin closed his eyes.


"I don't want to hurt you
either."


"We don't have to do anything, Rob.
Nothing has to change. We can just," her voice tripped a little, "be
friends. We can leave it at that"


Robin seemed to hesitate. Then he picked
up his almost-full champagne glass and drained the lot in one go. He gasped
slightly but at least he didn't sneeze this time. He took a few deep breaths to
build himself up before he turned and stared at her.


"No we can't," he whispered,
"You know we can't. We tried that and look how we ended up." He
became aware that he was fixed in her gaze again. That was a hard thing to
resist. "Kim, I don't know what the hell to do because we're never going
to find out what we… what we really want if you keep running away every time
you feel… something… down there, and if I freak out every time I get near
your…" he coughed, "top underwear."


It took a few moments for Kim to realise
what he was talking about. She looked at him.


"Is that what that was about?"
she whispered. She saw Robin's cheeks glowing. "It's just a bra,
Rob."


"Yes, I know that," Robin said
through gritted teeth, "I just didn't know what to do when I got
there."


"It doesn't have a padlock with a
combination you know," Kim told him.


"This isn't making me feel any
better," Robin hissed.


Kim looked down.


"Maybe you're right," she
whispered, "this is too hard. We're just going to keep going round in
circles. I don't want that. "


"Neither do I," whispered Robin.


She turned his face to make him look at
her.


"So what are we going to do?"
she whispered.


The feeling of her hand against his face
was starting to sway the decision for him. He swallowed.


"I don't know, Kim," he
whispered, "my brain is telling me one thing. My heart is saying something
else."


Kim stared at him. Her eyes locked onto
his. She did that deliberately. She knew that it was unfair but she knew need
to know how he really felt and she had to see what would happen. She moved a
little closer, laid her hand against his cheek and whispered,


"What's your body saying?"


Robin swallowed and his eyes closed for
just a moment. He suspected she already knew the answer to that. The answer was
blindingly obvious and staring her in the face. His eyes opened again and he
found her staring at it. Was this where she made her exit again? He couldn't
face the thought of that. As her eye line rose back to catch his gaze she
didn't seem to be going anywhere.


"If you're not about to kiss
me," his whispered, "then this is a really, really cruel
moment."


Her heart gave a hard thump as she listened
to his words and they brought her eyelids to a close. She leant forward again,
put her hands around the back of his head and pulled his face towards her. She
felt almost breathless as their lips touched and soon they found themselves
laying back against the couch again. It felt a bit like a game of Buckaroo, she
thought fleetingly, either one of them could freak out at any moment and the
whole thing would be over. But as with every single time before she just
couldn't seem to stop herself. Neither, she was glad to see, could he.


He held her close, pulled her against him.
He wanted that feeling of her body's pressure against his again. With his
kisses he silently begged her to take away his fears, to stop him from being so
scared. He couldn't work out what it was but there was something there,
something they just couldn't get away from. Something that was constantly
bringing them to the edge of this moment but never quite letting them go
through with it.


Robin's eyes opened nervously as he felt
her break the kiss. His first thought was that she would leave again but
instead she leaned over him for a moment before moving down his body. Now he
really felt scared. He couldn't begin to guess where things were going now. He
didn't even feel as though he could move, he just laid there, desperately
trying to get his breath back and praying that Kim wasn't going to go running
scared.


Her eyes filled with fear as she sat
astride his knees and reached for his belt. She was more surprised by her own
actions than he was, she knew that for certain. She looked at his expression to
see if this was Ok – to see if he was OK. There was a look of nervous
anticipation on his face. He didn't know what was going to happen next, and if
Kim was honest neither did she.


Her hands shook as she began to unfasten
his belt. She felt a tingle like she had never felt before. It started right
between her legs and travelled through her stomach setting off all the
butterflies that had settled there. She finally finished with the belt and
slowly unbuttoned the top of his fly. Her breathing increased; her palms were
moist from perspiration. There were nerves raging through her veins. Could she
go through with this? She didn't even think she could get this far. As she
pulled down the zip her eyes returned to his. His face was shocked and the
anticipation was growing. She swallowed as she tried to build up her nerve.
This was something she had never done in her life, something she had never
thought about doing. Her heart lurched in her chest with fear as she began to
slip her hand inside his trousers. She closed her eyes and swallowed. Could he
ever understand what a big deal this was for her? How petrified she was at the
thought of touching him there? She felt his hardness through his boxers. Her
fingers just skimmed it at first. She felt terrified; scared of doing it wrong,
scared of hurting him, scared of touching him at all. A gasp rose from Robin
which gave her the strength to try again. This time she brought her and over
it, squeezed it gently. She flinched. This wasn't what she wanted… she wanted
Robin, god, she wanted Robin, but she didn't… couldn't bring herself to…


Robin's eyes opened as her touch faded
away. He stared at her stricken face and he knew that she'd started another lap
of the circle. Round and round again. He stared at her as she couldn't meet his
gaze. She seemed frozen, as though she didn't know what to say or do. She
wanted to carry on, she really did, but it was just killing her inside,
fighting her natural drives.


"It's alright Kim," his voice
was low, sad and fraught. She glanced at him nervously. "I
understand," he whispered.


Slowly he pulled his legs from underneath
her and slipped them to the ground. Kim sat with her head in her hands,
trembling from head to toe.


"I'm sorry," she whispered, over
and over, "I'm sorry, Robin. I'm so sorry."


Robin got to his feet and refastened his
trousers slowly. He took a deep breath and swallowed. That was the last lap of
the circle that he was prepared to do.


"It's alright," he said quietly.
He looked at her but his eyes were downcast. "I need a wee," he lied,
"champagne's gone right through me."


Kim stared after him as he retreated to
the bathroom where he closed the door, leaned back against it and swore
profusely, cursing himself for the situation they were in yet again. He had no
idea how to get out of this; it was like Groundhog Day, except that Bill Murray
wasn't interrupting them every few minutes. Eventually he'd calmed down enough
to genuinely be able to take a piss. Anything to stall for time. He even
considered flossing his teeth and exfoliating while he was there.


*  *  *


Kim stared at the floor. She'd messed up
yet again. How could she keep doing this to him? How could they keep doing this
to each other? They were tearing each other apart and because of what? Being
too damn scared to override their natural compulsions and to give in to one
that was so much stronger.


She trembled as she stared at her glass on
the table. She reached out, grabbed it, necked the champagne and got to her
feet. It was time to make a move. The circle had to be broken.


*  *  *


Robin couldn't hide in the bathroom for
much longer. He knew that. He eventually ventured out, feeling mixed up and
unsure what the hell he was going to say to Kim, but as he arrived in the
lounge he realised it was all academic because there was no sign of her. His
heart sank by several feet. In fact, it sank right into his socks. He took a
deep breath and tried to fight back the emotions that were struggling to burst
forth.


"I guess she's made her
decision." He said quietly. He glanced at the table. The book still sat
there. He bit his lip as he thought about Simon. Perhaps it was for the best,
he told himself. The night should have been about him and Simon, not him and
Kim.


"Besides," he whispered,
"God knows how I would have felt in the morning if we'd…" he trailed
off and shook his head. He needed to block all of that out. He couldn't bear to
think about Kim any longer. Not unless he wanted his heart to break in two.


He picked up the book, then walked to the
kitchen and picked up the bottle of brandy she bought him. He'd spend the night
with Simon one way or another, he told himself. With a sigh of catastrophic
proportions he walked through the corridor and arrived at the bedroom.


Funny," he muttered, "I thought
I left the door open."


As he slowly stepped inside and turned on
the light he found the last thing he'd been expecting. The bed was already
occupied.


A mop of bleached hair and a very anxious
face stared out from beneath the duvet. Robin's shock was so great that he damn
well almost dropped the brandy bottle on his foot. He stared ahead, scarcely
believing what he was seeing.


"Hi," Kim whispered.


Robin looked around as though expecting
someone to tell him it was a joke. He felt lost for words.


"I… I thought you'd gone," he
whispered eventually.


Kim gave him a nervous smile.


"I took my bra off," she said.


It wasn't really the sentence Robin had
been expecting. He bit his lip and nodded nervously but he appreciated the
gesture.


"Oh," he said quietly, hoping he
wasn't about to stumble upon it somewhere


Kim pulled the duvet back. Despite the
lack of bra she seemed to still be fully clothed in other respects. Robin
wondered fleetingly if she had some kind of special magic trick to aid in the
bra removal but he had more important things to worry about.


"I don't understand," he
whispered.


Kim's smile was anxious and wobbled
slightly as she pulled her courage together.


"Maybe we don't need all that other
stuff right now," she whispered, "just because it's what other people
expect. I mean, hell, Rob, we're not exactly doing what's expected of us right
now, are we?"


Robin bit his lip. There was a hint of a
smile lurking there but it was struggling to break through his nerves.


"That's true," he whispered.


"We're not… like other people,"
she whispered, "we're in unchartered territory here, Rob. I don't think
there's a rule book for this."


Robin nodded.


"Also true," he whispered.


Kim swallowed. Her nerves were threatening
to take away her ability to speak.


"So," she whispered, "what
I really want… right now… is to be with you," her eyes were full of tears
as she admitted the truth that her heart had been trying to lock away,
"for one night. Just hold me." She took a deep breath, "and if
anything happens…" she stared into his eyes, "then it will be because
we want it to. Because we're ready. And not because that's the way it's
'supposed' to be."


Robin stared back. There were those eyes
again. There was that gaze. It stole his breath right from his body. Like a
magnet he found himself drawn towards her as his body slipped between the
sheets and he immediately felt that same warmth that he'd loved before from
Kim's body pressed against his.


He didn't know what was going to happen
next. Neither of them knew how far they could handle. But as their lips were
brought irresistibly together again he had a very strong feeling that his
anniversary was going to be holding a double meaning in future years.
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He could just lay there forever. He really
could. In the warm bed, surrounded by soft sheets, Kim's body in his arms and
her head tucked under his chin. He felt as though this was the antidote to all
of the worrying, the stress, the confusion. It was the antidote to all the
panicking, the fear, the parts they couldn't handle. It was teaching him
something very important. Being able to strip away all the things that he was
having trouble dealing with let him face the most important issue which was how
he felt about Kim – Kim, not her squashy bits or the bits down below that he
was terrified of venturing near – just Kim.


He shocked himself by how warm and at home
he felt holding her close. In some ways that scared him too, but it was a
different type of fear. It wasn't the paralysing fear of doing something that
went against your natural drives, it was the fear of experiencing emotions that
he didn't think he would ever feel again after losing Simon. He knew that in
time he would have to confront that, too. He would need to face up to what this
meant for him. One day he would be back in that other world – how would he ever
explain this to Simon? Where did this leave them? They were questions he wasn't
ready to answer yet.


His hands rubbed gently up and down her
back. He loved the feeling of her soft skin. It had taken a little getting used
to at first bit now the sensation was pleasant and intimate. He could feel the
shape of her back, the contours of her body as she lay against him. He wondered
how she was feeling, a little too afraid to ask. He knew that he'd been rock
hard from the minute he climbed into bed beside her and he was pretty sure she
had felt him too but she hadn't said anything, nor freaked out, nor run away.
He took that as a good sign.


He leaned forward and kissed her hair. He
loved the blonde look. Even though he hadn't known her with that hairstyle in
the nineties it seemed to suit her much more than the long, dark hair. He could
understand why he'd spent so many hears running away from her old identity and
trying to make her appearance as different as possible but it was like she was
embracing her happiness again as she adopted that familiar style.


He took one hand away from her back to
sweep through her hair, leaving her forehead exposed. He felt the softness of
her locks with his fingers. It made her look upwards and catch his eye. She saw
him smiling.


"What?" she asked.


Robin brushed back her hair again.


"Just thinking how much I love this
hair," he said quietly.


Kim's expression seemed to fall a little.


"You'd better make the most of
it," she said quietly, "Linda wants me to grow it again. And dye it
dark."


Robin felt his anger rising. Every time
Kim said something about Linda it seemed to be a way in which she'd put her
down.


"I meant what I said", he
whispered, "don't change who you are, Kim. This is you. This," he
pulled back a little so that he could look at her properly, "is you."


She stared at him and saw the honesty in
his eyes. Why couldn't Linda just accept Kim for the person she was? If Robin
could then why couldn't her own wife? Or was it because she'd been reining the
real her in for so many years?


As they stared the magnetic attraction
pulled them together again. Why were they so powerless to fight it? It was just
impossible to do. She couldn't be around him without wanting to feel his lips
pressed against hers. Every time she caught his eye they were drawn together.
She closed her eyes and wrapped her arm around his shoulder, holding him
closer, not letting him go for a second. His other arm moved to her back again.


She found herself sliding her tongue past
his lips where it met his own and suddenly it seemed as though something had
just exploded within them. It seemed like they just could kiss hard enough or
deep enough or with enough passion. Robin reached up, sliding his fingers
through her hair, holding her head as though to make sure she wasn't going
anywhere. He couldn't remember ever sharing a kiss so wild and free, so
desperate and full of need. He tried to remember when it had been like this
with Simon. Had it ever? That was no reflection on the way he felt about him,
or the way they were together, just that they were freer, they could express
their desire in every way. While Robin and Kim were struggling to cope with
much of the physical side that came with their strange attraction their
explosive kisses were only the way they were able to express their wanton need.


Robin's heart was racing. His chest felt
like it was about to explode from the strength of the feelings that he found
himself at the mercy of. He felt dizzy and his limbs tingled from the surge of
hormones that raced through his bloodstream, but still he felt as though he
needed more. This wasn't enough any longer. He acted without thinking, almost
without being aware of it. His hand reached down slowly to her waist and ran
around her curves. He'd never felt that before. He was used to exploring the
masculine form with his hands. This was different; softer. His fingers ran
around her hips, the shape of her hipbone and round to her stomach. His fingers
ran over soft skin where he knew there were tattoos gracing her belly. He'd see
a hint of them sometimes poking out from under her top when she stretched up
but he'd never seen what they were.


He heard her give a soft gasp as she felt
his touch wander around her body. Not breaking the kiss once, he found himself
aching for more. He couldn't explain it, or why this was different. He didn't
know what was happening to his fear but it was fading. He needed to take
advantage of it, to act now before he regretted it and his courage faded away.


Contorting his wrist into a less than
comfortable position he felt for the button on her jeans and fumbled until it
came undone. He heard her make a noise while their kiss continued. What did
that mean? Was that good or bad? She didn't seem to be stopping him, so he
pulled down her zip and slowly pressed his hand to her stomach. Now he had to
end the kiss. He needed to take a deep breath. She looked at him in alarm as he
moved away, worrying that he was about to go running scared, but he stared her
right in the eye as he slowly slipped his hand downward, inside her lacy
underwear. His fingers met a little hair, a trimmed line that he wasn't really
expecting. He didn't know what he was expecting, to be honest. Knowing Kim it
was probably died some random colour, or there was a tattoo beneath it. Maybe
he'd get to see later. Maybe, if he made it that far.


He stalled. He didn't know where to go
from there. His knowledge about the female anatomy was minimal; one sex
education lesson some seventeen years ago in which the teacher had referred to
Durex as Duracel was about the limit of his knowledge. He'd heard of a G spot
but that could have been anything. Maybe Kim had that labelled, with a tattoo?


He seemed to have struck something though.
For one thing, his fingers were covered with something wet and sticky, while
for another he heard Kim make a noise he'd never heard her make before. He
swallowed, terrified of doing something wrong and trying not to think about
where his hand was going, then moved his fingers a little further down. He
couldn't get much deeper between her legs, the jeans were still in the way, but
he was deep enough to know that he had never seen Kim's face contort in this
much pleasure before or heard her make those sounds, increasing in volume and
desperation.


Kim could hardly believe it. She couldn't
believe it. It seemed to be happening so fast all of sudden. When she'd felt
Robin's hand moving downwards she thought that things were going to go south
again, that he was going to send up fleeing the bed and locking himself in the
bathroom. The step he'd taken shocked her deeply and showed her just what he
was prepared to do for her, despite his fear and his internal struggle.


As he seemed to stop, unsure whether he
should continue or not she stared at him, caught his eye and held his face.


"Robin," she breathed. He stared
back at her, anxious, nervous. The look on her face soothed his worries right
away. "Please don't stop."


Her plea did something to Robin that he just
couldn't fight and despite all his worries he felt something overcome him; a
strong need. A powerful yearning to please her. He wanted to make her feel
better than that wife had made her feel since… well, since ever, by the sound
of it. He pressed his fingers against her a little harder, started to move them
back and forth, concentrating on the areas that made her gasp the most. He
didn't know what he was doing, he had no idea if he was doing it right but he
knew that he couldn't stop.


He was so hard now and still trying to get
harder. He was aching for release, or at the very least to be set free from his
trousers. It was hurting by now, driving him crazy. But then again, so was Kim.
She grasped his face in her hands and pressed her lips against his, desperately
needing to taste him again, a kiss that deepened as he moved his fingers and
she found herself grinding against them. The pressure of her jeans pulled his
fingers closer, keeping them going at speed. He wanted so much to bring her to
a climax but she stopped him before she reached that point, pulled his hand
away and breathed,


"No, Rob, not that way."


"What-?" Robin wondered what the
hell he'd done wrong. It seemed to have been going so well! What could he have
done any differently? He looked at her with wide eyes, a little hurt from her
actions, and wondered fleetingly what he was supposed to do with his hand. His
fingers were wet and sticky and he didn't have a towel. He thought about wiping
them covertly on her back but decided that wouldn't be a very nice thing to do.


Kim stared at him and bore deep into his
soul through his eyes She cupped his face and whispered,


"I want to do this properly."


Robin stared back. He swallowed as he felt
his stomach flip over.


"What?"


"Please?" her eyes begged with
him, "Robin, you know what I mean. Don't make me say it."


Robin stared on, he hoped he knew what she
meant but he wasn't sure. Maybe he was wrong? Maybe he was mistaken? He didn't
want to do the wrong thing and scare her away again.


"Kim…" he whispered.


Kim stared at him, swallowing with nerves.
She couldn't bring herself to say the words. It seemed wrong, it didn't feel
right coming from her mouth somehow, so she decided there was only one thing
she could do. To show him.


When she reached for his belt he began to
panic. He was so sure that she would run away again that he almost begged her
to stop before they went too far and she freaked herself out again, but his
body was overruling his common sense this time and all he could do was to lay
there as she unfastened his buckle and started on his fly.


Her hands were shaking. She felt like a
terrified teenager on her first time. She finally managed to pull down the zip,
then slipped her hands inside the top of his trousers to pull them down. That
was a step he hadn't been expecting as she disappeared under the covers for a
moment and returned with her prize a few seconds later. She dropped his
trousers to the ground and turned back to him. Her fear had stolen her words,
all she had were actions. She held the tops of his boxers, breathed in deeply
and pulled together all of the strength that she had, then slipped them down
and shuffled them from his legs, over his feet and they soon joined his
trousers on the floor.


Robin swallowed anxiously. How had they
suddenly got this far? It seemed impossible. He stared at Kim, waiting for the
inevitable. She'd get freaked out at any moment. She would. He knew it. But she
didn't seem to be going anywhere this time.


That's when he felt her hand around him
and he goddamn almost exploded everywhere. Fuck, no, don't do that! He told
himself urgently. He gasped and pulled himself under control as her hand began
to slowly move up and down him. He stared at her, their gaze met again. He
could see such fear in her eyes but it didn't stop her. She'd found the
strength now. They both had. It might not have been natural to them but the way
they felt about each other overrode that.


Robin stared at her as he felt her hand
moving up and down again. He shook his head slowly.


"You said we were going to do this
right," he whispered. He didn't trust himself to hold back if she carried
on and he didn't want to miss the opportunity to be inside of her, to really
give her all that he had. He pulled on her jeans a little and she caught on, helping
him out by pulling them down and dropping them onto their pile of clothes,
followed quickly by her dampened knickers.


Fuck, this is it.


There was no going back now. And as his
heart sped up even more, Robin knew he didn't want to either.


He turned her over gently, laid her on her
back. He looked into her eyes, so beautiful. So deep. Suddenly the fear seemed
to have faded from her face. Why was that? How could that be? He thought she'd
be more nervous by now but her face seemed free from anxiety. He reached up and
stroked her hair gently from her face. He couldn't explain the way he was
feeling. There seemed to be no logic to it at all, he only knew he couldn't
fight it.


He felt anxious. He'd never…. Not with a
woman. He didn't know where… well, he knew the general area, but… he wasn't
used to this angle, or that particular orifice. Fuck, maybe he should have
taken her up on her earlier offer to turn around.


No, he wanted to see her. He wanted to see
her face. He wanted to know that this was what she wanted. He needed to know
that he was giving her the pleasure she deserved.


He found himself on top of her, almost
without knowing how he got there. He breathed heavily. This was it. All those
times his mind had crossed to that scenario, all those times that she had
appeared in his dreams, now he was going to make them real. There were fleeting
moments of panic, a touch of fear, wondering how he was going to go through
with it, but something just took him over. It was that look on her face; that
peace, that need, just wanting him so badly.


Carefully, with just a little adjustment,
he pushed deep inside of her. The cry she let out made him worry that he'd hurt
her. She wasn't used to that, after all. Should he have taken it slower? But it
wasn't a cry of pain, as he saw from her face. Her eyes closed and her head
tipped back She lay there, just wanting him to take the lead. That worried him
– he didn't know if he could do that. What if he couldn't give her what she
needed?


He began to move slowly at first, still so
nervous, still trying to be gentle but Kim had other ideas.


"Harder," she breathed. That
command shocked him, it had been the last thing he was expecting. He gripped
her body as he moved harder and faster inside of her, his hand sliding inside
of her top, grasping her firmly while he steadied himself with his other hand.
The sensation was different, not like anything he'd felt before. He could feel
himself right on the edge. He needed to hold out, he wanted to give Kim the
pleasure that she longed for. He started move a little more slowly, lowering
himself onto her to kiss her again. He couldn't help it. He couldn't get enough
of that. He felt her grasp him around his backside, pulling him in deeper,
harder, faster. He groaned and gasped, the slickness of her wetness covering
every inch of him as he explored deeper inside.


"Oh fuck," he cried. This was
it, as much as he'd tried to hold out it was coming. He felt her grab his hand
and move it to her clit, guiding him, moving his fingers faster and harder
against her outside as found he couldn't hold back any longer and let himself
go, just a few seconds before the wild motion against Kim's clit sent her over
the edge.


He cried out as he came - that wasn't like
him. He wasn't usually a screamer but it had been so long since he'd had
intimate contact that he exploded with emotions as much as with pleasure. He
heard her cry and groan as the waves of her orgasm pulsed through her body. He
breathed so hard, trying to get some oxygen back into his lungs and as his senses
slowly returned to normal he looked at her face, flushed all over. Her eyes
were closed, letting the last of the pleasure fade away, and across her face
was a smile like he'd never seen before.


He felt his arms giving way, weakened by
the strength of his orgasm and he lay atop her, trying not to hurt her or put
too much pressure on her. He breathed deeply for a few moments, his eyes
closed, trying to absorb what had happened. He couldn't believe what he'd done
– what they'd both done. His eyes opened and he gazed at her. There was life in
her face. He hadn't seen that in quite a while.


"Kim," he whispered.


Her hands moved to his head and ran
through his hair. She pulled his face toward her where her lips were waiting.
As their kiss ended and he lay against her he could feel her heart beating
every bit as fast as his own. That sensation brought a smile to his face.


He didn't want to think about tomorrow. He
didn't want to think about where they would go from here. He didn't want to
think about the inevitable guilt and the struggles that would come to pass as
the enormity of what they'd done started to sink in. He didn't want to think
about Linda or Simon or whether this was ever going to happen again.


For now all he wanted to think about was
the woman who was still all around him and the look of pleasure on her face.
That was what he wanted. That was all he wanted - for her to feel as good as
she deserved to feel. And he'd given her that – because that's what you do for
people you love, isn't it?


Fuck.


Love.


He closed his eyes and swallowed. Where
the hell had that come from?


He lay with her, held her and felt her
body against him, all the while trying to push that thought away. That was a
step too far, and something he wasn't ready to face yet.


 


 


 


 

















Chapter
Eighteen


 


 


"Shit."


"Shit."


Silence fell as they stared at the
ceiling. It was some time before anyone spoke again.


"You do realise what we've
done?" Kim asked.


"Yes, I think I've got the gravity of
this, thank you," Robin said a little awkwardly.


Kim bit her lip as she stared at the same
ceiling tile she'd been focusing on for the last 20 minutes.


"I've cheated on my wife," she
whispered, "I've cheated on Linda. Committed adultery."


"I can't even work out if I've
cheated or not," Robin said quietly, "but I still feel awful."
He glanced at her, "with guilt," he added quickly, "not
regret."


Kim felt her cheeks burning a little. She
kept her eyes focused on the ceiling. She knew what he meant – she felt a
terrible sense of guilt, but that wasn't the same thing as regretting it
because she didn't. She closed her eyes for a moment and cursed herself for her
stupidity as she said,


"We didn't use protection."


"I haven't got any."


"Well I'm a married lesbian, I wasn't
going to be carrying condoms!"


"I've been with the same man for
years, I don't tend to carry a supply!"


Kim gave a deep sigh.


"I'm going to have to take the
morning after pill," she said crossly, "that's not going to
humiliation city, is it?"


Robin looked at her guiltily.


"Sorry," he said quietly.


Kim gave a sigh


"Both at fault," she said
quietly. She turned to face him but struggled to look him in the eye.
"Shit, Rob, what the hell was that? What the hell are we supposed to do
from here?"


Robin shook his head slightly. His
expression looked lost and confused, like a little boy. His looked so innocent
and nervous.


"I don't know," he whispered,
"I don't understand what's going on."


"We talked about this yesterday… we
said it was because of our connection with that world… with Simon… with all the
stuff that happened here with Alex and with Keats…. We agreed that neither of
us would ever be able to handle things turning physical."


"I guess we were wrong," Robin
whispered.


"Rob," Kim tried to find the
words to explain the deep-set confusion in her soul, "what we did… you
know it's not changed me. It's not changed anything about me. I'm still
gay."


Robin nodded.


"I didn't think I'd have turned
you," he said slightly sarcastically. He sighed. "Same goes for me,
Kim."


"You're not that 'right man to turn
me straight'," Kim commented, thinking of the lines she'd heard so many
times from men who really thought they could try their luck.


"And you're not the woman to set me
on the path to heterosexuality," said Robin.


Kim closed her eyes.


"We can't tell anyone about
this," she whispered, "ever. Can you imagine? No one would understand
this, and that's quite apart from what we've done. To Linda," she bit her
lip and looked at Robin awkwardly, "and Simon."


Robin looked down. His guilt was growing.


"I know," he whispered. He just
imagined what would happen if they tried to tell anyone about it. How could
anyone understand? He knew that any response would just lead to them getting
angry and hurt. People would make comments like "So you were bisexual all
this time and didn't know it?" or, "you must be just a little bit
straight or you wouldn't have been able to do it?" or "Maybe you were
never gay in the first place and your hormones were confusing you." How
could anyone understand, it wasn't a physical attraction, it was… it was something
neither of them could explain. He looked at Kim. There was turmoil expressed
across her features. "Kim? Are you OK?" he asked gently.


Kim looked away. She wasn't really sure.


"I don't know," she whispered,
"I don't know where we're supposed to go from here." She started to
feel tearful. "I might not have always done the right thing in my past but
I always swore I would do the right thing by Linda. I've always been
faithful."


Robin looked at her.


"She doesn't make you happy," he
said quietly.


"She used to," Kim said quietly,
but she knew that even in their happier times there was always something
missing.


"She's always putting you down,"
Robin said sadly, his heart breaking as he thought about some of the things Kim
had said.


Kim looked down.


"I know," she whispered,
"but it wasn't always that way."


Robin looked at her.


"Please, Kim," he said quietly,
"don't let her destroy your life."


Kim glanced at him, her stomach churning
as she thought about her situation.


"I know it's easy to say that from
the outside," she whispered, "but what about my boys? I don't want to
lose my family. I love them with all my heart. I don't want to tear my family
apart."


"Linda's tearing you apart,"
Robin told her.


Kim closed her eyes. She felt sick even
thinking about it. She knew that her relationship was far from perfect and
there was fault on both sides but she'd started to realise that maybe they just
shouldn't be together. But there was no way out. Separating would mean losing
the boys, she was sure. She couldn't take that risk.


"I don't know what to do," she
whispered. She looked at Robin. His brow was furrowed and he was deep in
thought. "Rob? Are you OK?"


Robin wasn't sure. He really wasn't. He
looked at her with scared eyes.


"It's Simon," he whispered.


Kim nodded slowly.


"I know," she whispered.


"He'd only been gone for seven
months… a little more…" he shook his head, "I shouldn't be feeling
this way. Not about someone else."


Kim felt her heart racing. Something about
Robin's words told her more than he'd meant them to. The way he felt about her?
So this was more than some crazy physical act or temporary emotional mess. She
felt too scared to ask him about it. She was worried that she could be wrong.
She changed the subject a little.


"Simon did want you to be
happy," she said quietly, "he wanted you to meet someone else."


"I still feel like I've cheated on
him," Robin said quietly, "I feel like I've betrayed him."


Kim closed her eyes. She gave a deep sigh.


"Yeah," she said quietly,
"so do I."


Robin looked at her and nodded. He knew
how close her friendship with Simon had been. She probably felt almost as
guilty as he did.


"I want to be with him again,"
he whispered, "I want to make it back over there and get to be with him
again… but," he flinched as he spoke, "now I feel torn." He
looked at Kim. "If I fell down a well tomorrow and woke up in that other
world what the hell would I say to Simon? 'Thanks for telling me you wanted me
to meet someone else… I did, and it's your best friend'?"


Kim sighed and looked down.


"He once told me not to settle for
second best," she whispered, "he told me to meet someone who made me
as happy as Shaz. I didn't listen to him. I didn't think I would ever feel that
way again so I did exactly what he told me not to and I 'settled'."


Robin bit his lip as he stared at her.


"You didn't think you'd feel that way
again?" he asked quietly. He saw a moment of panic in her eyes. "Do
you… now?" 


Kim looked away. She couldn't bear to meet
his gaze. She felt her heart racing from an admission she hadn't intended to
make. She took a deep breath and looked at the clock.


"Oh shit," she whispered,
"I've got to get home."


"Kim?" Robin looked at her in
alarm as she scrambled out of bed, "Kim, I'm sorry, what did I say?"


"Rob, it's nothing to do with
you," Kim started to pull her underwear on, suddenly all too conscious of
being naked from the waist down, "I told Linda that I was working late.
She doesn't know I'm here. I thought I'd be home by midnight."


Robin looked at her in confusion.


"I thought you cleared it with
her" he said.


Kim grabbed her trousers and pulled them
up.


"I lied, OK?" she said quietly.


"Why?"


Kim looked at him with a pained
expression.


"Because I knew I'd only get shit
from her for it," she said. She looked down. "And because I had a
guilty conscience."


"But we hadn't done anything
yet," Robin frowned.


Kim bit her lip.


"Yet," she repeated. Her
intentions had always been there. She knew where she hoped the evening would
lead but didn't dare dream that her wish would come true. She fastened her trousers
and turned to Robin, lying shocked in the bed, his face full of hurt and
confusion. Her heart sank as she stared at him. The last thing she wanted was
to walk out on him but she had to get home. She was digging herself ever deeper
into a hole from which she didn't think she could escape. She felt an aching in
her chest as she looked at his expression. "I'm so sorry," she
whispered.


Robin bit his lip to stop himself from
becoming tearful. He didn't dare let her see that.


"So am I," he whispered.


Kim stared at him. She didn't know how to
end this. She wanted to kiss him but somehow it didn't seem appropriate. She
yearned to stay, she wished the situation was easier but she couldn't think of
anyway that it could be more complex. Her heart almost broke as she gave him a
gentle wave and whispered,


"I'll see myself out. Goodnight,
Robin."


Robin swallowed and held back tears.


"Bye, Kim," he whispered.


She hesitated by the doorway.


"Can…. Can we meet tomorrow?"
she asked nervously.


Robin blinked.


"I don't know," he whispered,
"can we?"


"I think we should," Kim said
awkwardly, "I think we've got plenty to talk about."


Robin nodded slowly.


"Alright," he said, "meet
me in the café, after work. "


Kim nodded


"I'll see you then," she
whispered. She gave him a tiny smile, layered with guilt before making her way
out of the door.


Robin sat still, in stony silence. He
waited for the sound of the front door opening and closing before he let the
tears start to fill his eyes. He couldn't believe what they'd done, couldn't
believe any part of it. There was a part of him that thought maybe if they got
it out of their systems then whatever strange feelings had been brewing between
them would go away. Instead, the opposite seemed to have occurred.


As he closed his eyes all he could see was
her face. That was all he ever saw as he closed his eyes these days. He didn't
know how they were ever going to deal with this. It was the night that should
never have happened – but it had. Now they had to try to deal with the
consequences – consequences that reached far beyond the corner of the street
and wrapped themselves around the town several times over
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Robin wasn't sure how he even survived to
the end of the day. It had been the slowest in history.


After Kim's departure he'd lain awake
staring at the walls for hours, tormented by shock, guilt and confusion. It was
past 4 when he finally fell asleep, only to wake up 3 hours later with a
headache from the champagne and a most terrifying feeling of, Oh my god, what have
I done?


There were so many layers to that. Feeling
like he'd betrayed Simon, having sex with a woman, having sex at all for the
first time since Simon had died, the fact they hadn't used protection, the fact
that it had happened on what was supposed to be his anniversary – but worst of
all the fact that he was terrified that he was going to lose his friendship
with Kim. If he lost her he didn't think he could cope.


He'd spent his day at work in a daze.
After being asked 18 times how his ankle was and putting up with myriad
impressions of him almost falling down a slope he had finally seen the clock
tick round to the end of the day. It felt as though he'd been at work for a
year. He was sure someone had slowed down the clocks on purpose.


He made his way to the café and bought two
coffees, then took a seat at the table he and Kim had sat at the last time they
went for a drink. He waited nervously as the minutes ticked by. Where was Kim?
She'd stood him up, hadn't she? She wasn't going to come after all. He started
to feel stupid, that the whole night had been a huge mistake and now she was
never going to speak to him again. After fifteen minutes he finally thought
about checking his phone and had a message from Kim.


'Will be there, hang on. K x'


He couldn't help it – his heart jumped as
he saw her name. He tried hard to fight it but there was no stopping the way
his body responded to her name. He felt butterflies inside of him again. The
bloody things wouldn't go away.


Twenty five minutes late, Kim finally arrived.
She looked haunted, awkward and slightly green. He gave her a nervous smile and
a wave as she joined him at the table.


"I got you a coffee," he said
quietly, "but I think it might be cold by now."


Kim flinched and pushed it away.


"That's OK," she whispered
"don't think I could drink it anyway."


Robin's nerves began to grow.


"Why? What's the matter?" he
asked


"Nothing," Kim said quietly. She
looked down and took a deep breath. "So how have you been?"


Robin chewed on his lip. He sighed.


"I've been in a mess," he said
quietly, "I've spent the day wondering if you're going to hate me."


"Not going to hate you, Rob,"
Kim shook her head.


"What about you?" Robin asked a
little awkwardly, "how have you been doing?"


Kim sighed and looked down. She didn't
think Robin would really want to know the truth about how she'd been doing.
She'd arrived home to find Linda asleep and been too afraid to get in bed in
case she smelt Robin on her. Not wanting to wake up her family by running a
shower or a bath she'd washed herself quickly but still felt sure that she
smelt of him all over. She eventually laid on the couch, desperately trying to
resolve the clash of emotions inside of her, going around in circles until she
almost drove herself crazy.


"Fine," she lied, "I've
been fine."


"I've been thinking about you all
day," Robin said quietly.


Kim didn't reply. She couldn't. She put
her hand to her lips and breathed in deeply, closing her eyes for a moment,
strong nausea welling up inside her. When she had managed to fight it back she
opened her eyes and saw Robin looking at her in concern. She sighed and dropped
her eye level as she said quietly,


"I had to go and take the morning
after pill and it's made me sick."


Robin began to feel guilty all over again.


"Shit," he whispered, "Sorry."
He bit his lip again. "I'm really sorry. If I ever thought that was going
to happen, I'd have…" he trailed off.


Kim nodded slowly.


"Me too," she said.


Robin sighed and drank the last bit of his
coffee.


"Are you OK though?" he asked
quietly.


Kin wasn't really sure.


"Sort of," she said quietly.


Robin looked at her seriously.,


"How's Linda?" he asked.


Kim's heart sank at the question.


"I couldn't look her in the
eye," she whispered, "I don't know what the hell to say to her."


"I'm sorry," he apologised
again.


Kim looked a little awkward.


"I know you're going to hate me for
this," she said, "but I need to get home. I thought we'd have more
time but then this stupid pill…" she trailed off.


"But," Robin started to panic a
little, "I thought we were supposed to be talking about us," he
paused as he began to feel nauseous himself, "that is… is there an
'us'?"


Kim stared at him and bit her lip, cursing
herself for picking up his habits. She took a deep breath and leaned forward.


"Robin," she began quietly,
"I've been thinking about that question all day and the answer is, I don't
know. It's so complicated. Last night…" he noticed a change to her face, a
glimmer of a smile, "last night was wonderful." Her eyes sparkled,
"it was the first time I've felt alive in years." Her eyes cast
downwards, "the first time since…" She didn't finish her sentence but
she didn't need to.


"Since you were… there," Robin
said quietly.


Kim nodded.


"And every time I'm with you, that's
how I feel," she whispered, "but there's so much at stake. It's not
like we're two single people… even without the complication of sexuality and
all that stuff, I'm married and I've got kids. And we have no idea how long it
will be before you're back with Simon, but I know you'll always feel like
you're cheating on him, "she saw him look away, nodding sadly. "If
there's going to be an us…" she noticed him look back at her quickly,
"if… then we have to be sure that this is real and not just something
we're feeling because of everything we've been through. The other world, the
connection with Simon, everything we did to help Alex, surviving Keats… that
stuff was all… crazy-dazy."


"What are you saying?" Robin
asked anxiously.


Kim stared into his eyes.


"Rob," she said quietly,
"ever since Keats took us we've been spending as much time together as we
could. We've been living in each other's pockets and maybe we're mistaking that
for something deeper." She took a deep breath. "I'm scared you're
going to take what I'm saying the wrong way. Please try not to do that because
I don't want to lose you, but I want us to both be sure of this." She
paused. "I think we need to spend some time apart," her voice broke
as she told him, "not because I don't want to see you," she added
quickly, "but because I think we both need a bit of space to get our
feelings straight. If after that we feel the same… or stronger… then we'll
know. "


"Know what exactly?"


"that we have a future
together," Kim whispered, "no matter how hard it is to deal with. But
if, with some time, we realise this was all in our heads… all from the
pressures we've been through then at least we will learn without making a huge
mistake."


Robin swallowed as he tried to process her
words.


"Wanting to be with you would never
be a mistake," he whispered, surprised how easily those words escaped. He
saw tears in her eyes as she tried not to tell him she felt the same thing.


"Let's hope that's how we both feel
in a few weeks' time,"


Robin's heart broke a little more.


"How many weeks?"


"Maybe three… or four?" Kim
whispered. She hesitated, watching the devastation on his face. "Rob, I
don't want to be away from you, not in the slightest. But this has all come so
much from the blue that we need time to really understand what's happening to
us. I'm scared of throwing away six years of marriage and losing my boys, Rob.
You don't have children; you can't understand were I'm coming from with this.
But to lose them would break my heart."


Robin looked down. She was right, he
couldn't understand that part. He didn't have children and knew that this was
harder for Kim than it was for him. But the thought of not seeing her... not
speaking to her… not being close to her broke his heart.


"What about work?" he whispered.


Kim bit her lip.


"If we're told to work together then
we can't avoid it," she said quietly, "but we should stick to the job
at hand and make sure we are never alone together. She looked down. "You
know what happens when we're in that situation."


Robin nodded slowly. He took a deep
breath. He felt so churned up inside, her words would play through his mind
constantly from that moment on. Finally he looked her in the eye.


"Kim," he whispered, "the
thought of not even being able to see you hurts so much. But I'll do anything
for you, and you know that." He swallowed. "If that's what it takes…
if that's what you need to do to prove that we…" he trailed off as he
closed his eyes. "OK. We'll do it if that's what you really need to
do." He choked a little. "but I'm going to be thinking about you all
of the time. Every last second."


Kim nodded slowly. She had a feeling she
would be thinking of him too. But she had to do this, to be sure. Leaving Linda
would be an enormous step, one which scared her beyond belief. She wanted to
say something, to whisper to him how much she was going to miss him, and how
she wished there was another way but a strong wave of nausea overcame her and
she had to bolt to the bathroom, her hand over her mouth and her feet almost
tangling with each other in their haste to arrive in time.


Robin's stomach felt unsettled as he
watched her run. He might as well have taken the bloody thing himself for the
way he felt. He really did see what she was saying and he knew that everything
she said was true – there was always the possibility that it had been the
intense situations they'd survived that they were mistaking for something else
– but he couldn't stop himself from feeling that it went way beyond that.


He closed his eyes for a few seconds. He
didn't think he could cope with Kim giving a reprise of the situation upon her
return. He didn't want to walk out on her but he didn't think he could hold it
together any longer so, leaving a small token for her to find, he got to his
feet and began a very slow walk out of the café, leaving his hopes and his
dreams behind.


*  *  *


Kim walked slowly back to the table, her
guts still turning over. The empty space where Robin had been sitting just
moments before hadn't been totally unexpected but was still painful to see. Her
heart sank and her eyes became misty. There on the table was a red spotty
napkin, crudely folded into the shape of a heart. She glanced all around but
knew that there was only one person who could have left it. She bit her lip as
she stared at it. It was corny but just said everything better than she had
after spewing a thousand words to him. She felt her lip tremble a little and
immediately started to regret her plan, but knew that she had to be 100%
certain before she made a life-changing decision. She didn't have a decent
pocket for the heart – where was her bag? She spotted it under the table.


"Oh, thanks for guarding that safely
for me, Robin," she muttered as she bent down to pick it up.


Underneath the table, her eyes flickered
upwards briefly. She didn't know why she even did it but she looked up. There,
beneath the table, scratched into the underside of the wood was the line; 'S4K
FOREVER'.


A chill ran down her spine. She shook a
little as she tried to take that in. S4K…Shaz 4 Kim? This was their table… it
was their table… She closed her eyes and shook her head, trying not to think
about that.


Trying to deal with falling for Robin was
enough for now.


Shit.


Falling for him.


She had. She'd fallen in love.


That thought churned her up inside more
than a thousand pills.


 


 


 


 


 

















Chapter
Twenty


 


 


"Like I need to feel any guiltier
than I already do," Kim thought to herself as Linda tucked her up on the
couch and brought her a glass of water.


Arriving home and throwing up in the
doorway, her excuse that she had a sickness bug had been Linda's cue to decide
for once in her life to look after her. The one time Kim didn't want that. She
cursed herself over and over for the situation she'd found herself in. It was
typical that she was one of the unlucky ones when it came to side effects from
the morning after pill. It clearly didn't agree with her. Neither did all the
secrecy. She felt absolutely wretched as Linda fussed around her.


But she felt just as much guilt towards
Robin. She knew that she needed the time apart to be sure of her feelings, but
the look on his face as she'd told him broke her heart. The thought of not
seeing him for weeks was already killing her and she'd checked her phone five
times since she arrived home, hoping for a message even though she knew there
wouldn't be one.


She wished that she could find the courage
to overcome her fears about following her heart but she had so much to lose.
Even though she knew that she didn't feel enough for Linda she couldn't lose
her boys, she just couldn't. The whole situation was killing her inside.


So she lay there, miserably, for the rest
of the night, drowning in guilt and self-pity. She'd managed to get herself
into this awful mess and there was no one to blame but herself. Now she had to
live with it.


*  *  *


"I can't do this," Robin said
quietly. He sat on the bed where he'd shared a night of intimacy with Kim the
night before, the brandy bottle in his hands. He stared at Simon's photograph
on the wall. "I can't be in this limbo. Like the situation isn't hard
enough." He shook his head. "Now she wants some time apart. I guess
that means she's made her decision." He closed his eyes. "I could
never come above her children, anyway. I know that. She'd always choose her
family over me, even if her marriage is making her unhappy."


He knew he'd been talking to Simon's photo
far too much lately. He was probably going crazy. But it was a comfort. It was
the closest thing he had to talking to Simon.


"I wish I knew what you were
doing," he whispered, "I wish I knew if you were OK. I worry. I worry
about you and how you're coping over there. You know how much I want to be with
you, Simon…" he trailed off as a lump formed in his throat and he looked
away. Even though it was just a photo he couldn't look it in the eye any longer
as he mentally added, 'But I want to be here, with Kim, too.'


His choice might not have been as
straightforward, nor as hard, as Kim's to make but it was still killing him
inside. Just because Simon wasn't there in the flesh didn't mean that the ring
on Robin's finger meant nothing to him. He closed his eyes and wished that he
could turn back the clock, righty back to the day he arrived at Kim's tattoo
studio and asked if anyone would tattoo his police dogs. If only he'd skipped
that one, never met her again, none of this would be happening.


*  *  *


Kim noticed something strange happening
over the following week. While she struggled to stay away from Robin and fight
the urge to call him or text him she found Linda being nicer to her. It
confused her greatly at first, then she realised that Linda was mistaking her
not spending time with Robin for making more of an effort in their
relationship. Kim started to feel even worse about that. That wasn't her
attention. Just spending more evenings sitting by Linda watching the same old
crap in TV didn't really constitute 'making an effort', but it seemed that's
how Linda felt. Kim's guilt left her with no choice but to try to fulfil the
role that Linda believed she was carving out for herself, trying to be a good
wife, taking care of her family, working hard, spending more time with them
all. In one sense it alleviated a little of her guilt but in another she knew
that the situation wasn't changing, Even on a more civil level Kim still didn't
feel strongly enough for Linda. Her feelings hadn't changed.


Still, the lack of insults, the lack of
comments about Kim's weight, hair, manners and personality were a blessed
relief and as long as they were staying away then Kim could lead a more
peaceful existence. And for the first nine or ten days after her talk with
Robin in the café things started to become better and more peaceful at home.


Then, things started happening.


*  *  *


It was almost exactly two weeks after
Robin and Kim had held their last conversation that Robin knew they would have
to see each other. Both called as witnesses for the prosecution in Evan's
trial, they were bound to meet in court. That thought terrified Robin. It had
taken all his willpower not to call Kim or contact her at all.


He saw her outside the courthouse, just
briefly. Her appearance concerned him. She looked so pale and drawn, her hair
was flat and lifeless. He worried that she might be ill or that something awful
had happened but she was too far away to ask. It gave him a sinking feeling in
his chest that he couldn't shake away and before he knew it he'd been called up
by the prosecution anyway and wouldn't have a chance to track her down and see
how she was doing.


*  *  *


"Could you tell the court what
happened on the night in question?"


Robin had been in court many times in his
life but never under these kind of circumstances. He glanced across at Evan.
His beard was neatly trimmed and he looked as smart as always but his skin was
almost grey. He looked terrified and Robin couldn't blame him.


"We'd gone back to the Falcon
Building to see if we could find any trace of Layton staying there," he
began. He spoke clearly and confidently. The night was forever engrained upon
his memory. "We found him and chased him up to the roof. He called Evan
from his mobile phone. Told him to get to the building. When Evan arrived he
told him to tell Alex the truth about everything, otherwise he'd expose his
secrets to the press. His career as a beard model would be in tatters."


"What about his law career?"


"Oh, no one cares about that,"
Robin waved his hand dismissively.


The courtroom muttered in agreement.


"So, when Mister White arrived, what
happened next?"


Robin took a deep breath.


"He admitted that he'd had an affair
with Alex's mother. Caroline Price. Her father couldn't handle it. He asked
Layton to build a car bomb to kill himself, his wife and his daughter. Evan
covered up for this all through Alex's life. She never knew."


The lawyer nodded.


"Did Evan reveal any more
secrets?" he prompted.


"Yes," Robin began, his anger
boiling. His eyes turned angrily to Evan. "his refusal to take Layton's
threats and blackmail seriously led to Alex's shooting. He saw her shot rather
than admit the truth." He saw Evan's eyes turn downward.


"What happened next, Mister
Thomas?"


"Two men came up on the roof,"
he said, "Nick Nailer sent them after Layton."


"And how would Nick Nailer have known
where Layton would be?"


Robin took a deep breath.


"Because Evan was with Nailer at
hospital when he received Layton's call," he said angrily.


"What happened after the two men
arrived?"


"Layton shot them," said Robin,
"and he fled from the building, shooting…" he flinched, a sharp
memory of Layton aiming the gun in his direction filling his mind. It struck
him dumb for a second. He felt woozy, replaying the moment the bullet passed
right through him and struck Kim in the neck. Suddenly he felt very unwell
indeed.


"Mister Thomas?" the solicitor
was saying his name. He tried to pull himself out of the moment.


"Hmm."


"Do you need a glass of water?"
the solicitor asked.


Robin shook his head. He swallowed.


"He shot Kim, then he continued to
run. Evan's car was waiting outside, doors open, keys in the ignition. Alex and
I followed him but the car spun out of control."


"Your car?"


"No, his. Layton's." he paused,
"Evan's."


The solicitor nodded


"We have already heard evidence from
the experts who examined the car," he began, "the brake line had been
cut. In your opinion, what happened during the time between Layton making the
call to Mister White and the moment the car went out of control?"


Robin took a deep breath.


"It is my opinion, " he began,
staring at Evan, "that Mister White asked Nick Nailer to deal with Arthur
Layton and that Nailer arranged for his men to cut the brakes on Evan's car.
Evan left the car open and ready for Layton to take, knowing he could
run."


The solicitor nodded.


"No further questions, he said.


Robin beathed deeply as the solicitor
moved away and the lawyer for the defence came forward.


"Mister Thomas," he began,
"how long have you known Evan White?"


"Not long," said Robin,
"about a year."


"How did you meet him?"


"It was when Simon saved Alex's life
in hospital," said Robin.


"Simon is…?"


"My boyfriend," Robin's voice
wobbled a little.


"But Simon is no longer with us, is
that right?"


Robin felt his eyes tearing up. He wasn't
expecting the questioning to go down this route.


"Yes, that's right," he
whispered.


"He died last October in a car
accident," the lawyer studied his notes, "and you were driving.
Right?"


Robin flinched.


"Yes."


"There was a court case, wasn't
there?"


Robin felt weak.


"Yes, there was."


"Can you tell the court who
represented you?"


Robin swallowed.


"Evan White," he whispered.


The lawyer nodded.


"And what fee did he charge you for
this?"


Robin looked down.


"He didn't charge me," he
whispered.


"Can you please repeat that a little
louder?"


"He didn't charge me a fee,"
Robin repeated.


The lawyer started to look smug.


"Why do you think he represented you
for free?" he asked.


Robin hesitated.


"Probably out of thanks for Simon
saving Alex," he said quietly.


The lawyer smiled.


"So the dedicated godfather who
brought up Alex through her childhood showed his gratitude for your late
boyfriend saving her life by representing you for no fee," he said. He
turned to the rest of the courtroom. "Doesn't sound like the behaviour of
a man who would willingly put her life at risk by meddling with the criminal
underworld," he said. He turned back to Robin. "Now, let's go back
to… Simon, was it? Saving Alex. How did he happen to be in her room at the time
the attack took place?"


Robin bit his lip.


"He was visiting her," he said.


"What was the nature of his
relationship with Ms Drake?"


"They were friends. Colleagues."


"So they met at work?"


Robin nodded.


"Yes."


"And yet there is no record of Alex
Drake ever having worked with Simon Shoebury, nor working anywhere that she may
have met him."


Robin swallowed. He hadn't expected that
line of questioning. He couldn't exactly explain any better than that.


"They may have met on a case,"
he said feebly.


"Cross-referencing both their cases,
Simon and Alex did not appear to have met," said the lawyer. He turned to
another page of notes. "Now, in the aftermath of Simon saving Alex, how
did Evan repay you both?"


Robin sighed a little.


"He invited us to a few
parties," he said, "that's all."


"A few parties," The lawyer
repeated, "Mister White had provided us with the dates and details of over
twenty five occasions on which you attended social events with him, sometimes
with his goddaughter, Alex Drake's daughter, Molly present too."


Robin hesitated. This didn't seem to be
going anywhere.


"I didn't go to all of them," he
said quietly, "Simon knew him better than I did."


"When Alex woke from her coma on New
Year 's Day, who was the first person he called?"


Robin swallowed.


"It… it was me, I think," he
frowned.


"And yet you didn't know him very
well?" the solicitor smiled, "and you had never met Alex at all. Am I
right?"


Robin swallowed.


"Uh…"


"In the police reports following the
death of DCI James Keats in Alex Drake's hospital room you claim to have never
met Alex, yet after Layton's crash in your statements you describe her as a
close friend." The lawyer saw him lost for words. "And in the months
after your accident, the accident which killed your boyfriend, you spent hours
sitting beside her bed." He took it a step further. "When Alex Drake
awoke from her coma she was confused. When she wandered away from home, where
did she go?"


Robin swallowed.


"She did not wander away from home,
"he said crossly, "she had to escape because Evan was threatening to
have her sectioned.


"Where did she go, Mister Thomas?
Answer the question, please."


Robin closed to his eyes.


"She came to me," he whispered.


"She came to you, despite you
allegedly not knowing her," said the lawyer. He paused as he saw Robin
lost for words. Every time he stumped him he knew he was a step closer to
discrediting him. He had one more gem for Robin though. "Last question,
Mister Thomas. Evan asked you not to visit Alex in hospital. Is that
correct?"


"Yes, he was trying to keep anyone
with knowledge of Layton –" he began but the Lawyer cut him off.


"Yes or no?"


Robin scowled.


"Yes."


"But you went against his expressed
wishes and visited Alex. Didn't you?"


Robin bit his lip.


"Evan was being secretive. I wanted
to see if she was OK."


"Didn't you?"


Robin looked down.


"Yes.


"What happened when you visited Alex,
Mister Thomas?"


Robin breathed deeply. He closed his eyes.


"She had some kind of seizure,"
he whispered.


"The hospital records describe it as
an event brought on by stress," said the Lawyer, "brought on by your
appearance. Is that correct?"


Robin bit his lip.


"It could have happened any
time," he whispered.


"No further questions."


Robin felt as though his heart had been
cut out and hung up to dry as he stepped down. The lawyer had pretty much torn
him to shreds and made him sound like an idiot and a liar. He closed his eyes
as he thought about the fact that Kim still had all of this to come and she was
already looking delicate enough. This was the most trying day Robin had known
in a very long time – and he wasn't even the one in the dock.

















Chapter
Twenty-One


 


 


The haunted look on Robin's face caused
Kim more alarm than she realised it was possible to feel and despite her
self-imposed rules she couldn't stop herself from rushing to his side.


"Rob?" she said quickly.


Robin glanced at her, surprised to see her
at all, let alone talking to him.


"Kim," his voice was breathy,
his heart racing from the sight of her face.


"What's wrong?" she asked
worriedly, "was it that bad? You look terrible."


Robin hadn't even taken in her question.
He was far too concerned by her own drawn appearance.


"Kim, you look awful," he
blurted.


"Thanks a lot."


"I mean, are you OK?" he looked
at her anxiously, "what's the matter?"


Kim shook her head a little.


"Fine," she said, "shit,
Rob, you really look bad."


"Bloody mutual appreciation
society," mumbled Robin. He caught Kim's eye and despite everything both
gave a tiny smile. Oh, that was good. That was so good. Robin closed his eyes.
"Kim, I miss you," he whispered.


"Rob, this isn't the time," Kim
hissed, feeling uncomfortable.


"Please," Robin couldn't stop
the words from coming out, "can I see you? Properly? I can't do this any
more."


"Robin," Kim began, her face
fraught with worry and her mouth open, words threatening to come forth but before
they had a chance a voice called,


"Kimberley Stringer."


Kim froze. She closed her eyes and gave a
sigh.


"My turn," she whispered.


"Kim, please –" Robin began but
the name called her again.


"I've got to go," Kim whispered,
her heart aching at the thought of walking away, "I'm sorry, Rob."


"Kim…" Robin called as she
turned and walked away.


She didn't dare look back. She couldn't.
Otherwise she might never get into the courtroom and end up charged with
contempt of court. She forced herself to move forward and to concentrate on the
task ahead. If she thought about Robin she would only fall apart, and this
really wouldn't be a good time for the tears to start falling.


*  *  *


"Can you describe Mr White's mental
state when he arrived on the roof?"


Kim took a deep breath. She gripped the
stand as her head spun a little. This really wasn't a good day for standing for
long periods of time. Or having to look at Evan's beard.


"He was desperate," she said,
"he was a man on the edge. He was on the verge of losing everything."


"In your opinion, would you say that
Evan was capable of rational thought by this point?"


Kim shook her head.


"No."


"Do you feel that he may have been
capable of making decisions that he wouldn't have made under any other
circumstances?"


Kim hesitated.


"I think," she said, "that
he would have done anything to stop the truth coming out by that point. He
would have made any decision if it led to Layton's demise."


The lawyer nodded.


"No further questions," he said.


Kim shuddered a little as the lawyer for
the defence approached. She recalled Robin's haunted expression. She wasn't
looking forward to this.


"Ms Stringer," he began,
"prior to the incident on the roof top had you met Mister White
before?"


"No, I hadn't."


"So you have no baseline of behaviour
to compare?"


"No."


"So how can you judge whether he was,
as you say, a man on the edge if you don't know what he is naturally
like?"


Kim took a deep breath.


"I know the difference between
someone who is just having a bad day and someone whose life is falling
apart," she said.


"How did you come to be involved in
the rooftop confrontation?"


"Alex and Robin asked me for
help."


"Yes, now, where exactly did you meet
Alex?"


Kim hesitated.


"At work," she said.


"You… left your job as a detective
sergeant in two thousand and three, is that right?"


Kim hesitated.


"Yes."


"Leaving very little crossover in
which you and Ms Drake could have met," he said, "in fact, we can
find no record of you working together."


Kim bit her lip.


"Must have met at a conference
then," she said quietly.


"And Robin Thomas," the lawyer
continued, "how did you meet him?"


Kim took a deep breath.


"I…" she had no idea what to
say. "I think we met at the tattoo studio," she said.


"Ahh yes,that brings us to Mister
Thomas's desire to tattoo his police dogs…"


"That was a personal joke," Kim
said tightly, "the media blew that out of all proportion."


"Objection," the prosecution's
lawyer cried, "this had no bearing on the case."


"Your honour, I am merely trying to
establish the mental standing of two of the main witnesses."


"Objection sustained."


The lawyer sighed.


"Very well." He turned back to
Kim. "Alex Drake woke from a prolonged deep coma on New year's day. Your
medical records show that you spent some time in a comatose state following a
knife wound to the stomach in two thousand and three. Is that true?"


Kim bristled. Her stomach churned
horribly.


"Yes," she said tightly.


"Following your coma and your
struggle for survival you changed your name, left your job, ended your
relationship and moved." The lawyer looked at her with a raised eyebrow.
"Do you feel that you were capable of rational decisions at that
time?"


"Objection!"


"I am trying to establish the
witness's understanding of someone being in strong mental health as opposed to
someone who may be capable of irrational or illegal decisions."


"Objection overruled. Ms Stringer,
please answer the question."


Kim swallowed.


"When you go through a near death
experience," her voice wobbled, "you realise how precious life can
be. I used that as a chance to make changes in my life."


"Not all wise ones, it seems,"
the lawyer commented, "since you have recently reverted to your previous
name and rejoined CID."


Kim felt herself getting angry.


"I loved my new life but I missed the
work I used to do. It was catching Layton that inspired me to go back."


"You say you loved your new
life," the lawyer began, "but I see from your medical records that
you used anti-depressants and tranquilisers extensively for several years after
your coma."


"Objection."


"Sustained."


"I retract my comment." The
Lawyer looked at Kim. "Is it true that, in two thousand and four, your
family were so concerned about your mental state that they enquired about
sectioning?"


Kim's mouth fell open and her stomach
lurched.


"How did you know about that?"
she breathed, shaking from head to toe.


"Answer the question, yes or
no?"


"Yes," Kim cried.


"Could it be possible that feeling an
affinity for Alex's situation led you to become too emotionally involved with
her determination to escape her godfather's plans to have her sectioned…"


"No!"


"…and clouded your judgement about
the accused?"


"No!"


"Is it true that you see the
parallels between what happened with Mister White and his Goddaughter and your
family's concern for your own mental health…"


"Absolutely not!"


…" and are using this as way to
avenge your own situation by laying false blame on Evan?"


That was the moment Kim's insides decided
to purge themselves all over the stand. In a moment of horror and humiliation
she couldn't hold back any longer the nausea that she'd been suffering all day
and she vomited violently. Gasps of horror and cries of disgust went up from
around the courtroom while the judge declared,


"Court is in recess while the witness
takes a break for medical assessment," he paused, "and while I call
the cleaners and get a mop and a bucket…"


*  *  *


Robin looked on in confusion and people
started pouring out of the court. He frowned and got to his feet.


"What's going on?" he asked a
random person.


"Witness threw up all over the stand,"
he said, "and half the jury."


"What?" Robin looked around
urgently, "Kim?" He spotted her through the crowd being led out by
the prosecution lawyer, looking frail and pasty. "Kim!"


He pushed his way through the crowd to
reach her, anxious for her wellbeing. No one was more surprised to see him
heading through than Kim.


"Rob?" she glanced around.


"Kim, what's happened?" he
cried, his heart thumping with anxiety.


"Nothing," Kim looked down.


"She needs some air," the lawyer
said.


"Kim, I'm worried about you,"
Robin said urgently, "please, talk to me?"


"You can't talk while court is in
recess," the lawyer told him, "she'll be going back in in a few
minutes. She can't talk to the other witnesses.


"But I'm her –" he froze in
horror at what he'd almost said. He'd almost declared himself to be her plus
one. He coughed a little and continued, "her friend, I'm worried about
her."


"I'm fine, Rob, it was all getting a
bit much for me, that's all," Kim said quietly.


"But Kim –"


"You can talk to her
afterwards," the lawyer told him, hurrying her away before they could get
in trouble for communicating.


Robin watched her walking away and felt
his concern growing. She wasn't right. There was something wrong and he just
wanted to look after her. It broke his heart to see her in a state and even
more that was the fact that he couldn't even be with her to make sure she was
alright.


It was as he watched her disappear into a
side room that he realised something. Not once during his questioning had he
corrected the lawyers who referred to him as Mister Thomas. Not once had he
said 'It's Shoebury-Thomas'. Not once had he used his full name. A terrible
pang of guilt overcame him as he recognised that slip.


He started to realise he had more to think
about than even he realised.


 


 


 

















Chapter
Twenty-Two


 


 


Kim stood in court again having been given
the all-clear to continue. She wasn't sure about their methods for deciding
whether or not a witness was fit to continue. Checking her blood pressure and
making sure her tongue wasn't covered in green spots wasn't exactly a thorough
examination. She felt just slightly better and managed to refrain from causing
anymore environmental disasters over the jury as the defence lawyer tried to
make out that she had a vendetta against Evan because both her and Alex had
been in comas. Despite it raising her blood to boiling point she really didn't
feel the defence had a very strong case. If that was the best they could do
then Evan was, to put it politely, fucked.


As she was dismissed from the stand she began
to panic. She knew Robin would be waiting outside and she wasn't up to a
confrontation. She knew she was supposed to hang around until the end of the
day but she had to avoid that. There was nowhere to hide at the courts and she
had to find a way to escape.


She had a quiet word with the lawyer for
the prosecution.


"I'm still feeling unwell," she
said weakly, "is there any way that I can leave?" she put on a face
as though she was about to be sick again and sent the lawyer into a panic,
setting about organising special dispensation for dismissing her early. They
even saw her out of a side exit so that she could avoid crowds outside gathered
to see what was becoming of Shamed Beard Model Evan White. Kim couldn't have
cared less about the idiot press, she was just relieved to avoid Robin. she
needed some time to think. Just seeing him had thrown her into a tailspin.


Aside from anything else, there was a part
of her that hoped spending time apart would kill her feelings for him. She
hoped that by spending time away from him would put them into perspective but
instead she had ended up thinking about him all of the time. It only helped to
show her how much she felt for him.


So much for that idea.


*  *  *


Robin frantically dialled her number but
again only voicemail responded. This time he had to leave a message, he knew
this was probably breaking her rules but he didn't care.


"Kim," his heart pounded even
talking to her voicemail., "It's me. Listen, I know what you said but I'm
so worried about you. After today, I'm… I'm scared that something's wrong and
you're not telling me. I'm so worried about you, Kim. Please, call me?"


He felt anxious and sick as he hung up and
paced around the flat. All he could see in his mind was Kim's pasty face,
looking so unlike the Kim he knew. He couldn't rest, he couldn't relax, and as
day turned to night he couldn't sleep. Even a nightcap of brandy did nothing to
help and he found himself pacing the floor, desperately hoping for a call or a
text or anything.


"What's the matter with you,
Kim?" he whispered to himself as he stared at the ceiling. He lay on the
bed, imagining her lying in his arms again. He cursed himself for letting his
mind go there but he knew he'd give the earth to feel her warm body pressed
against his again.


*  *  *


Kim pulled her knees up to her chest and
cried silently in bed as Linda slept soundly beside her. She could hear Robin's
anxious voicemail playing over and over in her mind. Just listening to his
voice had set her pulse racing. Thinking about his words and the concern he
showed for her sent butterflies through her unsettled tummy.


She turned over, her tears leaving a pool
on the pillow. Just a few month earlier life had been so simple and now the
complications had been layered on with a trowel. She slowly climbed from bed
and tiptoed downstairs with her mobile. She began to dial Robin's number but
thought better of it when she saw the time. She didn't want to wake him, and
besides - what if she woke Linda? How was she going to explain a three a.m.
phone call?


She sank onto the couch and stared at the
blank TV screen for some time. Her life felt like a bloody TV show now. Too
strange to be real. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply. Things were
getting too deep now. She knew she had to talk to Robin.


Tomorrow, she told herself, Tomorrow I'll
call him. We'll sort this out together. But she couldn't help worrying what
would come of their meeting.


*  *  *


Robin had done no work. He couldn't. His
thoughts wouldn't stop going round and round in his head and his worries were
choking him, as though they had him by the throat. He couldn't stop thinking
about her. His brain basically had three subjects going on inside it: 1. Kim,
2. Worrying about Kim and 3. Thinking about doing unmentionable things to Kim
on his desk. The last of the three was by far the most worrying. He hated
himself for it. He even found himself thinking about braving her squidgy bits.


When the phone on his desk rang it made
him jump a mile. He lifted the receiver quickly and said,


"Hello?"


"Robin?"


Oh my god. That was the voice he wanted to
hear most in the world but also the one he least expected to hear from.


"Kim?" she sounded distant and
quiet, "oh, I am so glad you called."


"You are?"


"I've been worried sick," Robin
told her a little breathlessly, "didn't you get my message?"


There was a moment's pause.


"Yes, I did," Kim whispered.


She sounded a little tearful and Robin
wondered if it had upset her. Maybe he shouldn't have called her.


"Kim, are you OK?" he asked.


Kim hesitated.


"Robin, I really need to see
you," she whispered.


Robin's heart started doing very strange
things as he heard those words.


"You do?" he whispered,
"where? When?"


Kim hesitated.


"Can…. Can you come over now?"
she asked quietlty.


"Where are you?" Robin asked.


"I'm at home," said Kim.


"At home?" he frowned, "I
thought you'd be working today?"


Kim seemed to hesitate awkwardly.


"Please can you just come?" she
asked, "Linda's at work, the boys are at school, there's no one else
here."


Robin's concern started to grow.


"Of course," he whispered,
"I'll be there as soon as I can."


He hurried out of work, making more
excuses. It felt like that was all he ever did these days - snuck out of work
and made excuses. The reason behind it usually involved Kim somewhere along the
line.


He wasn't even sure how he made it to her
house on one piece. He was shaking with anxiety the whole way. He worried about
everything – what she was going to say, what was wrong with her the day before,
whether this was going to be the end of them – he drove himself crazy. When he
finally got to her house he was io as much of a state as he was after the
defence lawyer questioned him the day before.


The Kim who answered the door wasn't the
Kim he was used to seeing. She was pale, scared, seemed like a worried little
girl. His concern grew right away as he stepped inside and wished that he knew
if it would be alright to hug her.


"Kim," he breathed, "what's
the matter?" he was a whisker away from telling her she looked awful but
remembered how well those comments went down with each other the day before.


Kim quietly led him through to the lounge
and sat down on the couch. He sank down beside her and stared into her eyes.
They were full of worry and he'd never seen her like this before.


"I'm sorry, Rob," she whispered,
"I'm really sorry."


"Sorry?" he took a risk and
reached for her hand, "for what?"


Kim took a deep breath.


"Well, first of all for dragging you
away from work," she said.


Robin gave a tiny smile.


"Work or Kim," he said,
"that's not a hard choice."


"secondly, for worrying you,"
she said quietly.


Robin looked a little more seriously at
her.


"Kim, that's my job," he said,
"if I don't worry about you then I'm not a very good friend, am I?"


Kim swallowed.


"Is that what you are?" she
whispered.


Robin took a deep breath.


"I was hoping that might be what you
were going to tell me," he whispered.


Kim bit her lip and stared at Robin.
Involuntarily he found himself licking his lips, just the connection between
their eyes brought on the desire to share a kiss.


"Rob, I haven't stopped thinking
about you," Kim's words were not easy to say. "I didn't realise
before how much…"


Robin stared anxiously as she trailed off.


"How much what?" he breathed,
but there was something the matter as Kim closed her eyes flinched and seemed
to swallow down some sort of violent hiccup. "Kim?" his anxiety began
to rise again, "Kim, what's the matter?"


Kim closed her eyes, took a deep breath
and gave a slow nod, as if to say, "I'll be with you in a moment".
Robin waited nervously until she opened her eyes, started to breathe normally
again and looked at him seriously.


"I'm sorry," she whispered.


"Are you still being sick?"
Robin asked quietly. She closed her eyes and nodded. It looked like a tear
started to roll down her face bit he wasn't sure. "Kim, I'm really worried
about you. Something's got to be wrong, this can't be from that pill you took,
that was two weeks ago, wasn't it?"


Kim opened her eyes and stared at Robin.
Her hand started to tremble within his.


"Robin," she whispered, "I
don't think it worked."


Robin hesitated. He stared at her, unsure
what she was trying to say.


"What didn't?" he whispered.


This time there was definitely a tear.


"The morning after pill," she
whispered.


Robin stared at her. It took a good few
moments for her words to develop meaning. Finally, combined with the line of
her tears, it began to sink in. He moved back just a little in shock and a hand
rose to his mouth.


"Shit," he breathed. His eyes
didn't break contact with hers once, "w-what happened? I mean…" Robin
didn't really know very much about the female anatomy or reproduction,
"why… wouldn't it work? How do you know?"


Kim trembled as she whispered,


"It's not a hundred percent
guaranteed, Rob. And I was sick after I took it… I had to take it again, but I
was sick again. And I guess I didn't get enough of it absorbed before…"
she did a slight impression of throwing up which she instantly regretted as she
almost did the real thing.


Robin bit his lip.


"Fuck," he whispered,
"...do you know for certain?"


Kim shook her head.


"I haven't tested," she
whispered.


"But you think…?"


Kim looked down.


"The morning sickness," she
whispered, "I always get it bad. I did with both my boys." She closed
her eyes as she found herself having to revisit memories she didn't want to think
about. "And in the other world… I mean, I didn't even know I was pregnant,
but I was really sick. Thought it was bloody hangovers."


Robin shuffled forward just a little and
took her other hand.


"I thought there was something wrong
yesterday," he whispered.


"Been sick for the last couple of
days" Kim whispered.


"Couldn't it be a virus?" Robin
asked.


"It could be," Kim said quietly,
"but I don't think a virus can give me sore nipples." She noticed the
horrified look on Robin's face and regretted mentioning that body part,
"Sorry… I'm sorry Rob, forget about the nipples."


"I wish I could," Robin
blanched. He took a deep breath, trying to absorb her words. "Are you…
alright?" he asked, "aside from the sickness?"


Kim swallowed and nodded.


"It's all familiar territory,"
she whispered, "I've been here before. My body's gone into repeat
mode."


"You really think you're
pregnant?" Robin found himself shaking a little as Kim nodded and tried to
bite back tears.


"I'm sorry," she whispered.


"Why are you sorry?" Robin found
himself drawing closer to her, "we both messed up, Kim, neither of us
thought about what we were doing, because neither or us expected it to
happen." His head felt like it might explode with the enormity of the
situation. "Oh god, Kim... I'm so sorry. I… I didn't think... I mean, I
can't father a child… I'm gay…"


"I had the same reasoning about why I
couldn't be pregnant in ninety five," Kim shook her head, "except
without the 'man' part, obviously... and I can tell you that doesn't mean a
thing."


Robin closed his eyes and breathed deeply.
He couldn't quite take this in.


"But you say… you don't know for
certain, right?"


"I haven't tested yet," Kim
confirmed.


"Why not?"


"I haven't been able to get out the
house to buy one," Kim said weakly, "when I called you it was the
first time I'd left the bathroom since six this morning."


A horrible feeling of guilt filled Robin's
chest. He found himself reaching around her and holding her tightly. It was all
that he could do. He knew that this was a situation that neither of them wanted
to be in, neither did they know what to do, but he needed her to know that she
wasn't alone. He felt wretched and awful for his part in it, but he would be
there no matter what happened next.


"We'll get one," he whispered,
"then you test. I'll be here."


"I'm so scared," Kim whispered.
Robin had never heard her like that before. It made him feel as though he
wanted to protect her.


"Me too," he whispered,
"but I know how strong you are. We'll get through this."


Kim pulled away from him a little and
whispered,


"What do we do?"


Robin took a deep breath. If he still
couldn't face squidgy bits then this was going to be a true test of his
feelings for Kim.


"I'll get one," he said.


"One what?"


"A test," Robin found himself
blushing a rotten shade of beetroot, "one of those… pee things. We'll go
from there."


Kim knew she looked a mess. She felt even
worse than she looked. But as Robin stood up to carry out his promise she felt
a little comfort for the first time since she'd made the horribly misguided
decision to spend time apart from him. She stood up slowly, her stomach
rolling, and stared at him.


"Rob," she whispered.


Robin looked at her.


"Hmm?"


Kim started to shake. There was a terrible
fear running through her body. She leaned forward and whispered, "In
answer to your question. Friend doesn't begin to cover it."


She trembled as she closed her eyes and
reached for his face. The kiss she gave him was gentle and soft, not like the
wild passion they'd succumbed to two weeks before but born of a closeness that
she knew now was never going to go away. It made Robin's heart flip over in his
chest. He reached forward and slowly stroked the side of her face.


"Whatever happens," he
whispered, "I'm not going anywhere."


As he left the gravity of the situation
started to sink in for him. He couldn't believe what was happening and he
cursed himself for the stupidity that led them to it in the first place. But he
wouldn't let her down. If the test was negative then they were going to have a
hell of a lot to talk about – the worry had cut short Kim's intended period of
'space' and brought them to confess the depth of their feelings. There was no
going back from that now. And if the test was positive? Well, they'd have to
cross that bridge when they came to it.


 


 


 

















Chapter
Twenty-Three


 


 


Robin was the one feeling sick as he
trudged to the chemist. He felt stupid, guilty and very, very scared. This was
ridiculous. He couldn't possibly be in this situation, could he? How had this
even started? How had any of this started? It seemed impossible. He shook his
head as he tried to work out what to do. He knew how scared Kim was of losing
her family. If she was pregnant then their strange relationship wasn't exactly
going to be very easy to keep under wraps. What the hell would she tell Linda?
"Surprise! Got a present for you…" There was a tiny part of Robin
that wondered if she was even going to do that. She had asked him to be a donor
not long ago. He had a feeling this wasn't what she had in mind though.


With all the times they'd ended up in the
middle of bursts of passion before one or the other had run away why the hell
hadn't Robin bought condoms? He supposed he just didn't think they would have
the strength to go through with it. Maybe he underestimated how much he was
feeling for her. That was what gave him the strength to fight his natural urges
and to give in to the bond between them.


A horrible fear gripped him. Kim was so
scared of losing her family that he was terrified she'd take the ultimate step
to save her marriage if the test was positive. Robin didn't know how he felt
about the idea of fatherhood, it was something he'd never thought about until
Kim said those words half an hour earlier – "I don't think it's
worked" – but the thought that she might not want to go through the
pregnancy killed him inside.


His anxiety was rising. He really thought
he might throw up on the pavement. Maybe he was having a sympathetic pregnancy,
he wondered, then cursed himself for being so stupid.


There it was; the chemist. The massive
chemist that stretched over about four floors. Where the hell was he going to
locate the damn things? Her stepped inside and studied the floor plan in the
entrance. 1st Floor: Family Planning.


"There was no planning, that was the
problem," Robin muttered.


He felt his face go red as he even thought
about buying the damn thing. Feeling like an idiot, he finally located the
counter and found himself overwhelmed with tests to choose from. What the hell
was he supposed to get? Did he have to pee on it too, or was that just being
really stupid now? Too many brands… digital pregnancy tests? Whist was the
point of that? Could you watch TV on it while you were waiting? Besides,
wouldn't peeing on it destroy the electronics?


Oh god, the choice was overwhelming. And
why did they have to put them right next to the condoms? Like they were taking
the piss. "Ha ha, you didn't use one of these so now you have to get one
of THESE!"


Feeling as though his face was about to go
up in flames, he grabbed two tests and started to head to the counter then
turned around and grabbed a packet of condoms too. Just in case. He told
himself off for it but he had found himself thinking about the next time. What
if the test was negative and they ended up in bed again? Next time he'd be
prepared. Maybe he'd even go near the squidgy bits. Maybe.


That was if he survived the pregnancy test
humiliation first.


"Robin?"


Shit. Shit, shit, shit. Shit, who the hell
was saying his name and how was he going to hide two pregnancy tests and a box
of condoms before turning around?


He looked over his shoulder and found
Molly standing behind him. Of all the people. Oh god, how was he going to get
rid of her?


"Uh, hi," he said quietly. He
tried a strange manoeuvre as he turned around, gradually moving the tests
behind his back. If only he'd grabbed a basket. He could have thrown a box of
tissues on the top.


Molly was looking a little gaunt, as
though she hadn't slept or eaten in weeks. The stress of Evan's trial had taken
its toll and she was showing the results. It made Robin's heart ache to think
of what that girl had gone through.


"I haven't seen you since Layton… the
barge…" Molly said quietly.


Robin glanced down.


"I know," he said quietly,
"how are you?"


Molly shrugged. She hated people asking
that question.


"Robin," she began, "can I
ask you something,?"


As long as it's not why I'm carrying two
pregnancy tests and a box of condoms, thought Robin but he nodded.


"Of course."


"When we were on the boat I didn't
understand some things," Molly said.


"Like what?"


"Like why you and Kim kept calling
him Keats."


Robin froze. Shit. He took a deep breath.


"It was his nickname," he lied,
"like an alias so people didn't know it was him. We knew about it from his
files."


Molly didn't seem convinced. She stared at
him doubtfully.


"You were talking about mum's car
crash," she said. Robin flinched. He thought Molly was asleep and too far
away to hear over the stinky cheesy music.


"Was I?"


Molly nodded.


"What did you mean about… sending her
home?" Molly whispered.


Robin felt tears coming to his eyes. It
started to grip him with anxiety. He swallowed and didn't know what to say.


"You must haven misheard," he
said with a shaky voice, "I didn't say that. Must have been the noise of
the radio."


Molly shook her head slowly.


"You were talking about that Gene
person again too," Molly said quietly.


Robin looked away. He shook his head and
said quietly,


"Molly… I'm sorry. This isn't a good
time."


"Never is, is it?" Molly said
crossly.


"I have to get to the counter and
then get back to –" he began as his grip on one of the tests loosened and
the box plopped on the floor. Shit. He wished fruitlessly that Molly hadn't
noticed but the box had already caught her eye and she bent down to pick it up.


"Now you can test four days before
your period is due," she read out, then looked at him and let a childish
giggle escape. "And where are you due, Robin?"


"It's for a colleague at work,"
Robin hissed, not telling a complete lie. He snatched it back from her but sent
the other items tumbling to the floor. Feeling like he was trapped in a
slapstick comedy he gave a groan of frustration as Molly picked up the second
test.


"Ooh, this one can test six days
before your period is due!" she taunted.


"Give me that," Robin snatched
it back as she picked up the condoms.


"And I think it's a bit late for
these…" Molly continued.


"Yes, thank you," Robin snapped
as he grabbed them back and began to march towards the counter.


"Robin," Molly called after him.


Robin wanted to just keep on walking and
ignore her but after a few paces he slowed down, glanced around and gave a
sigh.


"What?"


Molly looked downcast now. The teasing was
over.


"You'll have to tell me sometime, you
know," she said.


Robin bit his lip. He really didn't want
to have to be the one to do that.


"Bye, Molly," he said quietly.


He took his items to the counter where the
shop assistant laughed at him quite openly.


"You do understand which of these
items you're supposed to use first, don't you sir?" she said.


Robin scowled, blushed and wished that he
could disappear through a hole in the ground.


"Yes," he said, "can you
tell which of my fists I'm going to use first?"


"Temper temper," the shop
assistant told him, handing him a bag with the items in.


Robin marched angrily to the exit where he
set off the alarm and a burly seven-foot security guard descended upon him,
emptied his purchases on the floor, loudly checked them off against his receipt
and them broadcast far and wide to his colleagues,


"It's alright – It looks like the
electronic tag wasn't disabled on this PREGNANCY TEST."


"This is it," Robin shook his
head, "this is how I die. I survived car crashes. I survived Keats. I
survived massive blood loss and a heart attack. But I am never going to survive
the humiliation of this."


He'd learnt his lesson. That was it, he
was never having sex again. Not with anyone. Male, female – his sexual organs
would be decommissioned forever.


Just as he was crossing the road outside
the chemist he saw a vaguely familiar man talking to two youths. He frowned and
tried to place the face. It wasn't for a few moments that he recognised him.


"Billy Hocker," Robin hissed.
The very same man who'd helped break Nailer out of prison. He couldn't believe
it – the audacity of it! Immediately he started to run towards him. Billy glanced
around, saw a flash of uniform and took flight.


Clutching his bag under one arm, Robin ran
at speed along one side road after anther in pursuit of him. His legs took him
at a fast pace, never taking his eyes off the prize. It was after a little
while that he noticed the white van that seemed to be running beside him. He
gave it a slight sideways glance. It was unnerving him. Something wasn't quite
right here. He considered abandoning the pursuit of Billy Hocker and heading
back to Kim's before letting the station know who he'd seen but before he had a
chance the van drew up in front of him and two men jumped out of the back.


Before he knew what was happening, one of
them had clobbered him around the head with something large and blunt and
suddenly Robin, plus his tests, found themselves well on the way to visiting
mister Nick Nailer, whether they wanted to or not.


 

















Chapter
Twenty-Four


 


 


The searing pain through the back of his
head was the first thing Robin felt as he awoke. For a moment he wasn't sure what
had happened and he wondered if he'd been on some kind of bender, but as he
slowly pulled himself upright and felt round to the back of his head he found
his hair damp and matted with blood. He stared at the red staining on his
fingers and frowned a little, trying to work out what the hell had happened. He
remembered chasing Billy, and the van that had blocked his path. He should have
known Billy wouldn't be alone.


"Insurance," he mumbled as he
looked around.


He seemed to be in the back of the van.
There were a couple of spades, a big white sheet covering some boxes and a
couple of tools. At his feet sat a chemist's bag. He groaned. Even in the
middle of being kidnapped he couldn't escape the damn pregnancy tests.


He tried to get his bearings and block out
the pain radiating through his head. He scrambled around in his pockets and
found his mobile phone. Surprised that no one had thought to take it he assumed
that he'd been thrown in the van in haste and that they hadn't had time to
check his pockets. They must have assumed he wouldn't wake up yet.


With shaking hands he dialled Kim's number
and waited. It rang three times before she answered it.


"Hello?"


The sound of her voice was wonderful to
hear.


"Kim."


"Robin?" she sounded a little
cross, "Robin, where the hell are you? I've been waiting for ages."


Robin bit his lip.


"I've had a little… set back,"
he cringed.


"What kind of a setback?" Kim
demanded.


Robin looked around.


"Well, a big setback," he
whispered.


"I knew you'd chicken out," Kim
said crossly, "I knew you wouldn't get the test."


"Oh no, I got that," Robin said
quietly.


"Then what's the matter? Are you on
your way back?"


Robin closed his eyes a little.


"Not really," he mumbled.


"Then where are you?"


"I've been kidnaped," Robin felt
extremely stupid for saying those words.


"You… what?" Kim thought he was
winding her up. "Well what about my test?"


"That's kind of been kidnapped as
well."


"What the hell are you talking about
Rob?" she demanded.


Robin took a deep breath.


"It's Nailer's guy," he hissed,
"Billy Hocker. I saw him, chased him. He wasn't alone and these guys got
out a van, and…" he trailed off as he thought he heard someone talking.
"Look, Kim, if I go quiet suddenly it's because I'm having to pretend to
be unconscious again."


"Again?" Kim's panic began to
set in, "what do you mean 'again'?"


"They knocked me out," Robin
whispered.


Now he could hear her starting tro freak
oout.


"What? What did they do? Where are
you? Are you OK?"


"I'm OK," Robin said as he wiped
a little more blood away from his head, "…ish. But I don't know where I
am. Look, Kim, I'll have to cut this call. I don't know where they're taking me
up they're bound to come and get me soon. Please, please let the station know I
need help. I'll try to keep my phone with me."


"Stick it in your underpants?"
Kim suggested.


At first Robin thought she was insulting
him but then realised that was probably the one place they weren't going to
look.


"Good idea," he said, "Kim…
I'll be in touch if I can."


"Rob?" her voice sounded
tearful, "Pleased… please be careful?"


Robin felt a little choked up.


"I will," he whispered. There
was something else he wanted to end the call with but he didn't think this was
a good time to say it so instead he hung up and slipped the phone carefully
inside his pants. "God, I hope this thing's not on vibrate." That
would have been a fine thing to explain away.


He laid lack and closed his eyes, doing
his best impression of an unconscious person. He didn't know what the hell was
going to happen next, only that he had to survive this intact. Where once he'd
have done anything to cross to Simon now he felt torn right down the middle. He
couldn't stand the thought of being taken away from Kim and wanted to stay
right where he was, and that involved staying safe.


*  *  *


Just as her sickness had started to abate
so nausea of another kind started to plague Kim. Sickness of worry. She'd
thought Robin's call was a wind-up at first. Now she would have done anything
to hear the words 'April fool' or 'got you'.


The anxiety that gripped her was immense.
She couldn't remember ever being so scared by another person's safety.


"Come on, Rob," she whispered as
she tried to pull herself together, "you've got to make it through this.
You've got to be safe."


She didn't know what to do first. She had
no idea. Call the station? Go there in person? Head out on the street on a
fruitless trail for him? She tried to calm herself down a little as she took a
deep breath. Her worrying was getting her nowhere.


Eventually she made a call to DI March and
then set off as fast as possible to the station, trying to fight back tears
that were growing with every moment that passed. Her stomach was in knots and
she had a strange feeling inside her, something she'd never really felt before.
It was that feeling that knowing if someone close to her lost their life then
she wouldn't want to keep living herself.


She arrived at the station to find Robin's
picture plastered all over the whiteboard with arrows drawn all over the pace.
March glanced up as she walked in.


"DC Stringer," he began,
"have you got your projectile vomiting under control?"


Kim flinched. She'd called in sick that
morning and given March a very verbal demonstration of the issue while on the
phone. She was sure he hadn't needed to hear that.


"As long as no one reminds me about
it," she whispered.


March looked at her. Her skim was so pale
and her eyes sunken. She looked a bit like a corpse.


"Well, sit at the back and you can
make a dash for the doors if you need to," he said, "told you not to
eat at McDonalds."


Kim rolled her eyes and sank into a chair.
She couldn't think about anything but Robin. Was he even still alive?


"DC Stringer received the call from
Chief Inspector Thomas at eleven thirty three this morning," he told his
team, "we're getting his phone records from the phone company and
hopefully we can get a trace on where his phone is now. We have to bear in mind
that they are likely to find and remove the phone though."


"Not if they don't look down
there," mumbled Kim.


"He took chase after Billy Hocker
outside the large chemist's in the high street this morning. CCTV footage
confirms Hocker talking to two youths. We are pulling stills of the men who
have abducted him. We do have the footage of his abduction."


To Kim's horror, DI March played a
recording of Robin's head being smashed by a large plank of wood and his body
dropping limply to the ground. She hadn't been expecting it for some reason and
it caused her to react in a way that she hadn't anticipated, a gasp and a cry
coming from her throat. Her colleagues turned to look at her, staring and
mocking her slightly.


"I don't see what's so funny!"
she cried, "that's my –" she froze suddenly. She wasn't sure what she
was about to describe Robin as but it was most likely something they hadn't even
come close to talking about. She swallowed and tried again, "my best
friend and one of the most highly respected men in this station." She
narrowed her eyes at the men in the room. "Can I remind you that if it
wasn't for him you'd probably all be sporting Evan-esque beards?"


Her words seemed to shake them up. They
muttered apologies and nodded slowly.


"Sorry, Kim," they said quietly.


Kim slowly sank back into her seat, still
a little shocked by her own outburst.


"That's better," she mumbled.


"I need you all down to the street
where his abduction took place," said March, "we've got witnesses to
interview and more footage to examine. Stringer," he glanced at Kim,
"go home.


"No bloody chance," muttered
Kim.


"You're in no fit state to be here
and too emotionally involved"


Kim turned bright red. She knew that was
true. She also knew that March had no idea how emotionally involved she was.
She shook her head slowly and said,


"I have to be out there. I can't
leave him in danger."


"You'll put yourself and your team in
danger if you turn up and puke on Nailer's head," said March, "go
home and stay by the phone where we can keep you posted."


"But…"


"That's an order, Stringer."


Kim stared at him and scowled. A feeling
of anger was bubbling up inside of her. She didn't like taking orders,
especially ones that involved leaving Robin in danger. She shook her head but
slowly got to her feet.


"Fine," she muttered, "I'll
go home."


As she began to leave the room she knew
that the only reason she was going home was to wait for another call from
Robin. If there was any way that he could contact her, she knew that he would.
She loved the way that he called her instead of 999 or any of the team involved
on the Nailer case at the station. Her. She was the one he linked with his safety.
That made her feel strangely warm inside.


Feeling buoyed by that realisation, she
climbed into her car and began the drive home, her heart pounding. Whenever
Robin called she'd be there waiting. And unlike March was busy asking questions
of people who would barely be able to tell him a thing she was going to wait to
hear it from Robin and know exactly what she was doing. She was going to make
sure Robin would be safe, and she would do it alone. Because that's what they
did - they looked after each other. They needed each other. They seemed to be
doing that a lot.


What did that say about them and their
destiny?


"We need each other," Kim
whispered as though realising for the first time.


It was a revelation that changed
everything for her deep inside.
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Robin kept his eyes closed as he felt the
van come to a halt and a few minutes later a couple of people started to move
him out.


"What's in the bag?" one of them
asked.


"Dunno," said the other one,
"bring it with you."


Robin almost sighed. Now he was going to
be humiliated all over again, he was sure. He kept himself dead-weight and gave
no indication that he was awake; the whole way until he found himself plopped
down on the floor.


"What now?" he heard one of them
say.


"Get Nailer. Ask him what he wants us
to do.


"Need something to tie him up
with."


"I'll tell Nailer, you get the
rope."


Robin waited, almost holding his breath,
until the two men left. He opened one eye a crack. It was dark in the room but
one tiny window shed a dim light over the space that appeared to be a storage
cupboard. Quickly he reached into his pants and pulled out his phone. There was
only one bar but he had enough signal to make a call. With his heart racing he
waited for Kim to respond.


"Robin?"


Hearing that voice filled Robin with hope.


"Kim, they've taken me to some
building," he hissed, "got to talk quietly and make it quick. Could
come back any time." He tried rattling the door handle gently but it
seemed to have been bolted from the other side. "Shit, can't get
out," he whispered.


"Have you any idea where you
are?" asked Kim.


Robin sighed.


"Not really," he said. He looked
at the tiny window near the ceiling. "Hang on…" he climbed upon a big
box and stood on tip-toes to see out of it. It could have been no more than six
inches high. "There's a tiny window, Kim. I can see out… there's a lorry.
Carter's Logistics. Ring any bells?"


"I know where that is," said
Kim, "Is it just a van or are you actually on the premises?"


"Don't know," hissed Robin. He tried
to look around. "No, I can see another one, I'm pretty sure of it. Must be
on the premises."


"OK Rob, hold tight, I'm
coming," Kim told him.


"Get as much back up as
possible," said Robin, "no idea how many of Nailer's cronies are
here."


"Please stay safe?" Kim begged.


Her words did very strange things to
Robin's insides.


"I'll do my best," he whispered
and cut the call before someone could come back and threaten him with a rope.


He went back to his playing-dead potion
and not a moment too soon as the two goons returned, one of which had the
promised rope in his hands.


"He's not happy," the other was
saying, "don't know what the bloody hell to do to please the twat any
more."


"Oh bloody hell, here he comes,"
the only one commented as thunderous footsteps came in their direction.


"What a bloody bunch of
muppets," a third voice began. Robin half opened one eye to see what was
going on and blearily saw Nailer looming over the idiots at the doorway,
"this 'break out' is the gift that just keeps giving, isn't it? Like I
need to be checking over my shoulder every five minutes, now I have to worry
about some uniformed bozo you've snatched off the street?"


"He was going after Bill!" One
of the men protested.


"I don't care if he was going after
Bill Clinton!" cried Nailer, "Now I have to deal with this on top of
everything else?" he glanced at Robin who shut his eye abruptly. "How
long has he been out for? You haven't killed him have you?"


"I think he was still
breathing," one of the men said.


"Christ's sake… bugger off, the both
of you. Give me the rope." He sighed as he watched his two goons
disappear. "Bloody hell, if you want a job done properly…"


"…Don't kidnap a chief inspector
who's just had the most humiliating shopping trip of his life," hissed
Robin as he opened his eyes and snatched the rope from Nailer. It seemed like a
bit of a strange and risky reaction but Robin had just about had enough of
playing dead and it was time to get out of this damn situation. Nailer was out
of practice and his responses were not as sharp as they used to be so the last
thing he was expecting was a punch heading in his direction.


"Ugh!" Nailer found himself
knocked back as Robin grabbed his arm and turned him over. He pulled his arms
tightly behind his back and went at them with the rope while employing Simon's
previous tactic of sitting on him to make sure he wasn't going anywhere.


"What is it with you, hmm?"
cried Robin, "are you determined to 'accidentally' ruin my life with
everything you do? You killed my fucking dog! I went chasing after you, crashed
and my boyfriend died! Then you see fit to help Evan fucking White and his
stupid beard and suddenly that facial hair is all over the news and I get
dragged to court and torn apart as a witness for the prosecution, and now you manage
to kidnap me in the middle of the most humiliating shopping experience of my
life!"


"Hey, hey, calm down, cool your
head!" cried Nailer. He turned his head as far as he could to look at
Robin, "first of all, it's easier for me to talk when you're not sitting
on my back."


Reluctantly Robin climbed down. He
crouched in front of Nailer and folded his arms.


"And?"


Nailer sighed. He looked a little like a
slug with his arms tied behind his back.


"Well first of all," he began, a
little breathlessly, "I'm sorry about your dog." He genuinely looked
a little downhearted, "believe it or not I'm not in the business of
shooting defenceless animals. I fired a warning shot and she got in the way.
But I'm sorry. Secondly," he carried on without giving Robin the right of
reply about Cassandra, "you can't blame me for an accident that happened
when you were driving. Now, Evan… he'd a bit of a twat and he has the worst
facial hair this side of a werewolf movie but all he did was make a mistake. He
screwed up. Slept with a married woman. He wasn't the first and he won't be the
last."


Robin felt a terrible sense of guilt
attacking him at Nailer's words. That was very true. That's where Evan's
problems had started – sleeping with Caroline Price. And who was he to judge
about having an affair with a married woman?


"Yeah," he said quietly.


"His mistake was trying to bury it
all," said Nailer, "until it started to grow in the dark and by the
time the truth came into the light it had become a giant flesh-eating monster.
Now," he took a deep breath "as for your shopping trip, I have heard
about the contents of your bag and I'm sorry," he gave a tiny grin,
"we shouldn't have kidnapped someone in your condition."


"Oh, everyone's a fucking
comedian!" cried Robin as his pants started to vibrate.


Nailer looked even more amused.


"Well you're a medical marvel, aren't
you?" he commented.


"Shit," mumbled Robin. He fished
his phone from his trousers and found a text from Kim.


At building. Help on its way. x


"That your midwife?" asked
Nailer.


Robin put his phone away.


"You're going back behind bars,"
he said.


"Good," said Nailer.


Robin frowned.


"What?"


"I'm not up to this any more,"
said Nailer.


"I'm not in the mood for mind
games," said Robin.


"Straight up," said Nailer,
"I mean, it was all very well fifteen, twenty years ago… Look at me,
officer. How old do you think I look?"


Robin scrutinised him.


"Fifty seven?" he guessed.


Nailer's first instinct was to call Robin
a cheeky bugger but with a heavy heart he had to admit that he wasn't that far
off the mark.


"I'm fifty three," he sighed,
"Fifty three years old and crashing vehicles through fake panels in walls.
It's stupid. This is a young man's game, sir. I used to enjoy it, not denying
that. Loved the thrill of the escape, always staying one step ahead. Enjoyed
the money, few free samples. But I don't even do that stuff any more. Never got
that much into my own wares, you see. I knew when to stop. Part of me wanted to
get out for a long time but it's like an athlete who wants to keep defending their
title – I couldn't just give in and give up while I had my reputation. I'd
evaded you lot for decades. But now I've been on the other side of the prison
walls the game's lost its fun for me. I don't want to start running again. I
quite liked it in there."


Robin stared at him incredulously.


"Then why break out?" he asked.


"Because it seems I had a society of
numbskulls working away behind the scenes," sighed Nailer, "I didn't
send the word. I was happy enough with my lot. Just wanted to get on with it."
He sighed, wishing his hands weren't tied up so that he could scratch an itchy
leg. "My heart's gone out of the whole thing, Sir. I want to be left alone
to rest and grieve."


"Grieve?"


Robin had never seen someone on the other
side of the law with such sincerity in their eyes.


"Doesn't matter who she really
was," he said, "doesn't matter what she was paid to get close to me.
Doesn't matter what the detectives in their smart suits tell me. The fact is, I
still fell in love with her." He sighed. "Vicky."


Robin bit his lip. He'd seen the news.


"Victoria Stone," he said.


Nailer nodded.


"I should have known something was
up," he said, "you look at her and then you look at me and we're like
one of those what's wrong with this picture games. But I guess I wanted to
believe it. Love does that. Makes you blind." He let out his breath and
closed his eyes. "And they can say what they want… give me all the proof,
show me the brief, let me know for sure that she was one of them. But there
were moments we had that were all ours. They weren't in any brief. There's no
brief that's gonna tell her to cover my shoulders with the duvet on a cold
winter night. No brief that's going to tell her to look at me like she's going
to undress me right there and then. No brief that's going to tell her to feed
me strawberries and cream in bed."


Robin wrinkled up his nose.


"Not sure I needed that much
information," he said.


"The point is," Nailer looked at
him seriously, "whatever they say about her and whatever job she was
supposed to do, there's always that chance… that tiny possibility… that
somewhere underneath it she really felt something for me too." He had a
slightly pleading look in his eyes. "Isn't there?"


Robin hesitated. He knew some of the
background. He knew about Victoria's assignment, about her being undercover, he
knew about the way she died and that the drugs had gotten hold of her. But he
knew there was such a thing as going beyond the call of duty and no one in her
position was going to do the things that Nailer said just for the sake of being
undercover. And sometimes, just every now and then, the unexpected happens.


"I think," he said quietly,
"that where love is concerned, there are no rules."


He felt a lump in his throat as he spoke.
Nailer nodded to him gratefully.


"So," he said, "I do know
what you're going through. And I'm sorry your boyfriend died. I'm grieving too.
But at least I know what it's like to be in love." 


Robin bit his lip and nodded.


"Yeah," he whispered.


"It's too late for me now,"
Nailer sighed, "your mates will be round before I know it and I'll be back
inside in time for tea. I'm never going to meet the woman of my dreams in
there, am I? But you've got your life ahead of you. And now you've known what
it's like, you'll recognise it. The next time."


Robin felt himself breathing deeply. Who
would have thought it would take Nick Nailer of all people to talk some sense
into him?


"That's true," he said quietly.


They heard a clattering and the sound of
shouting outside, which brought Nailer to look back at Robin with a slight
smile on his face.


"That sounds like my taxi back to the
nick," he said.


Robin nodded.


"I think so," he said.


"Do me a favour, help me up,"
said Nailer, "can't wriggle around like a fish on the floor all
night."


Robin pulled Nailer to his feet and,
gripping the ropes, led him out of the door.


"Well, Mister Nailer," he began,
"I hope that you enjoy going back inside as much as you say."


"Sure I will," said Nailer,
"hope I haven't missed too much of the bloody pool tournament. I've got a
score to maintain."


As Robin pulled him into the corridor
outside he saw Kim in the middle of handcuffing one of the goons who'd
clobbered him and March arresting the other. All around were various people
being rounded up by officers and detectives and somewhere in the middle of it
all Robin led the main man through the crowd.


"Robin!" cried Kim as she saw
him.


Just seeing Kim made Robin's body tingle
from head to toe. Hearing her voice stole the breath from his body. He couldn't
fight the smile across his face as he looked at her.


"I'm fine, I'm fine," he said
quickly. He ignored the lump in his head and the blood that had matted his
hair.


"Bloody told me to go home, they
did," said Kim, "they were going to do this by asking stupid
passers-by for identical eye witness reports that told them nothing the CCTV
footage hadn't already shown them."


"DC Stringer, I am aware of my error
of judgement…" March began but his attention was drawn to Nailer smiling
amiably. "I see you've found our escapee," he said to Robin.


"It's a fair cop," said Nailer.
He looked at Robin, "And you were. A fair cop, that is. Cheers for
that."


"Can we start getting this lot
outside please?" Kim asked as the goon in her grasp tried to struggle away
and kicked her in the leg.


"With pleasure," said March.


Slowly the building began to empty and the
yard outside became increasingly full as various characters were loaded into
vans to be shipped off to the station with a nice comfy squad car for Nailer
himself. As the crowd began to disperse a little Robin and Kim glanced at each
other, smiled and found themselves drawn together. A lifetime felt like it had
passed since that morning. Robin looked at her with a fondness that he had
rarely known.


"Hey you," he said quietly. He
realised something that made him shudder. That was a greeting he used to use
for Simon all the time but rarely for another person. It seemed natural and
fitting to use it for Kim.


"Hey," she said quietly. There
was a look of concern on her face as she reached up and skimmed the side of his
head with her fingers. She didn't touch him hard enough to hurt him but just
enough to feel the blood that had dried around his hair. "Oh God, Rob,
what did they do to you?" she flinched, "I mean, I know what they did
to you… we all watched it…" she looked almost tearful. "I thought I
was going to lose you."


"Turned out Nailer wasn't bad… for a
bad guy," Robin said quietly.


"Rob, you have to get to hospital,
Kim told him, "you're probably concussed, or…"


"I'm fine," Robin said quickly,
"I'll be fine. Really."


"Not taking any chances," Kim
began to back away towards her car, "come on. Car's over this way."


"I've got to get back to the station
and give my statement," Robin protested.


"You're going to hospital if I have
to drag you there," said Kim, "look –"


She took a step towards Robin, her arms
held out to carry out her threat and use brute force if necessary but out of
the blue there was a deafening roaring noise followed by a loud crashing and
cracking sound. Before anyone could get their bearings, a car seemed to fly out
from nowhere, the shards of a secret panel in the building flying in all
directions as Billy Hocker took advantage of Nailer's main getaway technique to
secure his own freedom.


It all happened in such a blur that it
took a moment for anyone to realise what was going on but as Kim's body flew
through the air, spinning over and over as it hit the ground, Robin gave the
most dreadful cry of his life. He screamed out her name, over and over, ran to
her side and knelt on the ground by her face. The fear that gripped him inside
was beyond compare, the terror at the thought of losing Kim was crushing him,
tearing him in two.


"Call an ambulance!" he screamed
at no one and everyone, "call a fucking ambulance now!"


His eyes were already full of tears as he
held her hand and bent over her, crying out her name. He could barely see, he
could hardly function. All that he knew was that Kim was lying stony still on
the ground and suddenly his own life was losing all its meaning.
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Robin couldn't hear any of the voices
around him .He couldn't see any of the panicked faces, any of the frantic
scrambling around, any of the urgent calls to the station or the chase that was
starting after Billy Hocker.


All he could see was Kim, her pale face
lying before him. He found himself shaking as he stared. Just a few hours ago
life had been so very different and then everything had gone into a tailspin.
Now her life was ebbing away and he didn't think he could cope with losing her
too.


There were sirens, blue flashing lights
and a sudden kerfuffle of voices as he finally looked around to see paramedics
coming their way.


"Excuse me sir, can you step back
please?" one of them began, "we need to get to the patient."


Shaking like a leaf, Robin got to his feet
and stumbled backwards as the medical team ran to Kim's side.


"What's her name?" one of them
asked him.


"Kim," he whispered.


"OK, Kim? Can you hear me?" the
paramedic began but Robin knew she couldn't hear her. She was out cold and far
away. He couldn't cope with that moment of terrifying panic, worrying,
wondering if there was any way she could survive this.


He watched in shock as they tended to her,
loaded her up onto a stretcher and began to move her to the ambulance.


"Can I go with her?" he asked
urgently.


"Really we should only let family or
next of kin…" the paramedic began but March interrupted.


"Oh, let him go, they're practically
joined at the hip."


The paramedic hesitated then nodded.


"Alright," she said, "get
in."


Robin took a deep breath and followed Kim
into the back of the ambulance. He felt numb as he watched the paramedics
attending to her. He would have done anything to swap places with her and to
make her better.


"Does she have any medical history we
need to know?" one of the paramedics asked him.


Robin swallowed. He felt a lump appear in
his throat.


"Y-yes," he whispered,
"she… we think she might be… pregnant."


"Alright," One of them nodded,
"let's get some bloods and we'll get them tested ASAP. Anything
else?"


"She had a heart attack a couple of
months ago," Robin whispered, "but no cause was ever found."


"OK, if you could just sit down
here," the paramedic guided him to a chair, "we'll do everything we
can to help her."


Robin barely felt the hands upon his arm
pushing him into the seat. He felt numb all over. He stared at Kim as the words
of the paramedics began to float around him.


"Sats are dropping…"


"Don't like the look of this…"


"Can we get a line in please?"


"We've got a uterine bleed."


"Let's get some fluid into her."


Robin's eyes closed as he rocked back and
forth in the chair. There was nothing that he could do. He was helpless,
completely helpless. He begged silent for a miracle. That was the only thing he
had left to try.


*  *  *


The machines bleeped slowly and steadily beside
her bed as Robin sat in the hospital room. He stared at her face, her bruised
and battered body. He knew there had been a lot of x-rays and the fact that
nothing was seriously broken was an absolute miracle. The worry was more about
internal bleeding. He wasn't sure how many more tests she was going to have to
go through but all he wanted was to see her eyes open.


"Mister Thomas?"


The voice of the doctor made him jump. He
got to his feet and turned around.


"Yes?" he whispered.


The doctor looked grim.


"From what we can tell she's
fractured two ribs but thankfully that's all. Had the car been going any faster
the damage would have been much more severe."


"So…so that's good, right?"
Robin asked, "she's going to wake up and she's going to be OK?"


"She'd under heavy sedation,"
the doctor told him, "we had to make sure that she was immobile while we
checked her internal organs for damage. If she had any severe internal injuries
then movement could have made things much worse."


"When will the medication wear off?"
he asked.


"It depends on her metabolism,"
said the doctor, "could be a couple of hours." He looked at Robin
seriously. "You told the paramedics that there was a possibility of
pregnancy?" Robin nodded silently. The doctor removed his glasses and looked
at Robin. "The blood tests confirm that she was in early pregnancy."


One of those words hit Robin like a ten
ton weight.


"Was," he repeated in a whisper.


The doctor looked downcast.


"I'm very sorry," he said
quietly, "she began to bleed during the journey and she seems to have
suffered a miscarriage."


The words held a pain so great that Robin
didn't know how to cope with therm. They grabbed him by the heart, choked him,
tore him into two. Just that morning, none of this had existed. Now he'd had it
handed to him and taken away in the same breath. While he couldn't have even
started to explain how complicated, dangerous and difficult the situation would
have been, he knew right there and then that if he'd taken the test back safely
to Kim and they'd received that result then he would have been right there by
her side, and no matter how strange and complicated the situation he would have
been a good father.


And, fuck, he wanted that baby. Their
baby.


The doctor looked at him in concern as his
legs went from under him and he collapsed into his chair, barely able to
breathe.


"You were the father?" he asked.


Those words hit Robin even harder. He was
the father. He was a father. For just a few moments, he was a father. He could
barely choke out a word.


"Yes," he whispered.


"I'm sorry," the doctor said
quietly, "if it's any consolation it's impossible to say whether the car
caused her to miscarry. It may have been coincidental, but there is no way of
knowing."


"That is no consolation in the
slightest," Robin whispered, shaking his head from side to side, "How
could… how could that ever be a consolation in the slightest?"


The doctor wasn't sure what else he could
say.


"There is counselling
available," he began but Robin cut him off.


"Not necessary, thank you," he
hissed. He paused and swallowed. "Uh… this is awkward," he closed his
eyes as he realised what he was about to say, "Kim's wife … patient
confidentiality means she doesn't have to know. About the miscarriage or the
pregnancy. Right?"


The doctor stared at Robin. He knew what
he was trying not to say.


"We will keep it confidential,"
he said.


Robin bit his lip.


"And Kim," he whispered,
"when she wakes up…" he took a deep breath. "Please, let me tell
her?" his face started to crumple, "this is going to be hard enough
for her…"


The doctor nodded slowly.


"Very well," he said quietly.


"Thank you," Robin whispered.


He watched as the doctor left the room and
then turned back to Kim as she lay there, still, silent. Her heart was going to
break. He didn't know how she was going to cope with this. More than that, he
didn't know how he was going to cope either.


He felt the tears rolling down his cheeks
as he cried in silence. He thought he'd felt the very pinnacle of pain when he
lost Simon. He had no idea that losing his own flesh and blood could ever hurt
so badly. Now all he could do was to keep hoping and praying that Kim would
make it because he sure as hell wasn't going to lose her too.
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When Kim awoke the pain was horrendous and
she didn't know how to cope with it. She pulled her knees upwards a little but
her legs hurt too much so she had to put them back down again. Her movement and
the whimper she gave awoke Robin from a nightmare-filled sleep across the edge
of her bed. His head rose with a start, torn between focusing on the
distressing images that had filled his dreams and turning to Kim, desperate to
know if she was alright.


"Kim," he whispered, taking her
hand gently. She whimpered again, her whole body bruised and battered. Very
slowly she turned her face towards him and licked her dry lips.


"Rob?" she whispered.


Robin didn't know whether to smile with
relief at seeing her eyes opening or to dry with the intense and terrible
sadness that was consuming him.


"Kim, oh thank God," he whispered,
he squeezed her hand as tightly as he dared and looked at her with concern.
"How are you feeling?"


Kim swallowed and blinked a few times,
finding it hard to keep her eyes open.


"Everything hurts so much," she
whispered. Telling the truth about feeling that way wasn't natural to Kim.
She'd usually cover up with a lie but she felt too weak to do so.


"Maybe they can give yiu something
stronger for the pain?" Robin suggested, "I'll call a doctor
or…"


"No, wait," Kim gripped his hand
to stop him from moving, "please don't go?"


Robin knew he was starting to lose tears
from his eyes as he nodded.


"I won't go anywhere," he
whispered.


Kim closed her eyes for a moment. So many
emotions were overwhelming her.


"Someone was holding my hand,"
she whispered.


"I was, earlier," Robin told
her.


"Not here," whispered Kim. She
swallowed and licked her lips, "there."


Robin froze. He stared at her as she lay
there, so pale and still.


"What do you mean?" he
whispered.


"I was almost there," Kim
whispered, "I could feel it. Someone took my hand."


A shiver travelled down Robin's spine. He
stared at her and felt churned up inside. Kim almost crossed to the other
world? That thought terrified him. What if he'd lost her? Then that thought
started to tear him up. He was terrified of how important to him Kim was
becoming.


"Who?" he whispered.


Kim shook her head so slightly.


"I don't know," she whispered,
"I couldn't tell."


Robin closed his eyes. He remembered the
same thing happening to him not that long ago. But again, here he was, back in
the real world. Was something tying them there? Was something tying them to
each other? He wasn't sure he was ready to think about that.


"Kim," he said quietly, "I
need to tell you something." He swallowed hard as his eyes threatened to
spill right over and he felt choked up in his chest. He almost couldn't
breathe. He saw her expression begin to get worried.


"Rob. What is it?" she
whispered.


Robin took a deep breath but it was
staggered and awkward.


"They ran some tests," he
whispered, "on you. Blood tests." He didn't know how the hell he was
supposed to tell her this. What could he even say when his heart was breaking
too hard to speak? He tried to calm himself down and took a deep breath again.
"And there was bleeding, Kim… you started to bleed and…" He couldn't
force the words out. He didn't know what to say or how to say it. A loud,
choking sob came from deep within him. It was a sound he didn't even know he
was capable of. He felt himself falling forward against the bed and he cried
out in anguish, "I'm sorry, Kim, I'm so sorry."


He didn't even need to say the words.
There was no need to spell it out. From his reaction she already knew. It took
a few moments for the truth to sink in. When it started, she felt a deep pain
in her chest, crushing her as her heart began to break.


"No," she whispered, her voice
high and fraught, "no, please, not again…. Please, Rob, I wasn't… tell me
I wasn't…"


Robin raised his head and looked at her
through his tears.


"I'm so, so sorry, Kim," he
whispered, "you lost the baby."


"No," Kim's cries became more
distressed, "no, not again… Not again…"


"I'm sorry," Robin didn't know
what else to say. He leaned forward, wrapped his arms around her neck and held
her face against his as she started to sob and cry. "They don't know if it
was the car," he whispered, "they said it could have been
coincidence."


"My baby," Kim whispered,
"I've lost my baby. I never even knew for certain until it was too
late…"


"Yes you did," Robin cried. He
pressed his fingers gently to her chest, "you knew in here." He
closed his eyes as he thought about some of the things he'd had going through
his head that day. "We both did," he whispered.


"Rob, I'm so sorry," she cried.


"Why are you sorry?" Robin
rubbed his eyes with his sleeve and smoothed her hair away from her face,
"there was nothing you could have done."


"It hurts so much," Kim
whispered. She didn't mean the physical pain.


Robin nodded, biting his lip.


"I know," he whispered.


Kim closed her eyes and let the tears
flow. She'd been through the whole wheel of emotions in that one day, but she
had never expected to feel this bad. She was surprised by the depths of her
sadness. For something that had been a stupid and careless accident that could
have ruined everything she found herself aching to turn back the clock, for
things to be different, for the baby to have been strong and healthy. And more
than that, she realised with some distress that she wanted Robin's baby. She
couldn't cope with all the emotions that were flying around inside of her,
mixed in with terrible memories of her miscarriage in 1995. It brought back so
much, so many things she had tried to bury.


They cried and stayed close for some time
until finally Kim took a deep breath and tried to push the tears away. Her mind
was so mixed up and her emotions running wild. She knew she had hormones raging
through her veins and she wasn't in the best frame of mind for thinking
logically but she knew that it would be a matter of time before Linda arrived
and she had to find a way to fight her emotions. She couldn't tell her.
Couldn't let her know. She needed to escape the trauma.


"Perhaps," she whispered,
"it was for the best."


Robin's head rose from her side and he
looked at her with his mouth agape.


"How can you say that?" he
whispered.


"You had a narrow escape," Kim
whispered, "we both did."


Robin frowned and shook his head.


"That's not the way I see it,"
he whispered.


"If this hadn't happened I'd have had
to tell Linda and then... I mean… it would all be over," Kim tried to
explain herself, "and there's too much to think about. It's not as though
we could have raised a baby together, Rob. It's not like we… I mean, every time
we get close to being… we run away…"


Robin felt his lip starting to tremble.


"There was one time we didn't run
away," he whispered.


"And how could we even think about
starting a relationship when you're engaged to Simon and you want to be with
him more than anything?" Kim whispered, "and I'm married… and…"
she closed her eyes as thoughts of Shaz passed through her mind. "and I know
that I don't feel what I'm supposed to for Linda, but I took a vow, and I need
to work on that…"


Robin shook his head slowly.


"No, Kim, please don't do this,"
he begged.


"It's too complicated – we're both
still gay, nothing's changed, and even though we keep getting drawn together
we're never going to be attracted to each other physically in the way we should
be… that would never be fair on either of us."


"Not wanting to touch your squidgy
bits doesn't stop me from going as hard as a rock every time I'm near
you," Robin was shocked by his own bluntness and almost apologised for his
words. They didn't usually come naturally to him. Never really had. He started
to find himself opening up more when he was around Kim and the words just
slipped out.


"But that's not enough, Rob,"
she whispered, "what if one day you start resenting me because I'm not a
man? Or if I started to resent you because you're not a woman? What if we just
have needs that the other can't fill?"


"If you love someone you can work
through anything," Robin cried. He froze and his eyes widened as he
realised what he'd said. From the look of shock on Kim's face she hadn't been
expecting that either. She felt like her heart was going to stop dead in her
chest. Her mouth fell open as she tried to process what he'd said. She breathed
deeply for a moment. She couldn't think about that right now. She couldn't take
it in.


"Robin," she whispered,
"you still wear your ring. And whatever… whatever we have… had…," she
saw Robin's face fall terribly with that word, "it's nothing compared to
what you feel for Simon. And me?" she closed her eyes, "I've never
gotten over Shaz and I've already screwed up Linda's life because I don't feel
the same way. What if I do the same to you?"


"We won't know until we try,"
Robin whispered, his heart breaking.


Kim shook her head slowly.


"We need to stop this," she
whispered, "here and now. Before we break each other's hearts even
more."


Robin stared at her through the tears
falling down his cheeks.


"My heart's already broken," he
whispered.


Kim swallowed and struggled to hold back
the next round of tears. Hers was broken too. She took a deep breath and choked
back a sob as she whispered,


"I can't keep hurting you, Rob, and I
can't keep being hurt. We need to stop." She closed her eyes. "I'm
sorry… I'm so, so sorry…" she looked up at him, her lip trembling and her
face falling. "It's over."


Robin cried and begged her to reconsider,
to think again and to listen to how he felt but Kim closed her ears and closed
her heart. She wanted to do the right thing by everyone and although hurting
Robin tore her own heart in two there were so many others who stood to suffer
if they carried on the way they were going.


A narrow escape. That's what Kim told
herself again and again as she told Robin to leave her room. It was never meant
to be.


But even as she tried to convince herself
she didn't believe it for a moment. She felt empty and devastated, she'd lost
her baby – a baby she only just started to realise how much she wanted. Now
she'd lost Robin too. It was the right thing. The gallant thing. She never
wanted to take Robin away from Simon and never wanted him to have to make that
choice.


But that one word, four little letters
that Robin had spoken went around in her head on repeat and her broken heart
crumbled into dust right where she lay.


 


 


 


 

















Chapter
Twenty-Eight


 


 


He felt numb, empty and desolate as he sat
with his glass of brandy and stared at the black TV screen. There was nothing
on it. He hadn't switched it on, he just needed a focal point, something to
stare at. He had barely moved for the last two hours. He just couldn't. He
couldn't think, he couldn't act, he was numb from head to toe.


In one day his life had fallen completely
apart. He thought he'd been through enough pain for one lifetime but it seemed
not. He couldn't breathe properly, his chest felt tight. He'd cried for so long
and so hard that his eyes were red but out of tears and his mouth was dry. He
couldn't cry any more. He was already hiccupping every time he breathed in from
the tears that he'd cried. He couldn't take much more.


He wasn't sure which part made him
angriest, the fact that Kim had closed down whatever they had between them
without a second thought or the fact that he knew she was right to do it. There
was so much confusion, so much pain involved and so many people who stood to
get hurt by it, themselves included.


A hard knocking at the door came out of
the blue and surprised him. Why would anyone be knocking anyway? How did they
get in the building? He set down his glass and began to march miserably to the
hallway as the knocking came again.


"Alright, alright!" he cried,
"I'm coming!" As he opened the door he couldn't have been more
shocked to see Kim standing there, half-crumpled, pale and bruised. His mouth
fell open a little. "Kim?" he tried to make sense of what he was
seeing, "what the fucking hell are you doing here? You're supposed to be
in hospital, no way should they have let you out."


Kim looked at him, her eyes tearful and
bloodshot.


"They didn't," she whispered
shakily, "I snuck out."


"How can you even walk, Kim?" he
cried, "how could you even get out of bed?"


Kim looked a little sheepish. She knew
she'd done a very stupid thing.


"I barely did," she whispered,
"but I couldn't stay there."


"Your ribs…?"


"They're only cracked, there's
nothing they can do for that, just time to heal them."


"And," Robin bit his lip,
swallowing hard, "what about the…" he couldn't bring himself to say
miscarriage. His eyes moved lower down on Kim's body to ask in a non-verbal
way.


"It was very early," she
whispered, "it's not like last time. It's just like a heavy –" she
stopped talking, not wanting to say period in front of Robin. She looked down.
"I don't need to stay in for that."


"All your bruises…" Robin
continued to fuss but Kim, shook her head.


"Rob, I've been sitting and crying
non-stop for the last two hours," she whispered, "the injuries on the
outside are going to heal but the ones on the inside…" she flinched as she
tried to cope with the emotions that were flying around her head. "I
needed to see you ."


"You could have called," Robin
whispered, "I'd have been right there."


"I didn't think you'd answer,"
Kim whispered, "after what I said earlier."


Robin felt a stabbing pain in his chest as
her words came back to haunt him. He swallowed as his eyes threatened to fill
again.


"I'd still have been there," he
whispered He was confused – after everything she had said what the hell was she
doing there?


"Robin," she whispered, "I
needed to see you,. Needed to be with you." Her face started to crumble,
"No one else… no one understands… it was yours and mine…"


Robin closed his eyes as a sob threatened
to choke him.


"I know," he whispered.


"I needed to be with you right
now," Kim whispered, "I didn't know what I was saying earlier, the
pain and the medication and…" she began to stumble a little, exhausted and
weakened. Robin caught her and held her as tightly as he dared.


"God, what are we standing at the
door for?" he muttered as he closed it begin her and started to lead her slowly
to the lounge. Every step was staggered and every breath laboured as he led her
there. Was there an inch of her body that didn't hurt? He didn't think there
could be from the painful way she held herself. He gently sat her on the sofa
and sank down beside her. "How the hell did you get here?" he asked.


Kim looked down. She saw the brandy on the
table and wished she hadn't been pumped so full of medication. She could have
done with a glass of something right then.


"Taxi rank outside the hospital"
she said quietly, "I waited until the doctors and nurses changed shift,
disconnected my drip and made my getaway." She paused, "slowly."


"No one noticed?" asked Robin.


"I was just another person staggering
about the corridors," Kim said quietly, "they probably will be glad
to have one less blood pressure to check tonight."


Robin stared at her. He found himself
trembling.


"I didn't think I was ever going to
see you again," he said quietly.


Kim swallowed. She couldn't meet his
stare.


"I was trying to do the right
thing," she whispered.


"So why are you here now?"


Kim glanced at him sideways. Her face was
sad, her eyes full of anguish.


"I needed to be with you," she
whispered, "I can't bear this grief on my own."


Robin felt his eyes closing and a tear
rolled down his cheek. He swallowed and nodded.


"Neither can I," he whispered.


"And what I said," Kim began,
"it really might be for the best… in some ways…" she closed her eyes
and shook her head. "but that doesn't mean that I can't stop thinking
about what it would have been like." She looked at him properly now, saw
his expression as haunted and devastated as her own, "having your baby,
Rob. Whether it would have been another boy or if it would be a girl this time.
Would it have looked more like me or you? Would it have your dark eyes or my
blue ones?"


"Kim, don't do this to
yourself," he begged, "please," but these were all questions
he'd been wondering too.


"I can't stop thinking about
it," Kim whispered, "I keep thinking what it would have been like,
going through another pregnancy with you there. Would it have been
different?" She swallowed, "Linda was never interested in what I was
going through with the pregnancies. She wanted the boys as much as I did,
but…" she shook her head, "never was interested in what I was going
through, never asked me questions, how I was feeling. I'd feel kicks and she'd
never want to feel them for herself. Never interested in the scans…"


Robin shook his head slowly.


"How can anyone go through the
process without being interested in all of that?" he whispered.


"I think Linda would have just been
happy to adopt, miss out on the whole pregnancy part," Kim shook her head,
"but I wanted to do it. I needed to." After what she'd been through
in '95 she needed that experience to complete her. "I wonder how different
it would have been with you." She saw Robin's eyes overflowing and felt
guilty for making him cry but she couldn't stop the words from coming,
"because there's something there between us, Rob…. I don't know what it is
but it runs deep."


Robin stared at her and swallowed, his
hand shaking as he reached out to gently stroke her hair.


"I know," he whispered.


"You look at us on the surface and
you'd think we were like chalk and cheese, but under the superficial
stuff…" she closed her eyes for a moment, "we're on the same
wavelength."


Robin nodded, his eyes slowed.


"I know," he whispered. He
gently drew her head closer and cradled it against his chest, tucking her away
beneath his chin. It reminded him of that one night together, the way he felt
when he held her in his arms.


"But it's that bond that scares
me," whispered Kim, "because it's hard… so hard to fight."


"Then don't," Robin found
himself drawing away from her, his heart beginning to race, "for god's
sake Kim, we're going round and round but we always end up in the same place. I
wish that you didn't feel so scared. I wish that I didn't either."


"There's too much there,"
whispered Kim, "it's just too complicated."


"We don't know that unless we
try," Robin whispered. He laid his fingers against her cheek. Her skin was
as soft as always, no matter how many shades of hell she'd been though. One
look into her eyes and he found himself drawn to her again, his lips suddenly
pressed against hers, a kiss that sent his heart rate up so high and drew a
gasp from him. As he began to move a little closer she drew back and shook her
head strongly.


"I didn't come here for this,"
she whispered.


"What are you here for?" Robin
didn't know what she wanted from him, "Kim, I don't know what to do."


"Neither do I," Kim whispered.


"I want you," the words broke
his voice and caused her heart to race, "I don't mean… don't mean like I'm
about to whisk you to bed, Kim, I don't mean in that way, although," he
closed his eyes for a moment, "although I can't stop thinking about that
too… I want you with me." His face looked tortured and pained, "and I
don't understand this any more now than I did weeks ago when I first
realised…" he swallowed, "but I can't get you out of my head."


Kim felt herself becoming too tearful and
too emotional. She didn't want to make any decisions that she was going to
regret.


"I need to have a clear head to talk
about this Robin," she whispered, we need to grieve and –"


"Yes, we do, so for god's sake, let
us do it together."


"I need time before we –"


"Enough bloody time, Kim, I can't
stand this limbo any longer."


Kim knew she was coming closer to letting
the tears fly. She started to shake her head. She slowly got to her feet.


"I shouldn't have comer," she
whispered, "I'm sorry, Rob, I'm so sorry… I keep doing this to you…" 


Robin looked on in horror as she started
to slowly walk away.


"Kim, please don't walk out on me
again," he begged.


"I need to come back when I'm not
feeling so emotional," Kim whispered. Robin followed her along the hall, desperate
to stop her but knowing that nothing he said would change her mind.


"You keep on walking away," he
whispered tearfully.


As she reached the front door, Kim turned
around.


"I wish I could stop myself,"
she whispered, "but I can't."


Feeling ashamed and guilty she hung her
head and walked as fast as her failing body would let her down the hallway.
Robin felt like he'd been stabbed right through the heart as he watched her go.
It was so painful – far too painful. He just let her keep doing it to him.


That was it. She kept doing it because he
let her. She wished that she could stop herself but she couldn't. So that meant
he'd have to stop her instead.


He drew in a deep breath, panic blinding
him for a moment. Was he going to do this? Was he really going to do this?


He reached into his pocket. His keys were
still there. How much had he actually had to drink? He thought about his full
brandy glass in the lounge. He'd barely touched it. Barely even a sip.


So this was it. Make or break time.


He drew in a breath and glanced at the
photograph of himself and Simon in the hallway. He knew that he would never,
ever stop loving Simon and that his love for him would never diminish but he
couldn't fight what he was feeling for Kim any longer and he just hoped that, one
day, whenever they were reunited, that Simon might be able to understand.


He shut the door behind him and tore down
the corridor and down the stairs calling her name but there was no sign of her.
How the hell did she move that fast after being knocked down by a car? But this
was Kim, he reminded himself, the most stubborn person he'd ever met.


He ran into the fresh evening air and
looked up and down. She couldn't be too far, surely? Then he spotted her,
climbing into a taxi at the taxi rank by the off-licence.


"Shit, how long was I thinking up
there?" cried Robin. He felt a moment of panic run through him. The taxi
was pulling away and he knew she wasn't going to stop if he stood waving his
arms like a fool.


He ran to his car, climbed inside and
started the engine. His heart was pounding. This was it. No more second
chances, no margin of error, this was it. Putting his foot on the accelerator
he began to speed up, looking anxiously for the taxi. He could see it in the
distance, getting slowly closer as he carried on driving. The tears blurred his
vision still but he couldn't have been more focused if he tried.


The taxi was closer now. Where was she
going? It didn't seem to be the route to her house, maybe she was going back to
the hospital? He bit his lip. She might well need to go back there anyway if
this didn't go right, but desperate times called for desperate measures.


He increased his speed until he found
himself parallel to the taxi, then he took a deep breath and muttered,


"Wish I'd paid more attention to Gene
Hunt's driving."


This was it. Certain death in five, four,
three, two, one…


He put on a burst of speed and began to
leave the taxi behind in a trail of dust before turning, crossing into the lane
beside him and squealing to a halt. He braced himself for the worst.


The taxi threw on its brakes and skidded
to a halt, inches away from him. He said a silent prayer of thanks, steeled
himself and got out of the car.


A very angry Kim stepped out of the back
of the taxi.


"What the hell are you doing?"
she cried as she moved slowly towards him, "you total fucking idiot! You
could have killed yourself! And me!


"You couldn't stop yourself,"
Robin began calmly, "so I stopped you."


Kim stared at him, confused.


"What do you mean?"


"You said you couldn't stop yourself
from walking away," Robin told her, "so I had to stop you." He
looked at her seriously as the expression on her face became one of intrigue
and confusion.


"Rob, what the hell?" she asked.


Robin swallowed.


"It's enough, Kim," he began,
"that's as much as I can take We're killing each other. It's got to stop.
For god's sake, today should have taught us that." He saw her looked down
a little in sadness. "You keep saying it's too complicated… maybe it's
only that complicated because we're letting it be. Because it's an easier
option to keep making excuses than to face it head on and actually do something
about it." He watched her face. She was staring at him, trapped in his
gaze, listening to his words. He swallowed. "Kim… I know the facts. You don't
need to keep reminding me of them. I know I'm not Shaz… and you're not Simon.
And I know that in an ideal world we'd have been with those people forever. But
we've got…" he shook his head slowly, "something,. I don't know what
it is. Neither do you. And we can't seem to find out while we're just skirting
around it." He walked slowly towards her until he stood just an inch or
two away. "Just because we can't be with them right now doesn't mean we
have to make ourselves miserable when we have a chance to be happy together."


Kim swallowed nervously.


"You think we do?"


"I think we at least owe it to
ourselves to find out," he said, "but we will never know for certain
if we keep running away." He stared at her intensely, unable to think of
anything but making this happen. "And I know that you're married and
you're scared of losing your family, but I know that I've never seen you look
at Linda the way you look at me. And I don't know how the hell I would ever
explain to Simon that I…" he hesitated. His stomach started churning
anxiously, "…that I've fallen in love with a woman, " he saw her
expression soften, her lip trembling as he said those words, "Let alone
his best friend. But I know what he told me in that letter. He wanted me to
find someone who would make me happy."


Kim swallowed.


"He once told me the same
thing," she whispered.


"So you want to be the one to tell
him we found each other and both ignored him?" He saw her give a tiny
smile. "I know this is a bigger thing for you than it is for me," he
whispered, "your marriage, your kids… And I can't begin to imagine how
scary the thought of walking away from that is for you." He stared her
right in the eye. "So I want you to be absolutely sure."


Kim breathed heavily. Her mouth felt very
dry.


"How?" she whispered.


Robin bit his lip.


"I can't believe I'm about to say
this," he whispered, "Simon would be…" he flinched as he almost
said turning in his grave, "well, he wouldn't approve…" he took a
deep breath. "Don't make any decisions about your family right now. Not
until you know who you want to be with."


Kim's eyes were glistening but full of
questions.


"But how can I ever find that
out?" she whispered, "how can I even begin to learn?"


Robin swallowed.


"You can start by getting in my car
and coming home with me to stay the night," he told her urgently, "I
don't mean… you know. I know you can't… wouldn't even want to… not right
now…" he waved his hand slightly to indicate her present state, "I
just want to know what it's like to sleep by your side, and wake up with you in
the morning." He gave a slightly anxious smile. "Sort of like when
Keats was on the loose and I had to sleep at yours', except this time there
would be more kissing and fewer escaped criminals." He saw Kim's slips
flicker and a tiny smile grew on her face but it faded back into nervousness as
his words played through her mind.


Robin had never felt so scared, he'd never
felt so unsure of his actions. Maybe he'd done the right thing or maybe he'd
ruined their friendship forever. He didn't know. The wait for Kim to respond
seemed to go on forever. He found himself waking slowly back to his car where
he opened the passenger door and stepped back.


Then it happened. Slowly, so hesitantly,
Kim took a step forward. She looked deep into his eyes and walked towards him.
She saw him swallow nervously. She knew that feeling; She was every bit as
scared as he was. With a trembling hand she reached up to him and stroked the
side of his face, then leant slowly forward and let her lips brush his, as
gently as anything. Then with the tiniest nod she stooped down as carefully as
she could and slipped into the car.


The feeling of euphoria that ran through
Robin's body was like nothing on earth. His heart was pounding and his hands
were trembling as he closed the door behind her and walked around to the
driver's side.


He stepped into the car and slid into the
seat, closing the door behind him. He turned to Kim. There was a smile upon her
face. It was small and singed with nervousness but it was there. Robin couldn't
help but smile right back. He turned the key and the engine started. That
action was more than just the starting of the engine. It was the start of
something far bigger than that. Bigger than both of them. Something that they
couldn't fight any longer, no matter how hard they tried. Maybe they weren't
going to plough headlong into a relationship. They needed to test the waters
first. But they were going to stop fighting it and start letting it take them
wherever they were meant to go. That, thought Robin, was all they needed for
now.


*  *  *


As he watched them drive away the taxi
driver dabbed at his eye. Rarely had he seen a more moving public display of
affection. It got him right there, in his heart. As he blew his nose loudly on
a dirty handkerchief and started his taxi a sudden thought overcame him and his
wistful expression was replaced by a scowl of the highest degree.


"Hey!" he cried, "that cow
didn't pay her fucking fare!"


And with that his faith in the human race
was ruined once more.


 


 


 

















Epilogue


 


 


It was nearing 8 when Robin woke. He
turned over and there she was beside him. A smile spread across his face. He
reached out and gently ran his fingers down her arm. It was funny, seeing her
laying there still fully clothed. But she hadn't wanted him to see her bruises
and he understood that because he didn't want her to see his scars. At least
hers would fade away with time.


He lay there, just staring at her for such
a long time. Gazing in fact, not that he allowed himself to acknowledge that.
That was far too cheesy and soppy for his liking. And Kim would have a fit.


He'd been staring at her for twenty
minutes when her eyes began to open very slowly. The first thing that she saw
was his face lying beside her, the smile not fading for a moment. She looked at
him curiously.


"What?" she demanded.


Robin's smile broadened a little.


"You're still here," he said.


There was a part of him that thought he
would wake up and she would be gone. He spent the night worrying that she would
change her mind and leave. But now morning had arrived, she was still lying
beside him.


Kim began to smile back but the full force
of the pain throughout her body came back to her and she gave a little gasp.
Robin looked alarmed and his face crumpled with worry.


"It's OK," Kim whispered,
"I'm OK. I just didn't think the leaving hospital thing through very
well," her body tensed up as the pain travelled through her limbs.
"they've got all the painkillers and I've got all the pain."


Robin bit his lip. He hesitated for a
moment then got out of bed.


"Wait there," he said as he
disappeared out the door.


"I'm not going to go and do a run to
the offy," Kim told him, wondering where the hell he was going.


He returned a moment later with a little
cardboard box and slipped out a strip of tablets.


"Here," he said, pressing out
two from the foil and handing them to her.


"What's this?" Kim frowned.


"Don't worry, it's not something I
got from Nailer," Robin teased as she climbed back into bed beside her,
"they're painkillers. They're left from –" he trailed away and
swallowed. He didn't want to remember his horrific cuts after Keats's attack.
Luckily Kim understood and nodded.


"What are they?" she asked.


"Codeine and something. Paracetamol.
Not the weedy ones you buy over the counter for migraines, this is the real stuff,
two of these and you lose all sense in your body!" her paused, "not
to mention your brain…"


Kim gave a tired smile and slowly began to
sit up, flinching with every movement. Robin handed her a glass of water and
she took them, coughing a little at the vile tasting coating.


"Thanks," she said as she handed
the glass back to him.


"I was saving them for when you put
the colour in my tattoo," Robin joked, "speaking of which, when's
that gonna happen then?"


"Cheeky git," exclaimed Kim,
"I can barely move my arms, you think the colour's going to go anywhere
near the right places?"


Robin was laughing. That was the laugh Kim
loved. He hadn't been doing enough of that lately. She supposed that was partly
her fault.


"Sorry," he said, "take
your time. Get better. Then attack me with ink and needles." He brushed
her hair from her forehead as he looked at her seriously. "How are you
feeling Kim?" he paused, "I don't mean the bruises."


Kim hesitated.


"What do you mean?" she asked
quietly.


"No regrets?" he asked quietly.


Kim shook her head slowly. There was a
smile on her lips.


"No," she whispered.


There was a part of Robin that still
couldn't believe what he'd suggested, willingly going behind Linda's back and
conducting what was probably going to be a very strange affair. He wasn't even
sure whether it was going to be physical – or get physical at any time – he
knew some things were easier to handle than others so they would start from
there and see where life took them.


That was half the problem – the pressure
they felt to be like 'normal' couples and do the things that 'normal' couples
do. But they weren't a normal couple, nor would they ever be. Quite apart from
the fact that neither was the right gender for the other and the loves of their
life were stuck in some other world on the other side of death, there was the
fact that both seemed to be a whisker away from crossing over that line but
constantly being pulled back.


They had to take a different approach.
Nothing wrong with that.


Robin found his hand wandering to her arm
again and rubbing it gently. He was really quite surprised by how affectionate
he was around Kim. He'd never really been one to do that. There was something
about Kim that made him open up in ways he never had before, even with Simon.
Perhaps because Kim was such an open person, he thought.


"I hate to bring this up," he
began.


"It doesn't involve the word 'stiffy'
does it?" Kim asked in alarm.


"No!" Robin cried indignantly
but he saw Kim laughing and rolled his eyes. "This is serious." He
hesitated. "Linda." He heard her sigh. "What are you going to
tell her about last night?"


Kim looked down. She knew Linda was going
to be the white elephant that was always going to snuggle into bed between
them.


"I don't think I'll have to say
anything," she said quietly, "visiting hours start at eleven. As long
as I get home by about half ten she'll never know. I'll just tell her I escaped
this morning."


Robin nodded. He looked at her seriously
and said quietly,


"Kim?"


"Yeah?"


Robin swallowed.


"The baby," he whispered.


Immediately Kim's expression changed
completely. Her eyes misted over and her face turned visibly paler. He saw her
lip tremble.


"Yes?"


Robin took a deep breath.


"When does it stop hurting,
Kim?" he whispered.


Kim felt her heart aching. She reached out
for his hand and intertwined her fingers with his.


"it doesn't," she whispered. It
pained her to tell him but she couldn't lie. "It never goes away
completely. There will be moments out the blue where it comes back to you.
Something will just trigger it… a word or a sound or a smell, just reminds you
out of the blue." She looked at him sincerely. "But it fades. With
time. It never goes away but it doesn't always feel this bad."


With his fingers linked through hers,
Robin pulled her hand towards him and gently kissed it. He knew the last time
she went through a miscarriage she was in a strange world and had to cope with
so much of it alone. This tome he'd be by her side. They'd face it together.


Silence fell for a while as both felt lost
in their thoughts. Finally Robin spoke.


"I've got a theoretical for
you," he said.


Kim looked at him curiously.


"Hmm?"


"Say next week we both got his by a
bus…"


Kim frowned.


"Exactly how theoretical is
this?" she asked, "are you planning on doing me in?"


"No, seriously," said Robin,
"what would happen if we got hit by a bus or something and both ended up
there. What would happen to us?"


Kim wasn't sure her mind was ready to
process this yet.


"Probably get slammed against a
filing cabinet by Gene?" she suggested.


"No, I mean 'us'," Robin told
her.


Kim sighed


"I know," she said. She shook
her head slowly. "Rob, I'm having trouble even contemplating the idea that
I might go back there. I'd been out of the force a really long time, I thought
that I would never be there again. Now I'm back in CID… and twice I
almost…" she closed her eyes and exhaled. "I can't even work out how
I'd feel about being back there, let alone anything else.


Robin bit his lip.


"Shaz would be there," he said
quietly.


"So would Simon," Kim countered.


"So what would happen to us?"
Robin asked, "would we just… fade away?"


"We don't even know if there is an
'us' yet," said Kim.


"This feels like an 'us'," Robin
told her, rubbing her arm gently.


There was a smile on Kim's face but it was
tinged with sadness.


"Rob," she began, "I don't
know if either of us can even think about that until it happens. Everything
could be different by then. Years could pass. Or only days. Could be either
extreme, and I have no idea what we'll do. But I do know that, right now, I
could stay here forever. Next to you, all tucked up in bed." She reached
out and stroked his hair from his eyes. "You know it always makes you look
really cheeky when you've only got one eye peeping out from under that
hair…"


Robin gave a laugh.


"I see the painkillers are starting
to take effect," he teased, tapping her forehead.


Kim smiled but then her expression turned
serious. "Robin?"


"Hmm?"


Kim looked upset.


"I'm so sorry," she whispered.


"What for?"


"For pushing you away," she said
quietly, "I thought I was doing the right thing."


Robin bit his lip.


"And now?"


Kim sighted.


"Not sure how it can be the right
thing when it was making me so miserable."


"Both of us miserable," Robin
pointed out.


Kim looked tearful.


"I'm so sorry," she whispered.


Robin gave a smile and kissed her on the
cheek so softly.


"I think we were both at fault,
" he said, "I've been a little crazy ever since this started. Didn't
know how to handle it. I even called a radio agony aunt." He pulled a
face. "Pretended to be Evan."


Kim couldn't help bui laugh.


"So are you going to grow a beard
too?" she asked.


"I've already got the sleeping with a
married woman part perfectly," Robin joked. Even though it wasn't really
that funny they both laughed a little. The situation seemed so ridiculous. Suddenly
Robin closed his eyed and cursed.


"What's the matter?" Kim asked.


Robin sighed.


"Nick Nailer has my condoms," he
said.


Kim took a deep breath.


"Aside from sounding like a headline
on a tabloid scoop I think you'll have to explain that one to me," she said.


"Long story," Robin said.


When he turned the colour of a post box
Kim thought it best not to ask any more questions. She tried to prop herself up
a little and asked instead.


"So what was with the Gene Hunt
impression?"


Robin frowned.


"I don't remember doing one of those,
I'm not very good at accents," he said.


"No, the driving," Kim sighed.


Robin looked a little embarrassed.


"Desperate times and all that,"
he said, flustered. He looked her in the eye. "worked though, didn't
it?"


"Well I'm here, aren't I?"
smiled Kim.


"Not for long though," Robin
said a little sadly. He knew in an hour or so he'd have to wave her goodbye and
surrender her to Linda. He wasn't sure how either of them were going to handle
that, or the situation they'd put themselves in but he also wanted Kim to be
certain before she took a big step that she might regret.


They both knew that things weren't going
to be easy but they'd decided to give it a try. They knew there would be
moments of freaking out, struggles to get to grips with body parts and added
complications from people who were there on the other side. But they also knew
that despite all the odds there was something there between them and they
couldn't fight it any longer.


They'd been through so much in just a few
short weeks and knew they could never go back to being just friends. They
didn't know what they were instead, but they'd be finding out together.


They had a while lifetime ahead of them.


Unless, of course, destiny had other
plans.


 


 


*  *  *  *  *


 


THE END
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