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Hard-bodied, tattooed, and British... Meet the men of London tattoo studio, Carved in Ink.

For ten years, Rocco Rayne has tried to put his childhood best friend and first love Sophia out of his mind. She left him broken-hearted when she walked out of his life, and he never heard from her again.

He used those years without her to harden his heart, and transform himself from a skinny teenager to the tough, tattooed man he is now. But when she shows up in the tattoo studio where he works, he discovers all those feelings never went anywhere.

Except Sophia has had struggles of her own over the last ten years, and she's no longer the girl he once knew....

*Please note, each of the 'London Inked Boys' stories follows a different couple and can be read as a standalone, but they're probably best read in order.
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Chapter One
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“So what the fuck’s wrong with Kane this morning?” Rocco threw his bag down behind the reception desk of Carved in Ink, the London tattoo studio where he worked. “You sure he’s not just skiving off to spend more time in bed with the new woman?”

His boss, Art, was standing behind the desk, leaning over so he could use the computer and check that morning’s bookings. He didn’t bother glancing up at Rocco as he spoke. “Nah, he’s really sick. I could hear him in the bathroom when he called in.”

Rocco pulled a face. “Man, I bet that’s a sound you could have done without first thing in the morning.”

Art snorted. “Yeah, I might need to bleach my ears later. Anyway, sorry I had to call you in on your day off, but Kane had a full schedule. I’ve phoned around the clients to let them know Kane won’t be the one working on them today. A couple have rescheduled ’cause Kane was in the middle of a bigger piece and they didn’t want a different artist, but some of the smaller pieces were happy for you to do it instead.”

Rocco rubbed his hand over his goatee. “Lucky me.”

Art laughed. “Yeah, sorry, mate. I guess it would have been better for you if they all cancelled, but I can’t afford for the shop to lose that kind of money.”

Rocco shrugged. “Nah. I get it. You owe me a beer, though.”

“I can do that.”

Movement came from the back of the shop, and Art’s girlfriend, Tess, appeared carrying a mug of coffee. She and Art were managing Carved in Ink together now, since the two of them had hooked up and she was the one who owned the building. At first Rocco hadn’t been keen on the idea of having a woman around the place the whole time, but she’d soon become one of the gang. Things were a bit different with the woman Kane had met, however, as she had a son, but she’d hung out with everyone a few times now, and most importantly Kane seemed to be happy.

Rocco wasn’t going to pretend he didn’t feel like the odd one out. They used to have late nights with all the guys, drinking beer and talking crap, but now everyone was paired off and he was left on his own. He had other friends, but it wasn’t the same as with Art and Kane. The three of them got each other.

“Hey, Rocco,” Tess said in her American accent. “You wanna coffee? I was just making some.”

“Yeah, sure, Tess. Thanks.”

“Your first appointment should be here soon,” Art told him.

“Do they know what artwork they’re having?”

“Yeah, it’s a small, simple piece. Kane emailed all the files over this morning. Shouldn’t take more than an hour.”

“Great.” 

He left the reception area to head into the room which acted as his own private studio. Each of the guys had their own studio with their own computers and printers for the artwork. He’d be able to access each of the images the clients wanted. Anything that was too specific to the stuff that Kane had drawn were people who would have rebooked for another day. Rocco could handle most pieces. He’d been to Art College, and even though he knew he looked tough with his beard and shaved head, he had a degree in Fine Art. His lecturers had thought he was insane to want to work in a tattoo studio in London, thinking he’d be working in art galleries all around the world instead, but this was where he felt the most comfortable. He loved art, and what could be more important than giving people artwork that they carried around with them for the rest of their lives? Many of the pieces he did were commemorative—things that would remind the person of someone they’d lost—and it was those pieces of work that really got to him, seeing the combined joy and bittersweet sorrow in the face of someone he’d just tattooed when they’d lost someone they loved.

A knock came at the door, and Tess’s dark, silky head popped around. “Brought you that coffee,” she said, stepping fully into the room. “And your first appointment has just arrived.”

“Already? They’re keen.” He hadn’t even had a chance to look at the artwork yet.

“Yeah, I told her that you’re getting set up. She knows she’s early.”

“Cool, thanks, Tess.”

“Sure.”

She set his coffee down on the side and left.

Rocco turned his attention to the computer and fired it up. Kane had already drawn the artwork, and it was a symbol, something Rocco could do with his eyes shut. All he needed to do was check the sizing and position with the client.

He realised he hadn’t even looked at what the client’s name was yet and so scrolled down through the computer until he came to the booking schedule.

His heart stopped.

Sophia Alexander.

No, that couldn’t be. Sophia Alexander had vanished from his life when he’d been seventeen years old, and he hadn’t seen or heard from her since. That was ten years ago now. She was the little girl he’d grown up with, the one he’d shared skinned knees, and games of tag, and melted ice creams on a hot summer’s day. She was also the girl he’d watched grow from a skinny little thing who was all sharp elbows and long limbs, to a beautiful teenager who’d stolen his heart.

Stolen was the right word. She’d taken his heart with her when her family had suddenly moved away, leaving him bereft. Those had been the times before every teenager had a mobile phone or was on Facebook, and he hadn’t known how to get in touch with her. She’d just announced one day that her parents were leaving, and the next day they were gone.

No, it couldn’t be the same girl, could it? There must be more than one Sophia Alexander around. Besides, it was ten years ago. His Sophia could be married by now and wouldn’t even have the surname Alexander. It wasn’t as though they were both from London either. They’d grown up together in a small coastal town in Cornwall, miles away from anywhere. Sophia wouldn’t be in London now.

Rocco realised he’d been sitting there, staring at her name, lost in memories. His coffee grew cold beside him. He didn’t have any choice. He was going to have to get up and go and see if the woman sitting out in the studio was the same girl from his childhood. He didn’t think he’d ever been more terrified. What was he going to say to her if it was her? And, even worse, how was he going to function for the rest of the day if it wasn’t? 
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Chapter Two
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Sophia did her best to look comfortable in these alien surroundings, consciously making an effort not to bounce her leg up and down or chew her lower lip. She picked up a magazine on tattooing, but the shivering of the pages each time she turned one only made it obvious as to how badly her hand was shaking.

Her nerves hadn’t been helped by the information that the tattoo artist she’d originally met with to discuss her design was sick for the day, and she’d be getting someone else called Rocco. They’d given her the option to rebook for another time, but she’d worked herself up to this moment for the last month and had barely slept last night in anticipation. The American woman she’d spoken to had assured her that this Rocco was just as talented, if not more so, than the original artist Sophia had booked, though, the woman had added, Sophia wasn’t allowed to tell anyone she’d said that. Sophia couldn’t stand the thought of going through the build-up all over again, so she’d agreed to go ahead with the other artist.

A big, scary-looking guy with spiky dark hair and a silver hole through one of his ears, which she could see right through, was standing behind the reception desk. At first, she’d wondered if he was the one who’d be working on her, but he hadn’t said as much when she’d come in, and there were a number of rooms, so he obviously wasn’t the only artist here. He’d seemed friendly enough, but she still couldn’t stop herself from staring at the numerous tattoos crawling up his arms, and even up the side of his neck. As she’d been staring, a short woman with dark hair had come up behind him and wrapped her arms around his waist and pressed herself into his back. Sophia’s heart had clenched at the sight, and she’d blushed and glanced away from the intimate moment. She wished she had that for herself, but the years of her adult life hadn’t been easy so far, and men who got involved with her tended to realise she wasn’t going to be as much fun as she looked. As soon as they figured out that being with her wasn’t going to be simple, they took off for the hills. She had her family, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t lonely sometimes.

“He won’t be too much longer,” the brunette behind reception called to her.

“Oh, thanks. No problem.” She smiled, trying to hide her nerves.

A door opened, and a voice she hadn’t heard for ten years spoke. “Sophia?”

Her heart lurched as she turned toward the voice.

It was only one word, and yet it tumbled her back in time to a place where she’d been the happiest in her life. To a time when she’d felt loved and cherished and adored. To a time when she’d had a scruffy boy, whose brown hair had always ended with blond highlights in the summer, but then had darkened in winter. A boy who’d always protected her and made her laugh and had been there for her every step of the way, until life had forced them apart. 

Her gaze found his face, and her heart stopped again. It was him. He looked so different and yet somehow exactly the same. He’d filled out from when he was seventeen, his shoulders broad beneath his t-shirt. A short goatee hid his chin, and the brown locks she’d loved so much had been shorn right down to his head. But his eyes... His eyes were exactly the same. Deep brown, almost black in lower light, while golden honey and specked with amber flecks in the sunlight. He was ten years older, and bigger, and harder, but it was him, without a doubt.

She got to her feet, though her legs felt like they didn’t belong to her. “Richard?”

His perfect lips twisted. “I don’t go by that any more. Everyone calls me Rocco.”

She nodded, in a stunned daze. “Rocco,” she said, tasting the name on her tongue. “It suits you.”

He took a step towards her and then stopped, as though he wasn’t sure what he was supposed to do next. Hug her? Kiss her? Shake her hand? So instead they just stood opposite each other, staring, while the two people behind the counter watched the awkward interaction with curious confusion.

“How...? How have you been?” he asked.

She nodded, forcing a smile. “Okay. I’ve been okay.” She didn’t want to get into all of that now, not standing here, in the middle of a tattoo studio.

Richard—Rocco—must have become aware of their audience as he turned to the other two people, who were watching with amused expressions. “We knew each other as kids. I mean, we were friends. We basically grew up together.”

It was more than that, she wanted to say. We grew up as the same person. We shared each other’s skin. Every experience one of us went through, the other was there right by their side. Her first memory was of them at a birthday party, sitting on a rug outside on the grass with a birthday cake in front of them. She couldn’t have said whose birthday it had been, but she remembered him right there, next to her, and how they’d both blown out the candles at the same time. 

At the same time. That was how it had been for them. They’d done everything together. They’d learned to swim together in the Cornish sea during the long, hot summers where the population of their small town seemed to quadruple with the number of tourists. They’d learned to ride their bikes together, and how to fall off together, too. And then they’d grown older, and things had changed between them.

The man behind the counter cleared his throat. “Are you going to take her through, then, Rocco? You’ve got work to do.”

“Oh yeah. Course. Come through.”

Sophia flashed the other man a grateful smile. She felt as though they would have been standing there staring at each other for hours if someone hadn’t intervened. She couldn’t tear her gaze away from Richard’s—no, Rocco’s—back as he led her through to his studio. He’d certainly filled out in the last ten years. He’d been a strong, lean teenager from years of outside activity, but nothing like he was now. She noted all the tattoos running across his arms and wondered how much of his skin he had tattooed. The idea sent mixed emotions through her. She’d loved his skin when they’d been teenagers. They’d always been outside, on the beach, mainly, and he’d always tanned to a deep, honeyed brown. They’d often laughed, putting their forearms side by side to compare the difference in their skin tone. With her auburn hair and pale skin, she never went anything more than a slightly darker shade of pale. Then she would press her nose and lips against his smooth shoulder, salty from the sea and warm from the sun, and inhale the scent of him. 

Sophia stepped into the room that was his studio and looked around. Would this place tell her more about the man he’d grown into? She checked the desk which held the computer, wondering if there would be framed photographs of him with a girlfriend, or maybe even a couple of kids smiling back at them, but there was nothing like that.

“Sit down, please,” he said, pointing to a plastic chair opposite his own.

She gave a nervous smile and dropped into it, placing her bag on the floor beside her.

He put both his hands to his face, hiding his mouth from her, and shook his head. “Fucking hell, Sophia. I can’t believe it’s really you. I mean, I saw your name on the computer, and I was trying to convince myself there must be plenty of Sophia Alexanders in the world. But then I walked out, and it was you.” He gestured to her. “I mean, clearly it’s you.”

“I know. I can’t believe it either. You look so different.” She shook her head. “It’s weird, ’cause you kind of look exactly the same, but you look really different, too.”

He laughed. “Well, you do look exactly the same. What happened to you, Sophia? All those years ago, you just upped and left, and I never heard from you again.”

She rubbed her arms, subconsciously hugging herself. “It was my parents. They moved away suddenly, and I had to go with them.”

“But you could have come back. You were seventeen. You could have visited. I had no idea where you’d gone.”

She remembered the night when she’d got back home after a day on the beach to find her house in boxes. Her parents had announced they were moving, that her dad’s job was under threat unless he was able to start at the new location the very next week. She remembered screaming and crying and threatening, but it had done no good. And she remembered running over to his house, throwing herself into his arms and crying against his chest as she’d told him she was leaving.

“I know, and I’m sorry. Other stuff happened, and life just kind of got away on me.”

His lips twisted. “Yeah, me, too.”

“Looks like you’ve done well for yourself, though,” she said, trying to make her voice brighter. She didn’t want him to know what the years had been like for her.

He nodded. “Things have been all right. How about you? What have you been doing all these years?”

“Oh, not much.” She gave a tight smile and glanced away, not knowing how to answer his question. She wanted to change the subject. “Are we going to do it, then?” she said instead.

His deep-brown eyes widened at her words. “Do it?”

“The tattoo,” she reminded him, her cheeks flushing as she realised his mind had jumped to something else.

He gave his head a slight shake. “Oh yeah, of course.”

He turned back to the computer and pulled up her image. “This is the one, right?”

She smiled and nodded. “That’s right. Chikara,” she said in Japanese. “The symbol means strength.”

“And where do you want it?”

“On the outside of my right ankle, about this big.” She held up her fingers to show an inch space between them.

“That’s no problem. It won’t take long. The ankle can hurt, though.”

“I have a high pain threshold.” She’d needed to have, over the years.

“Hop up on the bed, then.”
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Chapter Three



[image: image]


He tried not to stare as Sophia pulled up her long skirt to reveal a smooth calf and a delicate, shapely ankle. It almost seemed a shame to mark that skin with ink, but then he realised it meant she would always have something he’d created with her.

He was going to have to touch her, he knew that. There was no way he was going to be able to tattoo her skin without placing his hands on her. Even though he wore gloves, he’d still be able to feel her body heat through his fingertips, and he felt himself responding to the thought alone. Fucking hell, he couldn’t get turned on simply by thinking about touching her ankle. That was insane. But just being near her took him back to being a teenager again, how obsessed he was with her. No, not obsessed. He’d been in love with her. A crazy, perfect love that had stemmed from two people knowing each other as deeply as they knew themselves, and who had grown up together to discover all the things that teenagers eventually learned about themselves. They’d been each other’s first kiss at age eleven, both awkward and shy, telling each other that they were friends so this was the best way of getting it out of the way. That had been it for a long time, but then they’d hit fourteen and a new kind of tension had sprung up between them. All it had taken was some stolen alcohol and a night sitting in a park, and that first kiss had become the first of too many to count. And how they’d kissed. They’d been able to kiss for hours without stopping for air, leaving them hot and panting, and Rocco with an erection that sprung to attention at even the thought of Sophia. 

And here he was now, ten years later, and it seemed she still had exactly the same effect on him. 

“Everything okay?” she asked.

He’d just been standing there, staring at her ankle. Jesus. He needed to get a grip on himself. 

He cleared his throat. “Yeah, just making sure I get the positioning right.”

She was watching him, too—he could feel her gaze on his face, her pale-blue eyes exactly the same colour as he’d always seen in his dreams. 

“It’s strange, isn’t it?” she said, as though plucking the thoughts from his head. “Seeing each other like this again.”

He nodded. “I’m not sure my brain has processed it. I feel like I’ve jumped back in time.”

“Like a wormhole opened up in the studio and we both dropped through it.”

He grinned. “Exactly.”

“I missed you, you know,” she said softly. “I’m sorry I didn’t come back.”

He turned his face to look at her. “Why didn’t you?”

“It was complicated. We were young.”

“I worried about you, for a really long time. And then I got angry.”

She glanced away. “I can understand that. I’m sorry, Ri—Rocco.”

He noted how she’d gone to call him his old name—the name he shared with his father and that he no longer used—but she’d stopped herself in time.

Rocco shrugged, trying to appear nonchalant. “It was a long time ago now.”

“Yes,” she agreed. “It was.”

It was impossible for him to explain to her how much he’d hurt all those years ago. How abandoned he’d felt, how he’d tortured himself with the idea of her having found someone else, and that was why she’d never returned to him.

That night, when she’d run over to his house in tears to tell him she was leaving, he’d wanted more than anything to tell her she should stay with him, to ask her to come and live with him rather than leave with her parents, but how could he? His dad was a drinker and his only parent, and he didn’t want anyone else to see that. His dad wasn’t a bad man, but when he’d had too many, he shouted and had tried to take a few swipes at Rocco. Rocco had been as big as him by that point, and had held him off, but he had no intention of exposing Sophia to that. Not his Sophia. Not the girl who was sunshine and light and everything good in the world. He didn’t even want her to know that such behaviour existed. Her parents had always seemed so perfect to him—a mother who stayed at home to take care of Sophia, and a father with a respectable job. His family of two people had been quite the opposite. If he’d been able to see into the future, however, and had known saying goodbye to her that evening would have been the last time he’d see her in ten years, he would have done things differently. Every day that went by where he hadn’t heard from her, he’d wished he’d just grabbed her and told her they were leaving, together.

Still lost in memories, he did his best to focus on the reason she’d come here—for a tattoo. He put the transfer onto her skin and then got the ink ready.

She lay back on the bed, and it was all he could do to stop himself covering her body with his, kissing her beautiful mouth and lacing his fingers in her gorgeous red hair, just like he’d done all those years ago. But she wasn’t a seventeen-year-old girl who was madly in love with him anymore. She was a woman, who, for all he knew, was married with children by now.

“Just shout out if you want to stop,” he told her. “It shouldn’t take long. The outline is always the worst—especially on the ankle.”

“I’ll be fine.”

Was she feeling the same way as him? Was she conscious of his fingers pressed against her skin, the wave of memories sweeping over her like a dam that had been opened and now couldn’t be shut? The buzz of the needle filled the room as he switched it on and got on with his work. He still hadn’t got his head around the idea that this really was Sophia here. Her skin he was touching. His heart raced, his mind spinning. No other woman had affected him the way she did, and he’d had plenty of women over the past ten years. None of them had made him feel as though the entire universe had shrunk down to one tiny spot, and now she was all that existed for him.

“What have you been up to all these years?” he asked, trying to sound nonchalant. He didn’t want to come right out and ask her if she’d got married.

She gave a strange kind of laugh, and he looked up with a frown. “Not as much as I would have liked. My parents are still around. They live in Windsor now. I’m staying with them at the moment.”

“With your parents?”

Why was a woman like her still living with her parents at the age of twenty-seven?

“Yeah, it’s embarrassing, I know. I’ve had some stuff going on, and I needed to get easy access to London, so it made sense. What about you?” she asked, turning the conversation from herself.

He desperately wanted to ask her what kind of stuff, but he knew he would be prying. She would have just told him if she wanted him to know. “I went to Art College. Got a degree.”

Her face brightened. “Yeah? That’s great. You always did love your art, though you used to say it was only because it was better than maths and English.”

He chuckled at the memory. “I’d never have admitted actually liking a school subject back then. That would have ruined my street cred.”

“What street cred?” she teased him, and they grinned at each other, caught in the moment. 

Rocco was surprised he couldn’t see the electricity darting between them like one of those electrical balls they used to have in science class.

He forced himself to look away and concentrate on filling in her tattoo now the outline was done, though his pulse was racing. How had this happened? He’d woken up that morning thinking he was going to spend the day hanging out, maybe play some Xbox, and have a few beers down the pub, and instead his past had collided with his present. A horrific thought came into his head. What if Kane hadn’t fallen ill, and Rocco had never been asked into work that morning? Sophia would have come into the place where he worked almost every day, and then left again, and he’d never have known about it. Their paths would have crossed so closely, but they might never have met.

“How does that look?” he asked her when he was done.

She peered down at the symbol and smiled. “It’s great. Thanks so much.”

He wondered what she’d needed the symbol for strength for—what had she needed to be strong about?

He covered the tattoo and then handed her a leaflet on aftercare.

“Thanks, Rocco,” she said, swinging her legs from the bed, the long skirt falling to cover her skin. She was dressed demurely in a long-sleeved t-shirt as well as the long skirt. That was a change for her—when they’d been younger she’d lived in cut-off vests and short-shorts.

“Hey, I’d hate for us to lose touch again.” He felt nervous asking her. Dumb of him. This was Sophia, the girl he’d grown up with. “Can we exchange numbers?”

“Oh, I—”

She glanced away, and his stomach sank. Was that a no? Why would she say no?

“Just as old friends,” he added hurriedly. “I mean, if there’s a boyfriend on the scene or something, I’m not trying to step on any toes.”

“No, it’s nothing like that.” A smile was fixed on her face. “Sure, why not?”

He didn’t understand her hesitation. If anyone should be hesitant in exchanging numbers, it should be him. She was the one who’d left him all those years ago. Maybe it hadn’t been her choice, but he hadn’t known where she’d gone, while he’d stayed in the same place, at least at first. She could easily have come back to him, or even called his house, but she’d vanished off the face of the earth.
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Sophia left the tattoo studio with her emotions in a whirl. The past hour had felt like a dream. Had she really bumped into the boy from her childhood? Not just bumped into him, but had his hands on her skin?

The guilt she felt for not contacting him again after she’d moved swept over her as fresh as it had been back then. She’d thought it had been the right thing at the time—and it had been, as he’d gone to university and got a degree and lived his life—but nothing had changed. All the things that held her back all those years ago were still with her. If anything, they were even worse now. She didn’t want him to feel tied to her out of obligation and guilt. Yes, they’d grown up together, but they’d been kids back then. How could anyone not have fallen in love during those magical summers on the beach? But life was cruel and it was messy, and her parents had moved away. Maybe if they hadn’t things would also be different, but she couldn’t have asked him to give his youth to a long-distance relationship with a girl who was sick.

She pressed her fingers to where the long sleeves of her top hid her arm. That was where she’d be spending the afternoon, and was the reason she’d moved back in with her parents. She’d be at the hospital three days a week from now on. At least it would give her plenty of time to read. That was the only silver lining she could find in this whole situation. She tried not to be bitter about things, knowing some people had it even worse, but staying positive all the time was hard.

She’d been so humiliated when Rich—Rocco, she had to start thinking of him as Rocco—had asked what she’d been up to all these years. He’d accomplished so much, especially as he hadn’t exactly come from the best upbringing with his dad, but he hadn’t let it hold him back. What had she been able to tell him? That she had no job to speak of, having moved from position to position, but needing to leave each time her illness got worse, and she lived with her parents. Christ. He must think she was a total loser and was probably thanking God for his lucky escape.

Would he contact her again? Her phone had suddenly taken on a new form—a device which held the potential for either elated joy or heartbreak. She wasn’t sure how she felt about either situation. If he did contact her, what would she do? The same reasons why she’d allowed him to get on with his life all those years ago still applied. True, he was a grown man now and able to make his own decisions, but the obligation still remained.

Sophie walked down the high street, weaving between all the students, business people, and mothers with prams. Her gaze caught the eye of one chubby little baby waving her fists in the air as her mother pushed her along, and the baby gave Sophia a wide, toothy grin. Sophia’s heart clenched, her eyes pricking with tears and a painful lump tightening her throat. There was never going to be a baby in her future.

She knew she was jumping well ahead of herself, but these were the things she needed to consider. He had been everything to her back when they’d been seventeen, and before that, too, for as long as she remembered. It would be easy to convince herself the two of them could just be friends again, but she’d felt the way sparks had jumped between them when he’d touched her ankle, had watched his brown eyes darken with desire. She’d lain back on the bed while he’d tattooed her skin, and in her mind she imagined him laying down the needle and pressing kisses to her ankle, working his way up her calf and to her thigh, before settling between her legs. Her core pulsed at the image. He’d been a beautiful boy—all tousled hair and chocolate-brown eyes and long limbs—but he’d become a striking man. The beard, shaved head, and tattoos made him appear hard, but his lips were soft and full, and his eyes soulful. There was no doubting that she was just as attracted to him as she had been ten years ago, maybe even more so now. Did he feel the same way about her? Did he see the years on her face, the changes in her body? Time hadn’t been kind to her, and though she was still relatively young, she certainly didn’t look the way she had when she was seventeen.

Sophia reached the Tube station and trotted down the stairs to take her to the tunnels below. She swiped her Oyster card at the gate and slipped through to join the thousands of other passengers waiting to catch trains. She waited on the platform and, within minutes, the roar of the train signalled its arrival, followed by a blast of hot air, and then everyone was moving, bodies streaming out, while others piled in.

She looked around for a seat, but there were none. She’d been lucky to escape some of the side effects of her treatment, but fatigue was an issue for her when she got this close to the next session. Sometimes she wished she could wear a badge that told people she was ill so she could do things like claim a seat on the train when she felt like her legs were going to give out from under her, and other times she was happy no one could tell what was wrong with her.

Eventually, someone who’d occupied one of the seats got off the train, and she was able to slide into the person’s spot. She breathed a sigh of relief. As well as the fatigue, she often got hit with bouts of dizziness as well, and she could never quite tell when it was going to hit. The Tube got cramped and hot and stuffy, too, which was never a good combination for her. Her parents had offered to drive her, but she couldn’t stand the idea of giving up her last little bit of independence of being able to get around on her own. Maybe she was silly, but she’d lost everything else.

The train arrived at the stop for the hospital, and she left the station with numerous other passengers, many of which seemed to be heading the same way. She’d done this routine enough times now, she probably could have made it to the ward with her eyes shut.

“Hi, Linda,” she said to the staff nurse as she approached the reception desk.

Linda was a slightly overweight woman in her late forties, who was one of Sophia’s favourites. Some of the other nurses could be a bit snappish and impatient, but Linda never failed to take time to come and sit with her and make her laugh during the long, boring stints.

“Hi, Sophia. All ready for today?”

“I guess I have to be. I’d rather be outside in the sunshine, though.”

“Wouldn’t we all.” She smiled, flashing a couple of matching dimples in each cheek.

“True.”

Sophia pulled off her long-sleeved top, revealing the tank top she’d deliberately worn beneath for this purpose. Over the last few months, she’d discovered it was easier and more comfortable to wear short sleeves rather than have longer sleeves rolled up for hours. But she wouldn’t leave the house in a short-sleeved top, no matter how warm it was outside. She knew she’d get too many questioning stares at the state of her arm.

She got everything she’d need ready and within arm’s reach—her phone, her book, music on her iPod. She had drinks and snacks if needed, too. Then she took a seat in the comfortable, padded chair, and sat with her arm out to allow Linda to thread two needles into the special blood vessel—the fistula—that had been created to allow easier blood flow between her and the machine she was connected to. 

There were several other people sitting around the room, and she recognised a couple of them, exchanging nods and smiles. Some people struck up friendships during the long hours here, but Sophia tended to keep to herself. She knew it was her own issues that prevented her from starting conversations, but they always seemed to go the same way and revolve around their illnesses. She’d rather forget that she was sick than have to talk about it all the time. It already took up such a huge part of her life.

“So, how have the side effects been since last time?” Linda asked her as she set up the machine that would clean Sophia’s blood.

She shrugged. “Not too bad, I guess. I get a bit of itching sometimes, but I can handle it.” The itching got worse the closer she got to the next dialysis session. Her non-functioning remaining kidney couldn’t filter out the toxins in her blood, and that was what caused the itchy skin.

“We can always get you a topical cream to help, if you need it.”

“I know, but I’m fine for the moment, I promise.”

The nurse caught sight of the cling film wrapping around her ankle and lifted her eyebrows. “And what’s that, young lady?”

Sophia grinned. “You sound like my mother.”

Her lips pursed. “You know we don’t recommend tattoos for dialysis patients. What if the needle was dirty and you contracted Hepatitis B or C? You know that would put you off the waiting list for a new kidney.”

Sophia exhaled a sigh. “If I lived my life around waiting for a kidney that never seems to be coming, then I’d never do anything I wanted. Anyway, the place was reputable. I did my research, and actually, the guy who did it was my best friend from childhood.” A smile crept across her face as she remembered.

Linda studied her expression. “Was he now? From the way you’re blushing, I’d say he was more than a friend.”

The heat in her face deepened. “Yeah, he was actually. He was my first boyfriend—my only real boyfriend. He was my first everything, really.”

“But the two of you stayed friends all this time? How come you never mentioned him before?”

She flapped a hand. “Oh, we lost touch. I moved away suddenly with my family, and then I started getting sick. I didn’t want to burden him with all that.”

“So are you staying in touch now?”

She shrugged. “I’m not sure. We swapped numbers, but I didn’t tell him about all of this. It’s a bit much to dump on someone you haven’t seen for ten years.”

Her voice softened. “Not if that someone cares about you, Sophia.”

She shrugged and glanced away. “Maybe.”

But he couldn’t still care about her after all these years. Perhaps he had, once upon a time, but not anymore. And even if he did, she wasn’t sure she’d even let him.
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Chapter Five
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Rocco finished his day’s work.

He’d been distracted at every moment, struggling to focus on his art when all he could think about was how Sophia Alexander had walked back into his life. His phone had been taunting him all day, and he’d had to stop his fingers from creeping across to it and sending her a text message. It felt bizarre, to know someone so completely, and yet for that same person to be a stranger. A part of him just wanted for them to fall straight back into how they’d been ten years ago, while the other part knew doing such a thing wasn’t that easy. He’d been so angry with her for so long, just skipping out on his life like that when they’d meant the whole world to each other, and it was an anger he hadn’t thought he’d ever have been able to let go of. But now she was here, in London, he found somewhere along the line, that anger had completely evaporated. All he wanted was to be back in her company, to laugh with her, to touch her, to kiss her mouth. 

But just because he felt that way, didn’t mean she did, too. He’d seen the way she’d hesitated when he’d asked for them to stay in touch, and he had to keep reminding himself that she was the one who’d not stayed in touch with him. She could have tracked him down, if she’d wanted to, but she hadn’t.

Was it possible that all those years of growing up together, becoming adults together, and exploring all the intensity of young love simply hadn’t meant as much to her as it had to him?

He packed up for the day, ready to head home. He shared a flat with a couple of other guys. Things had been different since Art had hooked up with Tess, and now Kane had met Holly. The three of them used to finish work and then kick back with some beers, listening to music, or playing Xbox, just ribbing each other and hanging out. He knew they’d each meet someone eventually—it wasn’t as though the single life was still fun when you were heading into your thirties and forties—but he hadn’t expected for him to be the one on his own. Art had been the biggest player out of all of them, and Rocco had been amazed when his boss had settled down with Tess. But Tess was cool, and Art seemed happy, so there wasn’t much Rocco could do about it.

“Hey,” Tess called over to him when he left his studio. She was behind the reception desk, filling out some paperwork. “How did you leave things with the redhead? The pair of you looked like you were both seeing ghosts earlier.”

He shrugged. “We exchanged numbers, that’s all.”

Her eyebrows lifted. “That’s all? The tension between the two of you was insane. I’m surprised the shop didn’t spontaneously combust. You need to call her.”

“We’ll see.”

“No, not ‘we’ll see’. You need to call her.”

“Fucking hell, Tess, what are you, Cupid all of a sudden?”

“I’m happy, and I want to see other people happy. The two of you clearly have history, and if you just let her go, you’ll be kicking yourself.” She pointed the pen she was holding at him. “You’ll regret not doing something more than you’ll regret doing it.”

He thought back to the heartache he’d suffered at seventeen, when Sophia had vanished from his life. It had been a long time since he’d even looked at girls again after that. “I’m not so sure about that.”

But she was on his mind, consuming his thoughts. Could he really just let her go?

“You’re in tomorrow, aren’t you?” Tess called to him.

“Yep, bright and early.”

“Make sure you’ve called her by then. I’ll expect a progress report.”

He lifted a hand in a wave as he exited the building. Tess could be really pushy at times. She’d done the same thing with Kane and Holly, but then he guessed that had worked out for them, even if Kane had ended up having to figure out how to make things work with Holly when she had a six-year-old son on board and a dickhead of an ex-husband. The heart wanted what the heart wanted, and common sense didn’t always come into things.

Fuck. When had he become a romantic?

He caught the Tube home and let himself into the flat. The trouble with living with two other guys was that none of them were exactly house-proud.

What would Sophia think if she came back here and saw all the empty pizza boxes and the rubbish piled high with empty beer cans? He’d be ashamed of the way they lived.

Fuck, fuck, fuck. Why did he care what a woman he hadn’t even seen for ten years thought of him? He shouldn’t, he knew that. He’d never cared what a woman thought before. Even the ones he’d dated for a while had simply had to put up with him the way he was, yet now he found himself picking up the pizza boxes and hauling the full black bag out of the bin to put in the communal rubbish downstairs. She’d taken over his mind, and he’d only spent an hour in her company. He remembered how it had felt to hold her ankle in his hand, how much he’d wanted to pull her into his arms and hold her tight and tell her how much he’d missed her. He wanted to know if her hair still smelled the same and if she still made that sexy little groaning sound when he went down on her.

Rocco stopped what he was doing and put his face in his hands. Shit. He was going to have to call her. Tess was right. He’d regret not doing it more than he’d ever regret calling her. Perhaps he felt as though she should be the one doing the calling, considering she’d been the one who’d dumped him when they’d been teenagers, but they weren’t teenagers any longer. They were adults now, and adults didn’t hold ten-year-old grudges. 

He took his phone out of his pocket, surprised to find nerves skittering in his chest. This was crazy. He didn’t get nervous calling women either. Was he worried she wouldn’t answer? Or was it that he knew this phone call could be the start of something that would be like an earthquake shattering through his life?

“Come on, Rocco,” he said to himself, “stop being such a pussy.”

He took a breath and scrolled down the screen until he reached her name and then hit the green button to dial.

He put the phone to his ear and waited while it rang. She might not even answer, could even be screening his calls. He didn’t think he’d misread the tension between them earlier that day, but it wasn’t as though she’d jumped at the chance of giving him her number. All his muscles were taut, his biceps bunched and his shoulders hunched, and he forced himself to relax.

“Rocco?”

So lost in thought, he’d almost missed her answer.

“Sophia. Yeah, hi, it’s me. I hope you don’t mind me calling.”

“No, of course not. I’ve kind of been wondering if you would.”

“You have?”

“Yeah, of course. I still can’t believe we ran into each other today, after all these years.”

Her voice was so sweet. Now he couldn’t see her, it was easy to believe they’d been transported back in time, and they were both seventeen again.

“I know. Crazy, right.” He cleared his throat. “So, how’s the tattoo?”

“It’s fine at the moment. Only a little sore.”

“It’ll be when it starts to heal that it’ll get itchy and drive you crazy.”

“I’m sure I can survive a little itching,” she said, and he could hear the smile in her voice.

He just needed to dive in and ask her. “I wondered if you wanted to grab a drink some time, you know, catch up?”

“Umm...” 

There she went again, hesitating, and he didn’t know why.

“It’s fine if you don’t want to,” he rushed on. “I just thought it might be fun.”

“You know what? You’re right, it would be fun. Where do you want to meet?”

“Dinner, tomorrow,” he suggested. “I’ll take you out. My treat.”

“That sounds lovely. Where?”

He wanted to take her out as an experience. One of those pop-up restaurants in people’s homes. It was supposed to be incredible food, and he knew someone who was friends with them and would hopefully be able to book them a table at such short notice.

“I’ll text you the address,” he said. “Seven p.m. okay?”

“Sure, I can do seven.”

He pressed the phone closer to his ear, a wide smile plastered across his face. “Great. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
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Chapter Six
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“I’m going out tonight, Mum,” she called as her mother banged around the kitchen.

The banging stopped. “You are? Where?”

“Into the city. I have a date.”

“A date? With who?”

“Well, you’re never going to believe it, but with Richard from when we were growing up.”

Her mother, Diane, frowned. “The boy with the alcoholic father?”

“Yes, Mum. My first love. The boy I grew up with.”

“I know who he is, Sophia,” her mum sniped. “I’m just surprised to hear you use his name. I figured the two of you had fallen out since you never made any mention of him after we’d moved.”

“After you tore me away from him, you mean?” How had her mother ended up with such a warped view of what had happened? “I cried for weeks after that move.”

“You weren’t well.”

“I know that, but I was also heartbroken. He meant everything to me, and you made me leave him.”

“He wasn’t the right sort of boy for you anyway, Sophia. He came from a rough background.”

Her mouth dropped. She had no idea her mother had felt that way about him. They’d always been hanging around together, and she’d assumed her mother had liked him.

“Wow, judgemental much?”

Her mum tutted and rolled her eyes. “It wasn’t like that, and you know it wasn’t. It was fine when the two of you were small children, but then when you were teens he wasn’t exactly a good influence. The pair of you were always staying out too late, and there was the sex and the drinking...”

“We were teenagers. We were in love. That’s what teenagers do.”

“How do you know if all that bad behaviour wasn’t the cause of your illness? Perhaps if you hadn’t been drinking so much, then your kidneys wouldn’t have started to fail.”

“Oh, my God, Mum. It was ten years ago, and my kidneys are defective, whether I drank back then or not. And even if I did, it was the odd cider at the weekend in the park. It’s not like I was drinking a bottle of vodka a day.”

Her eyebrows lifted. “Unlike that boy’s dad. What’s Richard doing now then, anyway?”

She almost didn’t want to tell her, already knowing what the response would be. “He’s a tattoo artist.”

“Oh, Sophia. Really?” She exhaled a breath of disappointment. “I assume he was the one who put that monstrosity on your ankle? It really does make you look cheap.”

“I don’t care. It’s my body, and there isn’t exactly much I have control over these days, so if I want to get a tattoo, then I will.”

“Don’t come crying to me if the donor board bumps you down the list because you’re not taking care of yourself like you should. You know they can do that if they want to.”

“Mum, there’s no chance I’m getting a donor any time soon. I only just started dialysis. I’ve got years to wait, and there’s no way in hell I’m not going to live my life while I’m waiting. I’ve already put my life on hold for so long.”

She knew her mother cared and was protective of her—and Sophia would probably be exactly the same way if she had a sick daughter—but that didn’t stop the anger rising inside her. “I’m twenty-seven years old, Mum. I don’t need your permission to do anything. Now, I’m going out, and I’ll give Richard—or Rocco as he’s now called—your love, shall I?”

With that, feeling exactly like a teenager again, she slammed out of the house.

She’d gone for a casual look, in a long-sleeved t-shirt and jeans, even though the weather was warm. She knew there was a chance she’d end up having to tell Rocco about her kidney failure at some point that evening, but she didn’t want to. She liked him seeing her as that seventeen-year-old girl he’d once known. Now everyone saw her as the sick girl, the one they felt sorry for and talked to her mother about, saying things like ‘such a shame’ and ‘she’s so young’, as though she was already dead.

She caught the train into the city and then the nearest Tube to the address Rocco had texted her. It didn’t mention the name of a restaurant, so she wondered if it was actually his address and he was going to cook for her. He’d never shown any interest in cooking before, but things changed.

She left the Tube station and walked down the road, following the map on Google.

She saw him, standing out in the street, holding a bunch of flowers. He wore a shirt and a smart pair of jeans, though the tattoos were still visible on his wrists and neck. It was an alarmingly attractive combination, and she found her stomach flipping and her pulse rate taking off. Oh, no. She couldn’t allow herself to react to him that way. He was an old friend, and they were catching up, that was all.

Something occurred to her. If this was his address, why was he standing outside?

He spotted her, and a wide smile spread across his face, and he lifted his hand in a half wave.

“Hi.” His arm slipped around her waist as he leaned in to kiss her cheek. 

Her heart caught at the proximity of him, and the scent of his cologne sent her pulse racing afresh.

“Hi,” she replied. He pushed the small bunch of flowers into her arms. She glanced down at them. “Daisies! You remembered.”

He shrugged, embarrassed. “I’m not going to forget your favourite flower. Assuming they’re still your favourite, of course.”

She grinned. “Yes, they are. Thanks, Rocco.”

“It’s weird hearing you call me that.”

She laughed. “It’s weird calling you that.”

“You can keep calling me Richard, if you want.”

“Nah, I think Rocco suits you better now.” She took in their location. “So, where have you brought me?”

“It’s a pop-up restaurant. The couple who live here open up their front room once a month and serve guests. The husband does all the cooking, and she is front of house. It’s got great reviews, and I know someone who knows them, and they were able to get us a table.”

“I’ve never been to anything like this before,” she said.

“No, me neither, but I thought it would be more chilled out than going to a regular restaurant.”

“You know, when I saw the address on your text, I thought you might have invited me to your place for dinner.”

It was his turn to laugh. “No, I can’t cook for shit. Sorry.”

“That’s okay. I can be the one to do the cooking.” She realised what she’d said. It implied they would be spending the sort of time together that meant one of them would need to be cooking.

Automatically, she wanted to glance away, but he was looking at her so intently, the ghost of a smile on his lips, that she couldn’t help but stare back. She didn’t think she’d ever get over how strange it felt to see him again, like he was a time travel portal and she could use him to transport her back to a time before her illness had taken over everything.

“We’d better go in,” he said, breaking the moment. “We don’t want to miss the first course.”

She smiled, and they turned together, walking side by side towards the house where the pop-up restaurant was taking place. She was so conscious of where his body was in relation to hers, and, as their arms brushed, she had to physically hold herself back from reaching out and clinging tight to his biceps and telling him how much she’d missed him and how sorry she was.

He held the door open for her, and she stepped inside. Music was playing in the background, something soft, and the living room had been set out with a number of chairs and tables, each with a crisp white tablecloth, polished glasses, and heavy silver wear. Several other people were already in the room—another couple and a table of four. Everyone looked up as they walked in, and she smiled around, suddenly shy and tempted to hide behind Rocco.

A woman in her thirties rushed up to them from the back of the house. “Hi, and welcome! You must be... Hmm... Let me guess.” She paused and tapped her finger to her lips. “Sophia and Rocco.”

Sophia smiled, immediately warming to the woman. “That’s right.”

“I have a talent for matching faces to names.”

“Oh, right,” Sophia said.

“I’m only joking. You’re our last table in tonight.”

She surprised a laugh from Sophia. “Of course. We’re not too late, are we? That’s my fault.”

“No, no. Not at all. Come through, make yourselves at home. That’s literally what we want you to do tonight. Imagine you’re as comfortable here as you would be in your own house, only we do all of the cooking, and you don’t even have to do the dishes.”

“Sounds great.” Rocco grinned and exchanged a glance with Sophia.

“I’m Margarite,” the woman introduced herself. She ushered them over to the table. “Now what can I get you to start? Wine?”

Sophia waved a hand. “Oh, I might have a glass later, but I’ll start with a sparkling water, if that’s okay.” She was allowed to drink alcohol on dialysis, but not much, and she always had to make sure the amount of liquid she drank during the day wasn’t more than she was allowed.

“I’ll have the same,” Rocco said, smiling his warm smile at Margarite. 

He looked tough on the outside, but his smile and the friendliness of his brown eyes told a whole other story.

Sophia leaned across the table and lowered her voice. “I don’t mind if you want to have a real drink.”

He grinned at her. “Nah. I drink too much beer anyway. Not good for the gut.” He patted his rock-hard stomach, and she suddenly wondered what her Richard from childhood now looked like with his shirt off.

“I’m still in shock that you came into my studio today,” he told her. “You know I wasn’t even supposed to be working today.”

“I know. The woman who works there told me the artist I’d booked in with was sick and that I’d be getting you instead. She called you Rocco, and obviously that meant nothing to me. If she’d said ‘Richard’, the thought would have at least occurred to me that it might be you, though I would never have thought it would be really. It’s not as though there aren’t plenty of Richards in London.” Sophia shrugged. “Maybe it was fate. The other artist got sick because the world conspired to throw us together.”

He studied her face. “You believe in all of that?”

She gave a small laugh. “Probably not, but it would be nice if that kind of thing did happen. It would take all the work out of everything, wouldn’t it? We wouldn’t need to question and overanalyse everything that happens because we can just put it all in the hands of fate.”

“Well, maybe fate did bring us back together again,” he said. “And I’m really happy it did. I’ve thought of you all these years, wondering what happened to you and how you were getting on. I even checked social media, hoping your name might come up somewhere, but it never did.”

She shook her head. “No, I’ve never liked any of that stuff. I guess I’ve just kept my head down.”

He cocked an eyebrow. “For ten years?”

“Yeah.”

Social media wasn’t something she’d ever liked. What sorts of things would she have ever been able to post about, except her illness? While others around her were landing their perfect jobs, or their dream men, and were buying houses and having babies, she was just going to and from the hospital. It was less painful to pretend her life wasn’t a shadow of everyone else’s.

Margarite arrived back with their sparkling water and two glasses filled with clinking ice cubes and slivers of lemon. “Starters won’t be long,” she told them.

They waited until she’d left again, and then Rocco leaned back across the table. She’d matched his motions, so they both leaned in toward each other, reducing the space. They weren’t holding hands, but their forearms were close enough to pick up on each other’s body heat.

“We had the most perfect childhood, though, didn’t we?” he said. “I mean, not with how my dad was, but with the two of us. When I look back, all I remember is summers on the beach, rock pooling, and swimming.”

Sophia grinned at the memories. “And do you remember Mr Norton’s orchard, where we used to go scrumping? He used to get so mad when he caught us, but it would just make things seem more dangerous for us, daring each other to run in and steal apples and get out again before he saw us.”

Rocco laughed. “Those apples were so sour as well. I can’t believe we used to eat them.”

She put her hand to her mouth, hiding her smile. “I think they were probably cooking apples. It’s a wonder we didn’t make ourselves sick.” The mention of her being sick was like a damp towel across the flames of her joy. She knew she was going to have to tell him, but she really didn’t want to. She was enjoying him treating her like this, how she was just a normal girl out on a date with a sexy, fun man.

Their starters arrived—a lobster terrain with watercress. 

“This looks incredible,” she said as the woman placed the dishes in front of them. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me, thank my husband,” Margarite told them. “I’m a terrible cook. But he’ll be out at the end to meet you all.”

“I’ll look forward to it.”

The main course was duck confit with steamed green vegetables and dauphinoise potatoes. Sophia normally regulated what she was eating, always careful not to include too much salt, but she pushed her worries to the back of her mind and focused on enjoying the delicious food.

She remembered something, pausing with her fork heading towards her mouth. “Hey, I felt bad the other day for not asking how your dad is doing.”

Rocco shrugged. “He’s much the same. Still drinking, and I doubt that will ever stop. I’ve given up thinking he will ever change. When he was done for drunk driving, I thought that might have given him the shove he needed, but he just carried on as though nothing had happened.”

Sophia winced. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. It’s not your fault.”

His dad had always been like the elephant in the room. Even when they’d been younger, and hadn’t realised what was going on, they’d known he hadn’t been quite right. He’d either be happy and fun, dancing with them and throwing Rocco over his shoulder and spinning him around, or he’d be angry and slurring, forced to use the wall to lean against to stay standing upright. They’d learned to avoid him when he was like that, and they’d go over to Sophia’s house instead where Sophia’s parents were a typical middle-class family, with a father who worked too much and was often away, and a mother who was always lovely, but who allowed herself to be walked over by her husband. Her mum would smile and say she didn’t mind when Sophia asked her if there wasn’t more she wanted from life than staying home every day. Now both her parents were retired, and it seemed to Sophia that her mother’s life was exactly the same as it had been when Sophia had been a young child. Of course, a lot of her mother’s time had ended up revolving around Sophia’s illness. After they’d moved, she’d got sick almost within the first few days. Her parents put it down to the stress of the move, and she was lovesick from leaving Rocco behind, but when she didn’t get better, they’d taken her to see a doctor. She was sleeping all the time, and when she wasn’t sleeping she found herself short of breath and dizzy. Then her legs and ankles had swollen up, and she remembered how embarrassed and ashamed she’d been, looking like the elephant man when she was a self-conscious seventeen-year-old girl. 

She hadn’t wanted anyone to see her, and that had included Rocco, and she had been grateful at that point that he was hundreds of miles away.
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Chapter Seven
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Their dessert arrived—a rich chocolate mousse with a red fruit coulis that had a bitterness to counteract the sweetness of the chocolate. Rocco watched Sophia’s mouth with fascination as she placed the spoon between her lips and gave a moan of satisfaction that went directly to his groin.

He had to ask the question. It had been eating him up all evening. He didn’t want to make things awkward or tense between them, but he had to know.

“Sophia, after you moved with your parents, how come you never contacted me again?” He could feel the way his expression changed, pinching with the emotional pain of all those years ago. She’d been his best friend and his girlfriend, and she’d just upped and vanished.

She glanced down at her almost empty plate, and he immediately wished he hadn’t said anything. “I did try to call you at first, but your dad kept answering. I guess he never gave you any of the messages?”

This was news to him. He had no idea Sophia had called him. 

“No.” He shook his head. That son of a bitch. “He didn’t tell me. But you could have kept trying. Even if weeks, or hell, months had gone past, I still would have wanted to hear from you. Not hearing from you, it was like someone had come along and ripped out a piece of my soul and then just expected me to carry on like normal. It wasn’t pretty, Sophia. I got into some bad shit after you’d gone. I was so angry.”

To his shock, tears filled her sky-blue eyes.

Immediately, he shot his hand across the table, gripping her long, slender fingers in his fist. “Fuck, sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you.”

She shook her head and brushed away a stray tear from her cheek. “No, I’m sorry. It’s my fault. I stopped calling you because I got ill and I didn’t want you to know. I figured you were young and free, and the last thing you needed was some sick, long-distance girlfriend dragging you down.”

Her words shocked him, and he sat back in his seat. “Ill? What do you mean you were ill?”

“It’s fine,” she said. “I had some problems with my kidneys and I was in hospital for a while. That’s why I never got back in touch.”

“Jesus, Sophia. You should have told me. I’d have come up to see you.”

She gave him a strange, tight smile. “That’s exactly why I didn’t tell you. I knew you well enough to know you’d drop everything and probably hitchhike up to see me.”

“That’s exactly what I would have done,” he growled, suddenly angry that she’d taken that decision away from him.

“But I didn’t want you to. I didn’t want you to give up your whole life for me. You had so much going for you, even though you couldn’t see it. You were young and gorgeous and healthy, and incredibly talented, even though you wouldn’t have admitted it. I wanted you to go on and live your life, and you have, Rocco. You did exactly what I thought you would, and you left that little town and went to university and you’ve created a career and a life for yourself.”

He knew his expression had darkened but he couldn’t help himself. He didn’t know if he wanted to jump over the table and pull her against him and hold her tight and never let go, or if he wanted to knock the table over and storm out of the room.

“You could have been in it,” he muttered instead. “That should have been my choice. I could have had all those things with you, as well.”

But she shook her head. “No, you couldn’t have. You’d have felt obligated to be with me through all the tests and the operations, and you’d never have had time for university, or fun, or partying.”

He lifted his gaze back to hers. “Is that why you’re not drinking?”

She nodded. “Yes. I can have the occasional glass, but much more wouldn’t be good for me.”

He almost didn’t want to ask. “But you’re all right now?”

She smiled and glanced down at the table, fiddling with her dessert spoon. “Yes, I’m all right. I have to abide by some lifestyle choices to manage things, but I’m okay.”

He reached across the table and took her hand again. He needed to touch her. “Hey, Sophia.” She lifted her eyes to his. “It’s okay. The past is in the past. We’re both ten years older now. We’re not stupid kids anymore. We can let things go and start again.”

“You want to start again?”

He couldn’t read the tone in her voice. “The minute I saw you standing in the studio, it was like I’d been transported back ten years. All of the feelings I had for you were always there. They never went anywhere.”

The tears were back in her eyes. She shook her head. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” He squeezed her fingers. “We’ve got a second chance. How many people get that?”

Margarite came to clear the final plates away, then brought them out coffee and homemade mint chocolates. Then she brought out her husband, Philip, who had done all the cooking, and the small room of people cheered, while he did an elaborate bow and then went around and shook everyone’s hands while they complimented the food.

Rocco insisted on paying and leaving a substantial tip for the couple, and, as they stood from the table, he reached out and slipped his fingers through Sophia’s. It felt so good to be holding her hand again, and she made no move to pull away. The rest of the world vanished, and, as all of the other diners collected their belongings and filed their way out, and as Margarite and Philip cleared the tables around them, he could see only Sophia. He reached up with his other hand and twisted a lock of her red hair around his finger, marvelling at how she was real and not a figment of his imagination. And she gazed up at him with those wide, blue eyes, and her perfect lips parted, and he knew he had no choice other than to kiss her, right here in the middle of someone else’s front room.

He slipped his arm around her waist, pulling her into him, and he ducked his head to hers. Their lips met, and it was a tentative kiss at first, soft and gentle, as though they were both remembering if they knew how to do this right. But then she exhaled a sigh, her breath tasting faintly of coffee and chocolate and mint, and that tiny action went straight to his cock. He held her tight, crushing her up against him. Their mouths opened, and their kisses deepened, tongues edging out to touch and then taste and explore. Her hands crept up his back, her fingers fisting his shirt. He sensed the passion in her, the years they’d lost having gathered momentum.

Someone cleared their throat nearby, and they broke apart.

“Time to go, folks,” Margarite chirped.

They were the last ones left. They grinned at each other, a little embarrassed but also stupidly happy.

“Thanks, Margarite,” Sophia said, her cheeks flushed pink.

“You’re welcome.” She gave her a wink. “Always enjoy seeing a couple so in love.”

Her blush deepened, and she caught Rocco’s eye and then glanced away again. Neither of them corrected the older woman or told her they’d only just been reunited after ten years apart. 

Suddenly, those ten years didn’t matter anymore. 

They left the pop-up restaurant, still hand in hand, and stopped outside on the street. 

“Don’t go home yet,” he told her. “I don’t want this to end.”

“Do you live far from here?”

He shook his head. “No, fifteen minutes, that’s all.”

A small smile touched her lips. “Much closer than travelling all the way back to my parents’ house.”

He understood exactly what she was saying, and his heart lifted. “Yes, it is. Come on.”

He held her hand tightly as they hurried down the street. He hoped none of his flatmates would be home and threw up a silent prayer of thanks that he’d made the effort to tidy up. He wasn’t a perfect man, he knew that, but he would try to be a better one if it meant Sophia would be in his life.

By the time they reached his building, they were both flushed and out of breath. He let her into his flat and listened for any signs they had company. “Good, sounds like everyone is—”

She didn’t even let him finish his sentence. Her arms wrapped around his neck, and her elegant, slender body pressed against his, her mouth claiming his for her own. Rocco wasn’t going to complain. He groaned as their tongues met, and he slid his hands down her body, taking in every curve as though she was a sculpture he was trying to memorise. 

He went to tug off her top, but she pulled away slightly. “Wait, I have some scarring on my arm, from where I’ve had treatment. They’re not pretty—”

He tugged her back in. “I don’t care about that, Sophia. You’re perfect.” 

She shook her head. “Please, don’t think that. I’m not. I’m so far from perfect, it’s not funny.”

“Stop. You’re perfect to me.”

Tears filled her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I don’t normally cry so much on a date.”

“Well, you can’t cry while I’m kissing you.”

He leaned in and placed another kiss to her lips.

“No,” she said against his mouth. “I can’t.”

“Or if I kissed you here.” He ducked his head and kissed her neck.

She let out a sigh. “No, not there either.”

Then he reached the bottom of her long-sleeved top and pulled it up over her head, revealing her pale skin. A tubular stretchy bandage covered the lower half of her right arm, to hide her scarring, he assumed.

“Or here.” He touched his lips to her shoulder while he moved his hand up to cup her breast over the top of her bra. Even through the lacy material, he felt her nipple crinkle beneath his touch. He slipped the bra strap down and lowered his mouth to her breast. 

“Or here,” he said, right before he kissed her nipple. 

She gasped, her hand reaching for the top of his head, pressing him in. He took that as encouragement and opened his mouth, circling the peak with his tongue and then drawing the tightened bud deeper into his mouth. Her tits were small, but the nipples large, and the tip elongated to allow him to suckle it to the roof of his mouth. His cock grew long and hard in his jeans, and he wanted nothing more than to strip them both of their clothes so he could lose himself inside her.

“Oh, God,” she breathed above him, and he used his hand to massage and pinch her other breast, pulling and tweaking the nipple so it was as long and hard as the one in his mouth.

He removed his mouth from her tits and kissed her again, and then scooped her up, so her legs hooked around his hips and he was carrying her. She was so light, so fragile and delicate, though he’d seen the fierce desire in her eyes, and his knowledge of her from their childhood meant he was aware she wasn’t fragile in the slightest.

Leaving the living room, he carried her into the bedroom and kicked the door shut behind them.

He put her down, her feet hitting the floor, and then he got to work on her jeans, popping open the button and slipping them from her slender hips. She toed off her small ballet-style shoes and threw them to one side. He caught sight of the tattoo he’d done, still wrapped up, and emotions tightened his chest. It felt so right to see something he’d done permanently marked on her skin.

“Turn around,” he growled. He wanted to immerse himself in her, to have her fill his every sense, to lose all concept of anything else existing in this world except Sophia Alexander.

He didn’t wait for an answer. He twisted her around in his arms and bent her slightly so her palms hit the bed. Then he dropped to his knees behind her, so his face was in line with her pussy.

“What are you—”she started, twisting to look over her shoulder at him. 

Then her eyes widened as he hooked his fingers into the elastic either side of her hips and pulled the knickers down her thighs. He edged her feet apart, pressed his palm against her lower back to bend her over farther still, and then buried his face between her thighs.

Rocco found the seam of her pussy with his tongue and licked her open. She was smooth, and even though she’d said there hadn’t been many boyfriends since they’d been apart, she’d clearly taken care of things down here. Had she done it for him? He liked to think so.

He pushed his tongue in deeper, her body going taut beneath his administrations. The sweet, musky taste of her coated his tongue, and his cock grew harder still. He thought he might lose it if she kept making those sweet, sexy little moaning sounds. He gripped her bottom with both hands, a cheek in each palm. He didn’t care what she said about her not being perfect, she was perfect to him, and by the way she was pushing back on his mouth and the noises she was making, he figured she’d forgotten all about being self-conscious.
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Chapter Eight
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Sophia couldn’t believe she was doing this. Bent over Rocco’s bed, with his mouth on her in places no man had touched for a long time. His beard scratched against her most sensitive skin, her head spinning in a way that had nothing to do with her illness for once.

She wanted to touch him in the same way he was touching her. 

His kisses left her pussy and trailed up her back, along her spine to her neck. She shivered at his touch, and he spun her back around to face him again. Then he was kissing her, and she could taste herself on his tongue, and it was hot as hell.

“I want you,” she gasped into his mouth. 

Suddenly brazen in a way she never normally was, she reached for the bottom of his t-shirt and drew it up and over his head. It was all she could do to stop herself groaning at the sight of his body. It was nothing like the slender, youthful boy he’d once been. Now he was hard with muscle, and the skin covering that muscle was also covered in tattoos.

She trailed her fingers across his skin, drinking in the designs of the tattoos. “I can’t believe this is you,” she murmured. 

“I’m the same person I was back then.”

“Just with muscles and tattoos,” she pointed out.

“Are you complaining?”

She dropped her hands to his jeans, to where his erection ran in a considerable line beneath the material. “Not in the slightest.”

His mouth crashed to hers as she tore open his belt and then popped the button and undid the fly. She shoved her hand beneath the waistband of his underwear, moving down. Heat and hardness sprang up to meet her fingers. God, he was big. She didn’t remember him being this big, but then she hadn’t had much to compare him to back then.

He pushed the jeans and underwear down, kicking them away. His cock was between them now, jutting upward, pointing at her belly. Wanting to give him what he’d given her, she dropped to her knees and inhaled the musk of him. He was gorgeous. She licked the salty drop of pre-cum from his slit and then circled her tongue around the head of his cock. Above her, he groaned, and his hands knotted into her hair, fisting her curls. She wanted to make this good for him, sliding her lips down his length, as deep as she could take him, and then bobbing back again.

His breathing grew ragged above her. “Fuck, Sophia. I’m going to come down your throat, if you keep that up.”

She pulled off him long enough to look up at him. “I’ll take every drop.”

“You’re killing me,” he growled. “But I want to be inside you.”

He yanked her up and threw her to the bed, so she landed on her back. Then he crawled over her and reached for the bedside drawer. “We still need to be safe, right?”

“Definitely.”

She was on the contraceptive implant anyway—there was no way she could risk ever falling pregnant with the way things were. She tried not to let guilt at the thought of that get in her way. She’d never be able to give him a child. Shut up, Sophia. You’re having fun, hot sex, not making a baby. She hated the way she over-thought everything. She was allowed to have a little fun and not always have to think about the future. But this isn’t just some guy. This is the only boy you’ve ever loved. And she had loved him. She’d loved him with every fibre of her being, and not only had her parents moving away gouged out her heart, but so had making the choice that he was better off without her.

She tore her thoughts from the past as he produced a condom and ripped the top open with his teeth. She took it from him and reached down to roll the top over his erection and then all the way down, all the while keeping her grip firm on his cock. Rocco’s eyes slipped shut with pleasure, and she reached his base and slipped her hand under to cup his balls. 

“Ah, fuck, Sophia,” he groaned, lowering his forehead against hers.

She widened her thighs, hooking her ankles around the back of him, pressing her heels into the hard muscles of his backside. He kissed her again and then reached between them to position himself. She bucked her hips, encouraging him.

The smooth head of his cock met her entrance, and he pushed gently, easing her open. Pleasure shot through her core, tightening her stomach muscles and thighs.

“More,” she gasped. “I want more.” She wanted him to fill her completely.

He grabbed her hands, lifting them above her head, shoving her wrists into the soft pillow as he pushed deep inside her. Their mouths met once more with frantic, hungry kisses. They clutched each other tight. He moved inside her, slow and languid at first, but then growing faster, harder. Her pleasure built, coiling tension at her core, ready to explode and shatter her. He released one of her hands to reach down and cup her breast, his fingers rolling her nipple and sending sparks coalescing between her thighs.

Her breathing came hard and ragged, and she clutched him, knowing she was close. “Oh, God...”

She came hard, her inner muscles rippling around his cock, holding him deeper and tighter. Rocco paused while the waves of her orgasm swept her away, and her body twitched with little bolts of pleasure. 

He started to move again, slamming himself into her, pistoning his hips, until he gave a grunt of release and held himself deep as he came.

***
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THEY LAY IN BED AFTERWARDS, their fingers twined together across his flat stomach, her head on his chest.

“Do you remember what we were like as teenagers?” she said. “Once we’d started, it was like we couldn’t help ourselves.”

“I remember all the snogging.” His chest vibrated as he chuckled. “We could stand on the street and kiss for hours.”

“I remember more than the snogging. Do you remember that little shed down on the green that we used to sneak into?” She grinned up at him. “We got into some pretty hot situations in there.” They hadn’t been having full sex at the time, but there had been plenty of groping going on.

“You gave me my first ever blow job in there. I think I lasted about ten seconds before I came.”

It was her turn to laugh. “You gave me my first everything in there.”

“Nothing has ever lived up to how we were back then.” His arm tightened around her. “Until now.”

She smacked him on the chest. “Oh, come on. Look at you. I bet you’ve had tons of girls.”

He caught her hand. “All right. It’s not the same, though. I know you, and you know me. You used to hide with me when my dad was in one of his moods, and I would defend you if someone at school was upsetting you. That history means something.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” she agreed. “It means everything.”
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The ease with which they slotted back into each other’s lives surprised Sophia. From that night, they’d spent every free moment together, and, over the next couple of weeks, Sophia found herself spending more nights in Rocco’s bed than she did in her parents’ home.

She felt bad that she hadn’t told him about her three-times-a-week trip to have dialysis, but she figured he hadn’t exactly asked either. He must have noticed the bandage on her arm that she never took off. Besides, it didn’t affect him in any way. He was at work during the times she spent at the hospital.

She’d been there that afternoon, sitting in the dialysis unit with all the other patients. It was still the start of her journey, really, and she was at the stage where she appreciated how good she felt once she’d had the dialysis done—far better than she’d ever felt before she’d started it. But she saw some of the patients there who’d been on dialysis for a number of years and who had grown weary and frustrated by the process. When she looked at them, she saw her future, and sometimes it terrified her.

Once she’d finished her three-hour session, she went straight to Rocco’s flat. He would have finished work by the time she arrived, and they’d spend the evening doing what they did every evening—eating good food, watching television, and having sex. It was a simple life, but she’d discovered those simple things made her happy.

The moment he opened the door, she saw something was wrong. His face was pale, his eyes rimmed red, his jaw clenched tight as though he was trying to swallow his emotion and keep it down. 

“Rocco, what’s wrong? What’s happened?”

“I just got a phone call. It’s my dad.”

Her stomach dropped, and she knew what he was going to say.

“He’s been found dead. They think it might have happened a few days ago.”

“Oh, baby. I’m so sorry.” She moved into him, wrapped her arms around him, pulling his head against her shoulder. She kissed his temple as he trembled against her. 

“It’s okay, it’s okay,” she soothed him, trying to tell him it was all right to give into the grief. He’d had a difficult, fractured relationship with his father, but that didn’t change the fact the man was still his dad.

“I have to go home for a few days,” he said, peeling himself away from her. His eyes were red but still dry. “Will you come with me?”

She’d only just had a session of dialysis, so she’d be okay for a few days. “Of course. Whatever you need. When do we go?”

“As soon as possible, if that’s all right. I’ll book a couple of train tickets for us.” He scrubbed his hand over his eyes and shook his head. “Shit, there’s just so much to sort out.”

She took his hand. “I’ll help. I’ll do everything I can.”

“Thanks, Sophia.” He gave her a sad smile. “I’m glad the world conspired to throw us together again.”

“Me, too.”

“I can’t imagine doing this without you.”

She gave him a sad smile. “I’m going to need to go back to my parents’ and pack a bag. Are you going to be okay without me for an hour or so?”

“Yeah, I can manage.”

She thought of something. “Actually, don’t book that train. I’ll see if I can borrow one of their cars for a few days.”

His eyebrows lifted. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah. It’s not as though either of them really has any place to be. They’ll be fine sharing one.”

Rocco nodded. “I’ll grab some stuff and come with you now, then.”

She realised what that meant. He’d be coming back to her parents’ with her. But she could hardly say no, not when he was this upset, and it wasn’t as though her parents hadn’t met him before. They just hadn’t met this version of him. But more than worrying about her parents’ opinion of Rocco, she was concerned they would mention something about her dialysis. She hadn’t told him yet, and all he knew was that she just needed regular treatment to keep her kidneys under control. She hadn’t told him they’d both failed and now she would need a donor. She felt bad for not having told him, but all the reasons why she’d not contacted him after they’d moved ten years ago were still there. She was worried she’d end up holding him back, but she’d also discovered love could be selfish, and she couldn’t stand the idea of having to give him up.

She couldn’t abandon him now, no matter what she thought. Hopefully, her parents wouldn’t say anything, but if they did, she would just have to deal with it. They were both adults now. She didn’t want to put any more on his plate, but she couldn’t change the way things were.

Rocco went to shove a couple of changes of clothes and some toiletries into a bag. “Am I going to need a suit?” he asked. “What about the funeral? Shit, there’s too much to think about.”

“We can hire a suit there,” she told him. “It will all be fine.”

“I have no idea what sort of state the house is going to be in. I’m not even sure it’ll be liveable.”

“We’ll find a bed and breakfast and deal with the house tomorrow.”
Her chest tightened with emotion at seeing him like this. Normally, he was the tough, strong one, while she was the emotional one. 
Rocco sent a couple of texts off to his flatmates and his boss to let them know what had happened, and that he wouldn’t be around for a few days. “I guess Kane will have to pick up some of my clients.”

“Payback for when he was sick,” she said, forcing a small smile.

He gave her a quick kiss. “Not that I’d change that for the world.”

“Me neither.”

They left the flat and walked the short distance to the Tube stop, where they’d be able to get a connecting train to her parents’ house. They did the journey in silence, clutching hard to each other’s hands. Rocco was caught up in his grief, and Sophia was nervous about what her parents would say.

By the time they reached her home, nerves churned in her gut, making her lightheaded. She hoped Rocco would be too caught up in his own thoughts to pay much attention to what her parents were saying.

“Mum, Dad,” she called as she walked through the front door. “I’m home, and I’ve brought someone with me.”

Both parents appeared from the lounge. It had been a long time since she’d brought anyone home, and surprise registered on her mother’s face. Her father’s expression was one of concern.

“You both remember Richard, don’t you?”

“Yes, of course.” Her mother’s smile was forced. “Hello, Richard. You’ve certainly grown up.”

Despite his grief, Rocco stepped forward and shook hands with them both. “Hello, Mr and Mrs Alexander. It’s good to see you again.”

“Can I talk to you both for a minute, through there?” Sophia jerked her head towards the living room. “Rocco, why don’t you go up to my room, I’ll be there in a minute. It’s the door directly to the right from the top of the stairs.”

He nodded. “Sure.”

She ushered her parents back into the living room. 

“What is all this, Sophia?” Her father crossed his arms over his chest.

“Richard’s had some bad news from home. His father died unexpectedly, and he needs to get back to Cornwall. I’ve said I’ll go with him, and I’d like to borrow one of your cars.”

Her mother’s eyes widened. “Go to Cornwall?”

“Yes, it’ll only be for a few days. He needs someone to support him, and I’m that someone.”

“And who’s going to support you? You’re going to need dialysis in a few days.”

“Yes, in a few days. I’ll be back by then.”

“And what if you have a bad turn?”

She exhaled a huff of air in exasperation. “I’ll be fine. I have Rocco. He’ll take care of me.”

“Does he know how sick you are?” her father asked.

“Not exactly. I haven’t given him all the details, but he knows I have issues with my kidneys and have to make some lifestyle choices because of them. If it looks like I’m getting worse, or he needs to know for any reason, I’ll tell him, I promise.”

Her mother shook her head. “I don’t know, Sophia, we barely know this man.”

“Yes, you do. I grew up with him. We might have lost touch, but that doesn’t erase the seventeen years where we grew up together. Please, I’m twenty-seven years old. I don’t even need to ask your permission to do this, but I am because I know you love me and you’ll worry. You need to let me go. It’s important to me.”

They exchanged a glance, and her father nodded. “Okay, you can take the Volvo, but you make sure you stay in touch with us, and you get back to London before your next appointment, okay?”

A smile broke out across her face, and she threw herself forward to kiss her father’s stubbly cheek. “Thanks, Dad. Thanks, Mum. Try not to worry, okay. I’ll be fine.” She hugged her mother and then turned and ran out of the room and up the stairs to join Rocco.

“We’re on,” she said, bursting through the door. She jangled the car keys that she’d snatched from the sideboard on her way past.

His eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Your parents were okay with it?”

“Yeah, for a couple of days, at least. Now, I’d better pack a bag, and then we can get on the road.”
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It was a long drive from London to Cornwall, but after five hours on the road, they were almost there. Both of them had driving licenses—though there was never much point in owning a car in London—so they alternated driving when one of them got tired. 

At this time of year, the population of the small Cornish town exploded. All the holiday properties left empty most of the year were now filled with people, and the hotels and bed and breakfasts were making the money that would keep them going all year around.

Rocco hadn’t wanted to risk taking Sophia back to his father’s house. Because of his father’s drinking, he had no idea what kind of state it would be in, but he assumed it wouldn’t be good. It had been four months since he’d last been back to visit—something he now felt like shit about—and the house hadn’t been great then. A man living alone was never the most house-proud of creatures, but a drinker living alone was even worse.

It had taken numerous phone calls before Rocco had eventually found somewhere close by with a double room free. It was a relief to find somewhere. He’d have managed if he’d been forced to sleep in the house, but there was no way in hell he’d have put Sophia in there. His head was spinning with all the things he needed to arrange. He’d never been great at that kind of thing, and he was thankful to have Sophia by his side. There were solicitors to speak with, and funeral arrangements to be made. His heart sank at the idea of the funeral, knowing there would only be a handful of people there. His dad would never have wanted a fuss anyway, but that didn’t make it any less sad.

It was late by the time they arrived at the bed and breakfast. The last of the sun had bled away from the sky, leaving a warm red glow across it. Through the hills and low-rise skyline of buildings, they were able to see the beach and the sea where they’d both grown up.

He shared a smile with Sophia and knew they were both thinking the same thing. It was good to be back here, together, but they both just wished it had happened under different circumstances.

They held each other that night, in a strange bed, but back in the town they’d once called home. Sex wasn’t something either of them initiated, and it was the first night they’d spent together where it hadn’t happened, but that was all right, too. They were more comfortable with each other now, falling back into friendship as well as intimacy, and it was enough to know they were there for each other.

The next day was filled with phone calls and appointments. He needed to register the death and then make arrangements for the funeral. He couldn’t see any point in delaying things, and as there weren’t going to be family members needing to travel long distances or anything like that, he was able to arrange it for the day after next. 

Sophia squeezed his hand. “You ready to go to the house? You’re going to have to face it sometime.”

He nodded. “Yeah, I know.”

This was the part he’d been dreading most of all. He was going to have to come face to face with the sort of conditions his father had been living in, and he knew it was going to be like a punch to the gut.

They did the short walk over to his father’s house on the outskirts of town.

The place was exactly as he remembered it, dilapidated on the outside, the paintwork peeling from the windowsills, the guttering falling apart, and the roof missing tiles. The grass in the small front garden had grown knee-high, and he was surprised nobody had complained about it. Perhaps they had, but his father hadn’t paid any attention—or hadn’t been mentally or physically able to pay any attention. A stab of guilt went through him. He should have been here more. His father had spent his last few months alone, and Rocco wasn’t sure he’d ever get over that guilt.

“It’s not your fault,” Sophia said from beside him, her fingers entwined with his. “He was ill. He has been for a very long time. You couldn’t have given up your life for him. He would never have expected you to.”

Rocco let out a sigh. “Maybe not, but this all just feels so wrong. Thank you for coming with me. I don’t know how I’d be coping if you weren’t here right now.”

She released his hand to slip her arm around his waist and pull him closer. “Come on. Let’s get this over with.”

He took a shaky breath and allowed her to tug him up the overgrown path, towards the peeling front door. His hand trembled as he put the key into the lock and turned it. He almost laughed at himself. He was supposed to be some big tough guy who worked in a tattoo studio and hung out with other big tough guys, but here he was, getting spooked by a house. A musty odour hit him and he tried not to grimace, bracing himself for the worst. 

But, once he stepped inside the door, he realised it wasn’t as bad as he’d anticipated. Yes, the place had a bad smell to it, and dirt and grime covered every surface, but it wasn’t as though he’d just stepped into an episode of Hoarders, which was what he had been preparing himself for.

“It’s not that bad,” Sophia said, echoing his thoughts. “It’s just a little unloved.”

“Do you think that was how he felt, too, in his final days? Unloved?”

Sophia squeezed her arms around his waist. “You can’t think like that. I’m sure your father knew you loved him. But you were both grown men, and you had your own life. He would never have expected you to stay in this little town and look after him.”

“Maybe he’d never expected me to do it, but that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t have. I hate to think of him living down here, alone, slowly dying while I did nothing to help.”

“Do you remember how it was when we were kids?” she asked, fixing him with those blue eyes he loved so much, making him focus on her rather than their surroundings. “There were days when you were terrified to go home. It wasn’t as though he was the perfect father, either, Rocco. Far from it. I’m surprised you stuck around as long as you did.”

“But my dad did stick around, unlike my mother. If he hadn’t stayed, whatever his flaws, then I’d have grown up parentless and without a home.”

She held him then, her arms wrapped around his neck, pressing her body fully against his, her hand stroking the back of his head as she pulled his face into her neck. They stood there like that for the longest of times, surrounded by the sad, final moments of his father’s life.
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Chapter Eleven
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They hired a professional cleaning company to come in and blitz the house. Rocco went through the meagre belongings his father had left behind, selecting only a few items to keep. Most of it was rubbish. His father hadn’t been sentimental, so there was little from Rocco’s childhood—a handful of photographs, a few pieces of old school work—but that was it. Sophia could see how much it hurt Rocco that this was all that remained of his father’s life.

“I won’t be like this,” he told her that night as they lay tangled together in bed. “I won’t allow my life to end up so all I leave behind are a couple of boxes of rubbish.”

“That isn’t all your father left behind,” she replied. “He left you as his legacy, and I bet he was as proud of you as a father could be.”

The funeral was a simple, quiet affair. A couple of Rocco’s father’s old drinking buddies showed up to pay their final respects, but other than Sophia and Rocco, they were the only people there.

Rocco had told her he didn’t want to have a wake. He said the idea of sitting in some grotty pub while a handful of his father’s old friends got drunk in the corner was just too depressing to bear. Instead, after the service, Sophia and Rocco went down onto the beach where they’d spent so many of their childhood years. 

Despite the sombre situation, the day was bright and hot. Holidaymakers lay on brightly coloured towels across the sand, while their children built sandcastles around them. Teenagers huddled together in gangs, some wearing t-shirts of bands they’d most likely never even listened to. They played music too loud, and all tried to talk over the top of each other in that over-confident yet self-conscious way teenagers seemed to blend together.

Sophia sat shoulder to shoulder with Rocco on the beach, both of them out of place in their rented clothes—with her in a summer dress and him in his suit. He looked handsome, though—just as handsome as he did casually dressed in his jeans and t-shirt, the combination of the suit and the tattoos more than pleasing on the eye. They ate fish and chips directly out of the paper and toasted his father’s life with cold cans of Coke.

“Is it wrong that I’m enjoying being here with you, despite the circumstances?” he asked her with a wry smile.

“No, not at all. Your father would have liked to know that you’re happy.”

“I am,” he agreed. “I wish I’d had the chance to tell him that we’d got back together. He always liked you. Called you ‘little Sophia’.”

She laughed. “Not so little now.”

“Nope.”

“I’m going to have to leave for London first thing in the morning,” she told him, wishing there was a way she could stay.

He glanced down at her. “Sure you can’t stay a little longer?”

She shook her head. “Sorry, I’ve got a hospital appointment. I can’t miss it.”

His eyebrows drew together in a frown. “Something important?”

“Well, yes, but it’s just routine as well.”

“I’ll come with you.”

“No, you’ve still got things to do down here. You’ll be okay to get the train back? I have to get Dad’s car back, too.”

“Of course. I’m going to worry about you driving all that way on your own, though.”

She nudged her elbow into his side. “Like I just mentioned, I’m a big girl now. I can handle it.”

He groaned and buried his face into her neck. “Sure I can’t convince you to stay?”

She laughed and hugged the back of his head against her. “I want to, I promise I do, but I can’t. This appointment has been booked for ages, and I’ll be in trouble if I miss it.”

He lifted his face from her and frowned. “And what’s the appointment for, exactly?”

She shrugged. “Oh, it’s just routine—testing how well my kidney function is and stuff like that. But you know how strapped the NHS is at the moment. They can’t afford to let appointments go to waste.”

“You’re right. I’m just being selfish, wanting you all to myself. I should only be another couple of days and then I’ll be back in London.”

She leaned in and kissed him. “We still have tonight.”

“And the rest of today. Which reminds me, I don’t want to sit out here, sharing you with all these other people. Let’s go back to the room. I want you all to myself.”

She didn’t protest when he took her by the hand and pulled her to her feet. The bed and breakfast was only a short walk back from the beach, but in their formal wear, they were both hot and sticky by the time they reached the room. 

In the room there was a small, under counter fridge with a compartment for ice. They’d purchased some soft drinks when they’d arrived, and there was an ice tray in the freezer compartment.

“Is it bad that I’m English and I’m complaining about the heat?” she said, peeling off her dress. She was less conscious of the elasticised bandage around her fistula now with him, but that didn’t mean she’d let him see the fistula in all its lumpy glory. She knew the sight would shock him, and he’d ask more questions than he normally did. She wasn’t quite ready to tell him the severity of her illness yet. “I’m normally cold all the time.”

He glanced over at her from where he was bent over the fridge, and one side of his mouth curled in a lop-sided grin. “I’m not going to complain if it means you’re going to start taking your clothes off.”

“I was just going to change for a t-shirt and shorts,” she protested.

“No, you’re not. I like you in just your underwear.” He straightened from the fridge holding two iced glasses of water. “Now lie on the bed. I know a way of cooling you down.”

She arched her eyebrows. “Do you? So why does it look more like you’re thinking of heating things up.”

He gave a wicked grin. “Maybe I can do both.”

Holding back a grin of her own, she lay back on the bed, wearing only her underwear. Rocco scooped one of the ice cubes out of the glass. “Ready?”

She squirmed in anticipation. “No.”

He laughed. “Tough.”

He placed the ice cube on her stomach, just beneath her breasts, and ran it down to her navel. Sophia wriggled, the cold ice setting her nerve endings on fire in the best possible way. He reached her belly button and circled the ice cube around, the water pooling into the little dip, and then he lowered his mouth and lapped up the water.

“You’re so bad,” she said with a smile.

“I think we need to get rid of some more of these clothes.”

“You first.” 

Rocco was still wearing his suit from the funeral. He stood and pulled off his tie and then undid the buttons of his shirt, revealing his tattooed, hard body. She didn’t think she’d ever get tired of seeing him naked, of running her hands over his skin, and marvelling how the skinny boy she’d once run around the beach with had developed into this incredible specimen of a man. His hands went to his suit trousers, and he slipped them from his hips so only his boxer shorts were left.

“Now you,” he said.

“But I only have my underwear on,” she protested.

“Not for much longer.”

He covered her body with his and slid his hand beneath her back. With surprising dexterity, he popped the clasp and whipped her bra away.

She raised her eyebrows. “I don’t know if I should be annoyed or impressed.”

“Oh, you’re definitely going to be impressed in a minute. Now lie back and shut up.”

Repressing a smile, she did as she was told. Her naked breasts jutted up to meet him as he took another ice cube from the glass and placed it on her left nipple. She gasped, her nipple crinkling at the contact and arousal shooting straight down between her thighs. From the long, thick line in his shorts, she could see Rocco was enjoying this, too. If he grew just a little harder, the head of his cock would appear over the waistband.

He circled the ice around her nipple, ensuring it was a tight little bud, and then moved onto her right breast. He repeated the process, ducking his head to suck her wet nipple into his mouth. Sophia groaned and placed her hand on the back of his head, pressing him against her. Her back arched. She wanted more, needed more.

Rocco fished out another ice cube and placed it on her belly again. He slid the cube down, but this time, instead of stopping at her navel, he went lower. She gasped when she realised what he had planned. He paused at her hips, hooking his fingers beneath the waistband of her knickers, before pulling them down her thighs and throwing them to one side. The ice cube was still melting on her stomach, but he took it between his fingers again and slid it down, through the small patch of golden-red hair at the juncture of her thighs.

“Open your legs for me,” he growled.

She wouldn’t have dared disobey. She spread her thighs for him, and he moved the ice lower. Her hips bucked as it ran over the top of her clit, and she let out a groan and squirmed as the coolness went lower still, between her heated folds to melt and dribble down over her arsehole.

“Oh, my God,” she moaned, flinging one arm over her eyes, barely knowing what to do with herself. 

The ice cold against her own heat was driving her crazy.

Then his mouth was on her, lapping away the combination of melted ice and her cream. She thought he was done with the ice, but he fished out another cube and put this one in his mouth. His tongue was cold as it swirled around her clit, building her higher and higher, so she snatched little breaths, curling her fingers in the sheets. She’d never known pleasure like it. Then he pushed an ice cube inside her as he continued to lick her, and she came with wave after wave of pleasure.

Rocco shoved his shorts down, and his cock sprang out to meet her. With the ice now melted inside her, he quickly rolled on a condom and positioned himself at her entrance and shafted the head inside. “God, you feel cold. That’s so fucking incredible.”

“I know, I know.”

Her hands found his shoulders, and she wrapped her legs around his hips. He fucked her that way, sinking himself deep, and then he pulled out and flipped her around so she was on her hands and knees. As he took her from behind, his thumb met with her asshole, and he applied just enough pressure not to penetrate her, but to send sparks of arousal condensing tight within her core. She looked over her shoulder, wanting to see his face as he came. His handsome features tightened, his lips slightly parted. All the muscles in his chest and shoulders were bunched, his gaze focused on her rear end and the view he must have of his cock sliding in and out of her.

She moaned at the image, and her orgasm built again. It hit just as Rocco gave a grunt, signalling him coming, and her sheath pulsed around him, sending her wild with bliss.

He leaned over her back, his arms wrapping around her waist, and pulled her into him so they spooned while kneeling. He placed a kiss on her damp, sweaty shoulder and then nuzzled her hair. Her hair was clammy from perspiration and clung to her neck.

“I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of doing that,” he said.

She grinned and twisted to kiss him. “I hope you never do.”
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Chapter Twelve
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Sophia woke early the next morning, not wanting to leave but knowing she had to. Rocco was still sleeping, his long lashes resting on his cheek, one arm flung over the top of his head. She could happily have sat and watched him for hours but she had a long journey ahead of her and she couldn’t be late.

She used the adjoining bathroom and quietly packed up her belongings. When she was ready, she leaned over his still-sleeping form and gently kissed his lips.

He stirred at her kiss and, as she was straightening, he reached out and caught her arm.

“Hey, you can’t go.”

He tugged her back in, and she laughed. “I have to.” She struggled against him, though she knew they were only playing. 

He buried his head against her stomach. “I think I should shut you in this room and not let you go.”

“Then you’d get me in a whole heap of trouble,” she protested. And I’ll end up very sick.

He released her. “Okay, okay. Text me when you get back to London, though. Let me know you made it safe.”

She leaned in and kissed him again. “I’ll be fine, but yes, of course I will.”

“I’ll miss you,” he told her.

“It’ll only be a couple of days.”

He arched an eyebrow. “So?”

She couldn’t help laughing again. “You’re right. I’ll miss you, too.”

***
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AN HOUR INTO THE JOURNEY, and Sophia had only just left Cornwall. 

She was starting to doubt how sensible making this trip on her own was. She knew her parents wouldn’t approve, but she needed to get back to London and she didn’t want to appear incapable in front of Rocco. If she’d told him she wasn’t able to do the drive alone, then he might have started to question just how sickly she was, and she didn’t think she could stand that. She loved how he saw her just as she’d always been—fun-loving Sophia, not the girl with the failed kidneys. But wanting to feel like a normal girl wasn’t going to help her get back London. 

The fog of fatigue was already clouding her mind, and she still had hours to go. She had to keep going, however. She couldn’t risk missing her dialysis session that afternoon. She could feel it was time for another one. Her skin had started to itch, making her antsy, so she shifted in the driver’s seat, and her calf muscles twitched, threatening to cramp. She’d drive another hour and get through Devon, and then she’d take a break. Yes, that was how she needed to think of it. That she just had a couple of two-hour drives ahead of her, instead of one long one. She prayed she wouldn’t hit roadworks or an accident somewhere along the way. 

To keep her thoughts from her body’s failings, she turned her mind to Rocco. She hated to leave him alone down there, having to deal with his father’s estate, but she hadn’t had any choice.

Yes, you did. If you’d just been honest with him, you could have arranged to have this session done at a local dialysis centre instead of coming all the way back to London on your own.

She sighed and scrubbed her hands across her tired eyes. She would have to tell him soon, she knew that, but she wasn’t looking forward to it. Would he treat her differently if he knew what he was letting himself in for? People on long-term dialysis could be fragile. They had complications, and it simply wasn’t as easy as living with a healthy person. They’d never be able to just go on a spontaneous holiday because she’d always have to make arrangements for her dialysis first, and she’d always have to avoid drinking too much alcohol and be careful with her diet. She was making assumptions about their relationship, but she knew how they were together. They’d known each other their entire lives and, from the way he looked at her, she didn’t think this was just a fling.

Sophia squeezed her thighs together as she tingled at the memory of their time together. He’d always known exactly what she liked, and that hadn’t changed. There had been a couple of other men over the past ten years, but nothing came anywhere close to how she felt when she was with him. She hoped he was all right dealing with everything down in Cornwall by himself, and wished more than anything that she hadn’t needed to leave him.

An hour later, she stopped off at some services and took a break. She was hungry, but takeaway food wasn’t a great thing for her, as most of it was too high in salts to be good for her. She settled on some fruit and a coffee for the caffeine, though she could have used something more substantial. She took the time and stretched out her legs, trying not to wince at her swollen ankles or scratch her nails across her itchy skin. There were only a couple more hours to go now, and she just had to push through. She’d go straight to the hospital, and the dialysis would put her right again.

Sophia got back on the road again.

She fought off the exhaustion and ignored the leg cramps, watching the miles being eaten away by the car. A tickle started in her throat, and she coughed to try to clear it away, but phlegm stuck like glue to her pipes. She did her best to ignore it as well, taking sips from the bottle of water she had in the holder beside her, though she knew from experience that too much fluid at this stage wasn’t going to do her any favours.

A surge of impotent anger boiled up inside her. Why did it have to be her who was going through all of this? Why couldn’t she just have been born into a healthy body, and be reunited with the love of her life, and live happily ever after? Plenty of people had it worse, but right now it all seemed so unfair, and she blinked back angry tears.

As she approached the outskirts of London, her cough grew worse, and she found herself breathless, her chest tight. She was trying not to worry about what it meant, knowing it was most likely the result of the long drive and pushing herself physically right before a dialysis session. Three days ago, right after her last session, she would have been fine, but her non-working kidneys meant that toxins had been building up in her system for the last three days, and her body didn’t have any way of getting rid of them by itself.

By the time she reached the hospital, she was exhausted and felt as though she wanted to sleep for a week. She made it to the clinic to check in. Linda was behind the reception desk, and the nurse’s eyes widened as she took in the sight of Sophia.

“Sophia, are you feeling all right? You look terrible.”

Sophia nodded. “Just tired, and my chest feels tight.”

Linda frowned. “You haven’t missed any sessions, have you?”

“No, I’m right on time.”

“Then what have you been doing?” She frowned at the swelling in Sophia’s hands and feet.

“I had to go down to Cornwall with my boyfriend. His father died, and he needed to arrange the funeral. I wanted to support him.”

The nurse gave a tut of disapproval. “Well, I’m sorry to hear about his father, but it really has been too much for you.”

A fresh volley of coughing clutched at her lungs, and she doubled over, trying to dislodge the phlegm caught in her throat. Her eyes streamed, and she couldn’t catch her breath. A rush of heat flooded over her, followed by a drenching in cold. A firm hand pressed to her back, and she was vaguely aware of Linda saying her name. But she couldn’t catch her breath, and the room around her suddenly felt distant, as though she was drawing inside herself. Her legs buckled, and she hit the floor, but she was barely aware of it.

Shouts of alarm surrounded her, but she wasn’t able to figure out what they meant. All she knew was that a sweet darkness was surrounding her, and the only thing she had the energy to do was give in to it.
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Chapter Thirteen
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“She’s opening her eyes.”

Rocco sat by Sophia’s bedside, holding her hand, when her eyelids fluttered.

Her parents had got his phone number off Sophia’s phone and called him while he was still in Cornwall to say she’d collapsed in hospital and was unconscious. He’d dropped everything and jumped on the next train back to London, sick with worry, and furious with himself for allowing her to make the journey back on her own. 

When he’d arrived, they’d told him how serious her condition was. He’d been filled in on her dialysis treatment—both of them expressing annoyance with her for not being truthful about how badly she needed to have it—and that she’d had a build-up of fluid which had in turn caused pneumonia. She was on treatment now, and should recover fully, but it had been a worrying twenty-four hours.

Why hadn’t she felt she could tell him? Had he given the impression that he wouldn’t want to know? He was angry at himself for not asking more questions, as well. He should have asked more about what was beneath the bandage she always wore on her arm. Maybe a part of him hadn’t wanted to know. He hadn’t liked to think of the girl he’d grown up with being so sick it could kill her. He couldn’t imagine a world now where Sophia wasn’t in it, and the thought of having her torn away from him again so soon was torture.

But now she was waking up, and he was determined to make her see that she could be honest with him, no matter what.

Her parents crowded into the room, taking up the space on the other side of her bed. 

“Sophia?” her mother said. “Sophia, sweetheart. Everything’s okay. You passed out at the hospital, but you’ve been given treatment and you’re doing better now.” She took her daughter’s other hand and gave it a squeeze.

“Rocco?” Sophia mumbled.

“I’m here, baby,” he said, holding her hand tighter. “Everything’s okay. I’m right here.”

Her eyelids flickered again, but her fingers tightened around his. It was as though her touch on his hand had a direct link to his heart, as it contracted, flooding him with emotion. He hated seeing her like this. How could it have happened so fast? Only two days ago, they were sitting on the beach and making love in bed. She’d gone downhill so quickly.

One of the nurses came into the room. “She should probably get some rest now, folks,” the woman said kindly. “She knows you’re all here for her, but sleep is going to be what helps her most now.”

He nodded, not wanting to leave her, but wanting to do what was best for her. He couldn’t stand the thought that he might have lost her. First his dad, then Sophia. His heart wouldn’t have been able to take it. 

***
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AS THE WEEK PASSED with Sophia still recovering in hospital, Rocco had no choice but to go back to work. He spent every minute possible outside of work at Sophia’s bedside. She was growing stronger every day and was able to sit up in bed and talk to him. 

But he’d already taken most of the previous week off because of his dad, and even though Art had been more than understanding about the situation, Rocco knew that every day he wasn’t there was another day where the tattoo shop was losing money.

“Hey, how’s things going?” Art asked him when he went in that morning.

“Better, thanks. She’s awake for longer periods now, so we can talk.”

“Has she said why she didn’t tell you about the dialysis yet?”

He shook his head. “No, we haven’t spoken about it, and I don’t want to upset her.”

“I get that,” Art said, nodding. “But you guys are going to have to talk about it soon. It’s a pretty big deal.”

“Yeah, I know.”

He’d done some research over the past week, and he couldn’t pretend it didn’t make him nervous. The idea that she would die within a week or so if she stopped dialysis was terrifying, but he also held on to the possibility that a donor kidney might become available. If that happened, and her body didn’t reject it, she could go on to live a relatively normal life and wouldn’t have to be plugged into a machine every three days. This new knowledge didn’t change his feelings towards her. If anything, it only made him admire her more. In the ten years they’d been apart, while he’d been partying and studying, and working here at the tattoo studio, she’d been fighting this horrible illness. In his eyes, that made her a far braver person than he would ever be.

He worked on that day’s clients, trying to focus on the artwork rather than his thoughts drifting to Sophia all the time. He checked his phone a hundred times over, terrified he’d get a call to say she’d taken a turn for the worst. When the day was finally over, and he was getting ready to go back to the hospital, Tess stopped him and gave him a massive hug.

“Everything will be all right,” she told him. “And I’m so sorry about your dad.”

“Thanks, Tess.”

The people here at the studio felt like a little family to him. He’d never had much of one, not with his dad always drinking and his mum having left when he was too small to even remember her.

At least Sophia’s parents hadn’t been too angry at him because of what had happened with Sophia. He’d thought at first they’d blame him for not looking out for her, but when he’d explained that she hadn’t told him how ill she was, they’d been more than understanding.
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Chapter Fourteen
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The days in hospital were long, mind-numbing, and monotonous. If it wasn’t for the visits from her parents and Rocco, she thought she’d have gone mad with boredom. Rocco hadn’t yet pushed her for a full explanation of why she hadn’t told him the truth about how sick she was. She was sure her parents had filled him in on the details, but he deserved to hear it from her, too. After losing his dad only the week before, he hadn’t needed this kind of stress put upon his shoulders.

She was feeling much stronger now. She’d had two more dialysis sessions and had been on antibiotics for the pneumonia. Hopefully, she’d be discharged from the hospital soon and things could get back to normal. She was nervous about how things would have changed with Rocco now. He was still visiting her, but maybe that was just because he didn’t want to let her down while she was still in hospital. He’d had a glimpse of what life would be like with her, and she wouldn’t have blamed him in the slightest if he wanted to run for the hills. 

When he came in to see her that evening, after he’d finished work, she was feeling strong enough to sit up in bed. 

“Hey,” he said as he approached, giving her that lop-sided smile she loved. “You’re looking better.”

She nodded. “Yeah, I’m feeling better, too.”

“That’s great.”

He sat on the edge of her bed and leaned in to plant a kiss on her forehead. She gave him a smile, but her stomach churned, knowing the time had come for them to have the conversation.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about the dialysis and how bad things were.”

He gave her a tight smile. “I wish you had. You’ve got no reason not to trust me, Sophia.”

“I know. I was just enjoying us being together again. I didn’t want to spoil things.”

He scooted closer and took hold of both of her hands. “Hey, you’re not spoiling anything. I’m here for you. I want to know everything.”

She arched her eyebrows. “Everything?”

He nodded. “Absolutely.”

“Well, I have bilateral renal dysplasia.” She sighed. “It should have been picked up during my mother’s pregnancy with me, but it wasn’t. It was only when the cysts on one of the kidneys were getting worse that we even knew there was anything wrong. One of the kidneys was better than the other, but then I got an infection in the bad one so I had an operation to remove it. The one remaining kidney started to go downhill, and I was getting cysts, just the same as with the first one. I kept getting infections, but I battled through. Then, a few months ago, my one remaining, crappy kidney failed, so now I have to have dialysis three times a week, which does the job my kidneys should have done. I’m on the waiting list for a transplant, but I’m not expecting anything.”

“How long can you be on dialysis for?” He held her hand, his expression pinched with concern.

“Oh, years. Lucky me, huh? Because I’m young, they say I can live another twenty years spending three days a week for all those years hooked up to a machine.”

She was complaining, but the dialysis had quite literally been a life-saver for her. If she hadn’t started dialysis, she would have died. It was as simple as that. Though she hadn’t wanted to think about the possibility of spending the rest of her life on dialysis, she’d been surprised at how positively she’d ended up about it all. Almost right away, she’d started to feel better. Her energy levels were back, the swelling in her limbs had gone down, and the frustrating itching went away. She felt as though she’d been given a new lease of life. But sometimes it was hard when she was with people at the dialysis centre who’d been on dialysis for years, whose fistulas were swollen and scarred and ugly, and they just looked like they’d given up. It was easy for her to be positive only a few months down the line, but would she still feel this way in a few years? Or ten years? Or twenty? It was impossible for her to say.

“Until a donor comes along,” he added, and she could see he was trying to be encouraging, but she’d lived with this all of her adult life, and it was hard to stay positive sometimes.

“Yeah, until a donor comes along.”

“And how long is that likely to take?”

She shrugged. “Can be up to three years, possibly longer. The good thing is that because I’m young, I’m higher on the list. The people who make the decisions figure I’ll get more years out of a donor kidney than someone who was say, in their sixties. But it’s still a strange thought, knowing that if it does happen, it’s because someone else has died. I’ll have a piece of another person inside me, and that’s a weird thing to get my head around, too.”

His voice softened. “I wish you’d told me, all those years ago, when you moved away. I can’t believe you’ve been going through this on your own all this time.”

She gave him a wan smile. “You were a seventeen-year-old boy with your whole life ahead of you. You were always so talented and carefree, even with your dad trying to drag you down. I didn’t want to be the one to tie you down and give you more to worry about. And how was it going to work anyway? I was stuck in hospital hundreds of miles away.”

“I’d have come up and visited.”

“And what would have been the point in that?”

“To show you I loved you. To show you how much I cared.”

“I didn’t want you to see me like that. I was swollen up like a balloon. I was embarrassed.”

“I wouldn’t have cared. I loved you, Sophia, not the size of your limbs.”

She reached out and placed her hand on his cheek, the scrape of his beard against her palm prickly. “I know, and that’s why I couldn’t tell you. I knew you’d give up everything, and I didn’t want you to do that.”

“You broke my heart when you didn’t contact me.” He covered her hand with his, pressing her fingers closer.

“I’m sorry, but you got over it.”

He lifted his gaze to hers, fixed her in his dark stare. “Did I?”

Her breath caught in her chest, and her eyes filled with tears. What was he trying to say? That he still loved her?

He moved in closer still, his grasp tightening around her fingers. “Sophia, nothing’s changed for me. I still feel the same way about you as I did when I was seventeen. I’m crazily in love with you, even with all this going on—perhaps even more so because of it. I know we haven’t been reunited for long, but that doesn’t mean anything. I’ve known you my whole life, and I want you to be in my life for however many years I have left.”

Tears filled her eyes, and she shook her head. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”

“Yes, I do. I love you, Sophia Alexander. Maybe I haven’t done this the best way, and I haven’t got you a big ring or booked a fancy place to do this in, but I want you to be my wife.”

Her mouth dropped open. She hadn’t been expecting that.

“Wife? You mean get married?”

“That’s kind of how it works.”

“But it’s not fair on you,” she said. “You can’t want to marry me when the chances are I won’t be able to give you all the things a wife should be able to give her husband. I’m going to have to come into the hospital three times a week for the rest of my life.”

“Not if you find a donor,” he interrupted.

“The chances of that are low, Rocco. And even if one does happen to come along, it might not take. Donor kidneys fail all the time. And it’s not just about the hospital trips. There’s only a very small chance of me ever getting pregnant, and even if I did, it would be extremely high-risk, and the chances are that the pregnancy will end in miscarriage. If you want a family in the future, you need to find someone else, because I won’t be the one who can give that to you.” 

Tears streamed down her face now, and he pulled her in and kissed the salt from her cheeks. “Hey, I want to marry you, not some imaginary future baby.”

“You feel that way now, but in a few years things might be different.”

He shook his head. “No, they won’t. I’ve loved you my whole life, and nothing is going to change that. And I don’t care what sacrifices I have to make in order to be with you. I’ll give up everything, because nothing else matters unless I’m with you.”

She choked back a sob and gripped on tightly to his shoulders, holding him as hard as she could, never wanting to let go. She didn’t know what she’d done to deserve him coming back into her life again, but now he was here, she couldn’t imagine trying to live without him. Even the thought terrified her.

“I’m just scared that you’ll say all this now, but a few years down the line, when I’ve come to depend on you, you’ll realise it’s too much, and you’ll be gone.”

“I’ve got no reason to lie to you, Sophia. You’ve given me an out, if I wanted to take it, and I’m telling you I don’t. My whole world is you, and that isn’t going to change. I swear my life on it.”
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Chapter Fifteen



[image: image]


It broke Rocco’s heart to see her this way. He’d meant every word he’d said, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t love to see her strong and healthy, and even carrying his baby one day. He wanted her to be his wife, even if none of those things happened, but he wanted her to have all those things, too.

When he stepped out of the room, he spotted one of her nurses walking down the corridor, and he hurried to catch up.

“Excuse me, Nurse.”

She turned to him with a smile. “It’s Linda. What can I do for you?”

“How would I go about getting tested to see if I’d be a match for Sophia? For her kidney, I mean.”

The nurse, Linda, frowned. “Is this something you’ve really thought about? You must consider the implications. If you’re left with only one kidney and something happens to it, you’ll end up in the same position as Sophia.”

“I know that. If it means I get to sit beside her every three days, then I’m fine with that, too.”

“And you know your chances of being a match are slim, and that donor kidneys don’t always take. There’s a chance you’ll donate your kidney, only for it to fail, and then you’ll have put yourself through all of that for nothing.”

He nodded. “I know. I’ve done my research, I’m aware of what I’m letting myself in for, but honestly, it’s nothing compared with what Sophia has been battling for the last ten years.”

She smiled and patted him on the arm. “She’s very lucky to have you.”

“Can I ask something else?”

“Of course.”

“Can you keep this between us? I don’t want to give her any false hope, in case it doesn’t happen.”

“I think she’d like to know what you’re prepared to put yourself through for her,” she said.

“Maybe, but she’ll find all that out if I’m a match anyway, won’t she?”

She nodded and smiled again. “Yes, that’s true. The test doesn’t take long to do, and the results come back quickly.”

“Thanks, Linda.”

“You’re more than welcome.”

He was nervous but determined. This was what he wanted more than anything.

***
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TWO DAYS LATER, SOPHIA was discharged from hospital.

Of course, it was not the last she’d see of the place—far from it. Rocco hated that she had to go back to her parents’ house, while he was still in his flat share. He’d told her that he’d get her a ring, but she said it wouldn’t be much use anyway, as she wasn’t allowed to wear them due to the fluid build up and the swelling. He hated that they wanted to get married but they couldn’t even live together yet or even wear an engagement ring. But he couldn’t ask Sophia to come and live in the crappy three-bedroom place with the other guys—especially not when she was sick—and he still needed to be able to get into work every day, so he couldn’t stay at her parents. Not that he’d ask to do that anyway.

He hadn’t told anyone about taking the test to see if he could be a donor. If it came back that they were a match, he wanted to be able to surprise Sophia with it. He knew she’d probably give him an argument and tell him that he didn’t need to do it, but it didn’t matter what she said. If he could give her this gift, then he’d do it happily.

She was still a little fragile after the pneumonia, but he did his best to remember what she’d said about the reasons she’d not told him why she was so sick in the first place. She hadn’t wanted him to treat her any differently to any other woman, and he did his best to make things as normal as possible. They cuddled up on the couch or in bed during the evenings, watching Netflix, and ordering the occasional takeaway, though Sophia needed to be extra careful about what she ate because of all the salt. It was hard, though, not to always have her illness at the front of his mind, and he understood why she’d kept its severity from him for so long. There was fear in his heart now that he might lose her one day—and not lose her because she’d decided to leave him or move away this time, but lose her for good.

Then he got the call.
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Chapter Sixteen
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They’d been planning a trip to the cinema to watch the latest Marvel release, but by the time the evening rolled around, Sophia found she was too tired to go out. Instead, Rocco arrived at her parents’ house, and they squirreled themselves away in her room. Sophia’s parents had begrudgingly accepted Rocco’s presence in her life. After he’d dropped everything and raced to her side when she’d been in hospital, and had shown up every day to see her, they’d seen the pair were serious about each other. The marriage proposal had also come as a surprise to them, but they’d told Sophia they wouldn’t hold her back from what she wanted. Though no one said it out loud, she knew they were all thinking the same thing. There was a good chance her life would be shorter than most. Saying ‘I do’ to Rocco might not mean the possible fifty years of marriage most people had ahead of them at her age, and she didn’t have the time available to most to put things off.

He was quiet that evening as they lay on her bed, watching television. She kept looking over at him, noting the way his brow was furrowed, his lips pinched. Maybe she was worrying unnecessarily, and his silence didn’t have anything to do with her. Perhaps something at work was bothering him.

“Is everything okay, Rocco?” she forced herself to ask, after the silent minutes had stretched to an hour. “You seem like something is on your mind.” 

He bit his lower lip and shifted around on the bed to face her. “There’s something I have to tell you.”

To her horror, his eyes filled with tears. She’d never seen him cry before—at least not since he’d been about nine years old. Even when his father had died, he’d been clearly distressed, but he’d never shed a tear. 

“Oh, my God, Rocco. What’s the matter? What’s wrong?”

He shook his head. “I failed you.”

Her stomach plunged. “What are you talking about?” She was terrified about what he was going to say. Had he met someone else? Had he decided this was all too much for him and was going to leave her? She didn’t want to hear what he was going to say but knew she needed to.

“I had myself tested to be a donor, so you could get a new kidney, but I wasn’t a match.”

She stared at him. That had been the last thing she’d expected him to say, but with his words, all her fears were swept away. “You did that for me?”

He nodded and angrily swiped away at a tear that slid down the side of his face. “I wanted so badly to make you well again. I couldn’t think of any better way than for you to carry a piece of me inside you, but it won’t work because I’m not a match.”

“Oh, baby.” She held her arms out to him, and they slotted against each other, bodies held tight, faces pressed to skin, fingers knotted in hair. “I can’t believe you’d do that for me.”

“But I can’t. That’s the whole point. I’d wanted to give you that more than anything in my life, but it’s been taken out of my hands.”

She pulled away so she was able to look into his face. “Lots of things are taken out of our hands in this world. We just have to learn how to live with them and make the best of what we have. We still have each other, and that’s what counts.”

“I know, it just would have been so right, if I’d been able to do that. They warned me the chances were I wouldn’t be a match, but I still pinned my hopes on it.” He shook his head again. “Stupid of me.”

“No, it wasn’t stupid. It was wonderful. I can’t tell you what it means to me that you’d put yourself through that for me.”

“I love you so much, Sophia. I always have. I’d literally put myself through anything for you, if I could.”

She leaned in and placed her lips to his, tasting the salt from his tears. He kissed her back, and she put her hand to his cheek. 

“I love you, too. That’s why we’re going to get married and be together forever now, or at least as long as forever is for us.”

“I’ve got some other news,” he told her, a smile finally touching his lips.

“You do?” she said, wondering what it could possibly be.

“The paperwork has all gone through on my father’s house. It belongs to me now, and I’ve decided to sell it. You’d be amazed just how much a little coastal property in Cornwall goes for these days. They’re not quite London prices, and we won’t be able to buy a similar property up here, but it’s enough to get us a small flat to start us off.”

She widened her eyes at him. “Are you serious?”

He nodded, his lips pressed together. “Deadly. We can start house hunting, if you want. Or flat hunting, at least. Find place of our own.”

She squealed. “Oh, my God, Rocco. That’s amazing. Our very own place. No more flatmates or parents.”

“Nope.”

She thought the grin was going to split her cheeks. “I don’t think I’ve ever been this happy.”

He returned the grin. “Then my job is done.”
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Chapter Seventeen
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They decided there was no reason for a long engagement. Life had already taught them they needed to grab what they had with both hands, and there was no point in waiting for a possible perfect moment that may never happen. Life was too delicate to waste in waiting. They needed to live for the moment.

A month later, their wedding day dawned bright and sunny, but not too hot, a perfect autumn day in London. They were having a small service at a registry office in south-east London, followed by a get-together at a local pub. It wasn’t going to be a big, flashy event, and they were both more than happy with that. They didn’t spend the night prior to the wedding apart, either, not wanting to spend a single night where they weren’t together.

Sophia’s ivory dress had long, lace sleeves, and her red hair was loose in curls around her face. Her father was to give her away, while her mother sat in the front row, wiping tears from her face. Everyone else from Carved in Ink was there, too. Art sat with Tess, his arms slung around her shoulder, while Kane and Holly sat with Holly’s six-year-old son between them, the boy looking dapper in a little suit of his own.

Rocco looked insanely handsome in a dark blue, three-piece suit, and her heart swelled at the sight of him. He took her hand in front of the registrar—a rotund woman in her fifties—and leaned in to whisper in her ear.

“I’ve never seen anything more beautiful.”

His eyes shone with unshed tears, and she had to swallow her own tears of happiness.

The service went perfectly, with Rocco and Sophia grinning stupidly at each other as they said their vows, and then they slipped a ring onto each other’s fingers. Sophia wouldn’t be able to keep the ring on for any length of time, but Art had offered to do them the honour of tattooing the wedding rings on so they’d both have something permanent that Sophia wouldn’t have to take off.

“You may kiss the bride,” said the registrar, and so Rocco did, his lips finding Sophia’s, kissing her firmly, before sweeping her up in his arms and swinging her around. 

Whoops of encouragement came from Art and Kane in the audience.

They left the registry office amid a hail of rice and caught a black cab the rest of the way to the pub where the gathering was being held. The pub was putting on a buffet for them, with a number of Sophia’s favourites specially made for her diet. She insisted on a lobster terrain and duck confit to remind them of their first date when they’d been reunited. Everyone tucked in, enjoying the food and toasting the happiness of the newlyweds.

Sophia nursed a glass of champagne, though she’d barely taken a sip yet. She didn’t need alcohol right now. Her happiness was like a ball of joy swelling in her chest, and she couldn’t stop herself staring up at Rocco, amazed that the boy from her childhood was now her husband.

“I can’t believe how incredibly lucky I am,” he told her, pulling her into his arms and nuzzling her neck.

She gave a sigh of happiness. “I’m the lucky one. I never imagined this would happen for me. It all feels like a dream.”

Rocco’s friends from the shop beckoned him to the bar, and she let her new husband go, but not before giving him another kiss. She’d barely had the chance to speak to anyone else and didn’t want to be rude to her guests. There would be plenty of time for fawning over her husband later.

She realised someone was missing.

“Where’s Mum?” she asked her father, who was sitting at one of the small round tables.

“She got a phone call and went outside to take it.”

“Oh, right. Is everything okay?”

“Yes, I think so.” His gaze drifted over her shoulder. “Here she is now.”

Sophia turned to see her mother pushing her way back through the pub. Right away, she could see something had happened. Her mother’s eyes were glossed with tears, her expression strained. The conversation around them died away as others picked up that something was happening. An arm slipped around Sophia’s waist, and she glanced up to see Rocco—her new husband—frowning down at her.

“What’s going on?”

“I’m not sure.”

Her mother came to a halt in front of them. “Sophia, that was the hospital on the phone. They’ve been trying to get hold of you, but I told them you were getting married and didn’t have your phone. I hate to break up your party, but I’m afraid you’re going to have to spend you first night as a married woman in hospital.”

Her stomach turned in a lurch. “What?”

Her mother’s eyes filled with fresh tears, and she placed the back of her hand to her mouth, her lips pressed together to contain her emotion. “They found a match for you, sweetheart. You’re getting a new kidney.”

She could barely believe it was happening. Was she hearing things right? She glanced up at Rocco whose eyes had also glassed over. “But it’s too soon,” she blurted. “I should have to wait longer, right?”

“No, the board say you’re the best match for it. With your age and health, they think you’ll give this kidney the best chance of survival. That’ll you’ll be the one who’ll get the longest use out of it.”

“Oh, my God.” It finally sank in. She was getting her kidney.

Rocco pulled her into his arms and hugged her tight.

***
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THE NEXT FEW HOURS were a blur of activity. She had to leave the party and go straight to the hospital.

Linda chuckled at her as she spotted her hurrying down the corridor, hand in hand with Rocco, both of them still in their wedding attire. 

“I bet you’re the first person they’ve ever done a transplant on who arrived in her wedding dress,” the nurse said.

Sophia looked down at all the white. “I hope they’re going to let me change first.”

“I should think so, yes. I don’t think white lace is normally encouraged in a surgical setting. And congratulations to you both. You make a beautiful couple.”

“Thanks, Linda.”

“I hope all goes well, and we won’t need to see you back in dialysis any time soon.”

Sophia hugged the other woman and kept going. There was an atmosphere of excited anticipation around her, and she tried to fight down the nerves churning in her stomach. This was a massive opportunity for her, but it was also a surgery, and there was always the possibility that things could go wrong. She also knew that her getting a kidney meant there was a family who’d lost a loved one today and would be suffering the worst kind of grief, so while she was overjoyed to be getting this chance, the joy was muffled by fear, and compassion for her donor’s family.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Eighteen
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Rocco waited anxiously, with Sophia’s mum and dad sitting nearby. It was strange to think he was Sophia’s next of kin now, and if anything went wrong, it would be on his shoulders to make the hard decisions.

No, nothing would go wrong. He needed to stay positive. This was a massive opportunity for her. For them both. Some generous stranger out there had given Sophia what Rocco had been unable to, and now that stranger’s family would be grieving, perhaps not yet able to think about the amazing thing their loved one had done by signing up to be a donor.

They were the longest three hours of his life.

When a doctor finally approached them, all three of Sophia’s loved ones jumped to their feet.

“The surgery went well. Urine output is looking good,” the doctor said with a smile. “Of course, the next few days and weeks are the most important. Once we can see the kidney is working, and we’ve found a good balance of immunosuppressants, Sophia will be able to go on to live a normal, healthy life.”

“How long will she need to be in hospital for?” he asked.

“Probably a week, if all goes well. It shouldn’t be much more than that.”

“Okay, thank you.”

“I see you’re newlyweds. Congratulations on the marriage. I’m not surprised you want to get her home.”

Rocco nodded. “I definitely do.”

“When can we see her?” Mrs Alexander asked anxiously. 

“She’ll be waking up in the next hour. I’m sure she’d appreciate seeing some friendly faces when she does.”

“Thanks so much, Doctor.”

“My pleasure.”

Rocco made his way to Sophia’s room, sick to his stomach. All the feelings of that day when she’d collapsed and been brought to the hospital hit him afresh. He’d been so scared then, certain she was going to die. He knew this wasn’t the same situation, and that things should be better now, but as he pushed open the hospital room door and saw her lying there, he couldn’t stop the tears filling his eyes. He dragged a seat next to her bed and took hold of her hand, noting how cold her fingers were, and just waited for her to wake up.

It felt as though every minute was an hour, but finally her eyelids fluttered. “Rocco?”

He pulled the chair closer, squeezing her fingers. “I’m here, baby. You’re okay.”

“The surgery...” she croaked.

“It went well. The doctors say you’re going to be fine.”

Her eyes met his, and he saw understanding there. “I’m going to be okay?”

“Yes. As long as the kidney doesn’t reject, you’re going to go on to live a normal life.”

A small smile touched her lips. “As your wife.”

He thought his heart might burst. “That’s right, baby. As my wife.”
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Three months later
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Sophia swung open the door of their new flat to reveal four people standing in the communal hallway.

“Congratulations!” Tess chirped, pushing a bunch of flowers and a bottle of champagne into her arms. “How does it feel to be homeowners?”

Sophia stepped back to allow the small group of people into their new flat. Tess and Art, and Kane and Holly, had come for a house warming party. She and Rocco had exchanged contracts and moved in the previous week, so they figured they should celebrate. Besides, there was something else that needed doing that they hadn’t quite got around to after the wedding.

Sophia’s health was great, and she’d never felt better. The kidney had taken well, and she’d been allowed to write to the family of the donor—a young man who’d been killed suddenly in a car accident. It was all done anonymously through the Specialist Nurse in Organ Donation, but she hoped the bereaved family had taken comfort in knowing his organs had gone on to help her live. Sophia had shed many tears while writing the letter, but she’d sent it feeling as though a door on her old life had been shut and she was ready to start her new one. She still had to attend regular appointments at the hospital, but now she’d hit the three-month mark and all was still looking good, they were going to get farther and farther apart.

“What can I get everyone to drink?” Rocco asked, and Sophia smiled over at her handsome husband.

Husband.

She didn’t think she’d ever get tired of thinking of him as her husband.

“Ooh, open the champagne,” Holly said with a squeal. “I can’t remember the last time I had real champagne.”

Her boyfriend, Kane, jabbed her in the ribs. “I hope you’re not trying to say I don’t treat you well enough.”

She slipped her arm around Kane’s waist and pulled him in for a squeeze. “You treat me just fine.”

Sophia smiled as the two of them shared a kiss, and then carried the champagne out to the kitchen to open the bottle. It was good to see everyone so happy together.

“You know I don’t normally do home visits,” Art said, opening his bag to reveal his tattoo gun and inks. “But in your case, I’ll make an exception.”

She was allowed to wear her rings now the kidney had taken, but that didn’t matter. They’d already decided to have the rings tattooed on, and that’s what felt right. Art had offered to do the matching tattoos as a wedding present, and they were taking him up on that offer.

Sophia grinned at Rocco. “Rocco said you wouldn’t mind, as long as we threw a few beers in.”

The big, tattooed man with the spiky dark hair and the silver hole through his ear grinned back. “Perhaps I’ll do the tattoos before I have the beers, though.”

She laughed. “Yes, that sounds like a good plan.”

“So, who’s going first?”

Rocco gestured to Sophia. “Ladies first.”

“Is that just because you’re worried you’re going to cry like a baby,” she teased him. There was no way Rocco would cry. He was already covered in tattoos. One tiny one around his finger would barely make him blink.

“This might be my smallest tattoo,” he said, “but it’s definitely the most important one.”

“Yes,” she agreed. “It is.”

The champagne was poured, and they all clinked glasses, toasting the new flat, and for once Sophia was able to toast her good health as well.

“Ready?” Art asked her.

She took a sip of the champagne, the taste tart on her tongue, the bubbles going up her nose.

Art had already laid out a sheet of protective paper from the studio across their coffee table, and Sophia sat on the floor and put her left hand onto the paper.

Rocco stood over her, looking down as Art prepared the ink and needle. “No going back now,” he said to her.

And as the needle was placed against her ring finger, she smiled back up at him. “I’d never want to go back. All I’ve ever wanted is right here.”

––––––––
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THE END
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