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Dedication

To those who have been there for me. Every little bit of help is much appreciated. You can be certain I’ll be passing it on when possible.

And to those in the beds around me at Guy’s. May the curries do their work!
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Chapter One

Marcus didn’t think it was possible to continue breathing with his heart ripped out. But he still lived, and he could even pretend to smile and joke with the rest of the wedding party.

Why had he turned up to Clare’s wedding? Why hadn’t he made some kind of excuse to miss it? To avoid seeing the only woman he’d ever felt strongly for reconfirm her vows and take herself out of his reach, forever? Maybe he was a masochist. He was ultimately happy for her though – somehow she had tamed the wildest of them all.

Did Alex deserve her? In Marcus’ opinion, the jury was still out.

He was relieved that he’d never made a proper pass at her. That would have been really awkward. At least he would still see her next season at rugby training. Well, until she became pregnant like he suspected her friend Sarah would soon be. Just the thought of that made him down another drink.

Sophie was used to being invisible, but she had hoped that Marcus, as her “escort” for the day, would pay her a little more attention. She had spent hours ensuring she looked elegant – the stylish, pale pink halter-neck dress was a stark contrast to how she had dressed during those awkward first months at Harford. Sophie loved the pretty outfit, and the contrasting darker pink ribbon fascinator adorning her pixie haircut. Her natural, light brown shade might hardly have been unique, but it looked so much better than the long, horrible, matte black it had been previously.

Not that Marcus had registered it at all – his thoughts were elsewhere. He hid it well, but she picked up on the odd wistful glance towards Clare, and the forced laughter and smiles. It didn’t really matter, anyway: she found him attractive, but he wasn’t her type. Far too tall, too blond, too clean cut, too nice? No, that wasn’t right.

Sophie frowned and looked him up and down, trying to think what exactly it was about him that day. Apart from his lack of attention. She just couldn’t work it out. So she had another drink.

Marcus was relieved when the speeches finished. In a couple of hours, he could escape to his hotel room. Not all of the Harford Park players had been able to travel to Scotland for the ceremony – he was one of a handful “lucky” enough to be invited. A few photos of the Park contingent dressed up to the nines and he would slink off.

He wouldn’t even be part of the team for a while – after another season interrupted by injury, he was going on loan to a South African outfit for the summer, and was leaving Harford as soon as the final, end of season whistle had blown. Only a few days to go. Of wishing that he was in Alex’s place. He laughed cynically and lifted his refilled glass in time for the final cheer. ‘Here’s to heartbreak,’ he muttered under his breath, and downed the whole flute of champagne.

Sophie’s hearing wasn’t any better than average, however she could guess Marcus’ toast didn’t carry the same sentiments as the rest of the room felt. Her own glass had been topped up by the same waiting staff that had needed to return so quickly to Marcus’ glass. After that, they just left the bottle on the table. She took another gulp, grabbed the bottle, and refilled both of their flutes to the brims.

‘Ow. Ow. Ow.’

Sophie had never, ever had a blinding headache like the one she had at that moment, and a mouth as parched as the Sahara. Why had she had quite so much to drink?

‘Arrgh.’ She went to lift a hand to her head but something stopped her, pinching and tugging at the back of her hand. It felt like … wires? What the hell?

She was lying on her back, her head propped up by pillows. She never slept on her back. Ever. Something was beeping around her, and the soft shuffle of people moving. The smell of … antiseptic?

Her other hand was free and she patted it over to the first. It felt like there was a needle in the back of her hand. Her eyes flew open and she winced at the bright light before she was able to focus.

‘Heita bokkie, you are back with us.’ A rotund woman in a nurse’s uniform hovered over her, her brown face alight in a friendly smile.

‘Wh – where am I?’ Her voice sounded rusty as her throat was dry.

‘Here, some water,’ the nurse fed her a straw. ‘You’re at the Groote Schuur, you had an accident in the city yesterday. Just a few sips, please. I’m Thandiwe, but call me Tandy. I am your nurse.’

The nurse had a familiar, clipped accent Sophie just couldn’t place. ‘The Groot … groot … where’s that, please?’

‘Why, Cape Town, of course.’

‘Cape Town!’ shrieked Sophie, and shot upright. The movement made her head feel like it was going to explode, and the world swam around her. ‘Ow! Oh, help!’

Tandy grabbed a bowl just in time for Sophie to vomit up the little water she had drunk. ‘Sshhh, keep yourself as still as possible. You’ve had a nasty bang to your head and ribs.’

Once Sophie had returned her head to the pillows, the world steadied again. She took some cautious breaths as the nausea and pain receded. Tandy gave her a glass of water to swill her mouth out, and the horrible taste began to abate.

She warily eyeballed the room – it was clearly a hospital. ‘I don’t remember … I live in the UK, I don’t know how I got here.’

‘Don’t worry, it’s quite common for things to be fuzzy when you come around. It’ll return to you in the next few hours,’ reassured Tandy. ‘Do you remember your name?’

‘Of course, it’s Sophie. Sophie Edwards.’ She reeled off her London address and phone number, but Tandy wasn’t writing it down. ‘Don’t you need to know who I am?’

Tandy smiled comfortingly. ‘Relax now. We managed to find out from your belongings. Your husband will be here soon.’

‘Husband?’ squeaked Sophie in confusion, and went to move again, but warning pain and disorientation kept her in one place.

‘Ja, he is lekker, a lovely man. He has been sitting with you while you’ve been unconscious. Look, here he is now.’

Sophie stared at the familiar, well-built figure walking towards the bed. ‘Marcus? You’re my husband?’

He looked relieved to see her conscious and smiled. ‘Sophie, love, thank goodness you’re awake.’

‘But … you are my husband? I … I’m so confused.’

Tandy interjected, ‘Sophie has only just woken up, and she’s having some memory problems. This is all perfectly normal with knocks to the head, so don’t be worried.’ She whispered that she would be back later with some medicine, and melted into the background.

‘We’ve been so worried about you, you’ve been out for almost a day.’ Marcus went to kiss her and she shrank away, conscious of the trace of vomit still remaining on her breath. He looked hurt.

‘Marcus, please. I’m sorry, I’ve just been sick,’ she apologised.

He started panicking slightly. ‘Are you OK? Shall I call Tandy back?’

‘I’m fine, I’m just a little … confused. Please, give me a few moments.’ She took a deep breath and felt a twinge of pain. She looked down at her hands – the one without the needle was bruised purple. She rolled up her sleeve to see the discolouration continue. Her ribs were also tender; it hurt if she took a deep breath, but it was bearable.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw a wall clock with a calendar. She squinted at it, trying to figure out the date. She blinked again. What? She was missing over four weeks!

Somehow, in just over a month, she’d travelled to South Africa, got married, and landed in hospital. Her thoughts were whirring around her tender brain but she sought to pacify him. ‘Marcus, my memory’s a little fuzzy at the moment. I remember the wedding. I wore pink, but that’s it.’

He tried smiling at her, the worry clear in his eyes. ‘That’s OK. As Tandy said, the doctors warned me you would be a little confused. It may take a while for your memories to come back.’

‘But why am I here?’

‘You were hit by a passing minibus in Cape Town. You were carrying a copy of the wedding photo and the hospital got in contact after one of the rugby-mad doctors recognised me. I’m afraid your handbag has disappeared, and we can’t find your purse, passport, or phone. You’re in a private room, my family’s insurance covers it.’

She figured out what was missing. ‘Did I not want a ring?’

‘A what?’

Her voice rose in panic, ‘Rings. I have no rings. I can’t be married to you, I have no wedding or engagement rings!’

Marcus patted her uninjured hand soothingly and started rummaging in a pocket. Sophie watched in awe as he brought out a couple of glittering rings and carefully slid them on to her ring finger. They fitted perfectly.

‘That better? They X-rayed you and didn’t find anything broken, but they didn’t want to leave the rings on when you were unconscious in case of swelling,’ he blathered.

The rings, however tasteful, felt alien on her hand. Sophie frowned, waiting for the jumble of memories in her head to right themselves. The wedding? She vaguely remembered a wedding. Maybe a plane journey? A sun-drenched city? She winced from the extra effort.

‘Don’t try to force things,’ instructed Marcus firmly. ‘I’ve had concussion before and it’ll just make your head hurt more. It probably thumps enough already.’

Sophie smiled weakly in agreement. ‘That’s true. So, what have you been up to?’

‘Just rugby training. I missed the session yesterday as I was here, but had to pop in briefly today.’ He grinned suddenly. ‘I’ll be starting for the Cup match this weekend, it’s a massive opportunity to show what I can do. Hopefully you’ll be feeling fit enough to pop along as we planned.’

Marcus was talking as if she would know what he was on about. As she searched her fuzzy memories, her head began to thump again in warning.

Tandy hurried back just in time with a cup of tablets and a glass of water. ‘Here, it’s time for these.’

Sophie murmured her thanks and swallowed the tablets as Marcus continued, ‘I managed to contact your parents. They said they were glad to know you were OK …’ he trailed off, not seeming to know what to say.

‘It’s that obvious my parents aren’t really interested in me, isn’t it?’ She laughed harshly, ignoring the daggers of physical and mental pain it caused. ‘They have their interests, and their erstwhile daughter isn’t one of them.’

Surprise and sorrow flashed across his face, but before she could think more of it, Sophie suddenly felt rather sleepy with the medication kicking in. She yawned. ‘Marcus, Tandy, I need … sleep …’ Blackness descended fast and she drifted off.

When she came round, the setting sun was shining through the blinds on her window. No one else was in the room, so she had chance to think. The events leading up to her current predicament were blurred, but maybe she could start with remembering further back, perhaps to when she had moved to London? She dozed for a while, trying to sort through assorted memories. All was fine until autumn, soon after she had started following Harford Park RFC …

Sophie tripped over the kerb and cursed under her breath as pain shot through her big toe. She swore again as she looked down at her tender foot. Typical. She’d hardly had the coat of nail varnish on five minutes and she’d already ruined the pedicure. The girls would think she was useless again.

This is how they wanted her to dress, but Sophie could not understand why. Her open-toed sandals were too high for her, the skirt she wore was too short, and her cleavage? Well, she’d not inherited her mother’s biggest assets, that was for certain.

She looked like a child playing dress-up … in hooker clothes.

Moving more carefully, she wobbled to the bus stop, shivering as her whitened breath hung in the air. Even in sky-high heels, she was barely past five feet tall, and her slight build made her look even smaller. She was used to people bumping into her, not seeing her. Everything else about her was average.

After taking her shopping, Andrea had frogmarched her to the hairdressers for her nondescript brown hair to be dyed black and cut heavily around her face in one of the latest fashions, which Andrea had insisted suited her. Sophie wasn’t convinced, and was fed up of its straw-like texture. It was also a nightmare to style; the dye and constant straightening had dried it out even further, and she was sure the heavy, frizzy fringe wasn’t a good look for her. Plus, it was already time to colour the roots.

The bus drew up as she reached the stop. At least one thing was going her way – any longer and she would freeze to death. The bus’s route would take her straight to the nightclub where the girls were heading. She swiped her pass as she got on and the vehicle pulled away, seconds later crawling past the entrance to her house. Instead of going out, she wished that she could be curled up at home with one of the books she’d borrowed from the library several hours earlier – hours before she’d departed to shiver by the touchlines of the Harford Park pitch; hours before she’d gone home to change from too-tight jeans to scanty clubbing gear. She stifled a yawn while she found a safe-looking seat by an old lady, and tried to ignore the look of disgust directed at her skimpy outfit.

The bus trundled on its way, the seconds and minutes ticking away frighteningly fast. Andrea was going to kill her: she wasn’t immaculate, and added to that, she was going to be late – even though it wasn’t physically possible to travel home, change, and get to the club by bus in the time given. And taxis were too expensive while she was saving for her dream holiday.

Not for the first time, she wondered what her life would be like if she hadn’t known Andrea from school, if she hadn’t responded to a message on that social networking site. Probably a lot more peaceful.

She actually enjoyed the rugby games they went to, and was trying to learn the rules. Or was it laws? None of the other girls had the slightest interest in the game; they just liked to watch the men in their skin-tight kit and discuss which of them had the best body, the best face, the best technique in bed. And bitch about everything else.

Sometimes, she gazed enviously at the sensibly clad supporters who gathered every week, laughing and joking together. Although the vast majority of the group were male, there were a few women, not much older than she was, who joined them. A few of them were in relationships with the players. Andrea had been very annoyed about this, particularly as one of them was rich as Croesus and the other was an ex-bedpartner of hers who she was convinced found her irresistible. Some days, Sophie’s envy of the happier group became so bad she purposely blocked them from her mind and view.

Her phone beeped with a message and she cringed when she saw it was from Andrea.

Change of plan, we’re at Jester’s in Harford. Hurry up. A.

Great. Her bus was headed in completely the wrong direction.

An hour later, she was hidden behind the others in the crowded bar, watching the coats and drinks again, and wincing as, wobbling, she shifted her weight from one foot to another. Once she had defrosted, her feet had really started to hurt. Moving didn’t make the shoes any less painful, so she bent down to rub one foot.

Just as she lifted a strap away from her reddened skin, she was barged slightly. ‘Eek!’ she squeaked, tottering and desperately trying not to fall on her face.

‘Sorry.’ An arm steadied her. ‘I didn’t see you down there!’

Sophie carefully stood upright, to meet a broad, shirt-covered chest wearing a Harford tie. One of the players.

‘That’s OK, it’s my fault for wearing such stupid shoes,’ she acknowledged wryly, daring to take a peek up at him through her long fringe.

‘I wouldn’t call them stupid, but being comfortable in what you’re wearing is far more attractive. You look like you’re in pain,’ bluntly observed the blond player.

She vaguely recognised him in the dim light. Something beginning with “M”? Marcus! As she remembered, he smiled kindly at her to soften his remark, and carried on his way through the bustling crowd towards the bar.

Wow! He was lovely. Andrea would be spitting feathers if she saw them talking: she’d been after him for months. He was rather shy and very good at escaping.

A few minutes later, he passed by again with a tray of shots, smiled at her, and handed one over. ‘Here, you look like you need it.’

Sophie took the glass, nervously muttering her thanks. As he disappeared, she took a sip. And coughed. ‘Bloody hell!’ The tipple caught the back of her throat, but the burn was strangely enjoyable. She downed the rest, stifling further coughs.

A few minutes later, the girls returned and without a word of thanks, grabbed their drinks and bags. Sophie muttered about going to the loo and escaped their inane, tipsy or bitchy chatter.

The cubicle was blissfully quiet compared to the bar, and Sophie took her time, pulling out her phone and checking the updates on a rugby forum she’d just joined. Her handle and avatar didn’t identify her as female – she quite enjoyed the anonymity of asking questions about the rugby she’d watched and getting some knowledgeable replies along with a fair bit of banter. She giggled, the alcohol kicking in as she posted a couple of cheeky responses.

After she’d dawdled as much as she could, she left the cubicle and spuriously washed her hands before repairing her make-up. Thankfully, for once, it had mostly stayed in place. She couldn’t say the same for her mop of blackened straw. The bright lights leached even more colour from her cheeks, making her look anaemic. She had no idea why Andrea had insisted on that hairstyle.

Bracing herself, she pulled open the door as two girls barrelled in, barging her slender frame to the side. More people who didn’t notice her in real life. ‘Excuse me,’ she muttered.

Sighing with regret – a night with her newly-borrowed books would have been far more enjoyable – she started making her way back. The girls were still standing gossiping. They didn’t even acknowledge her return, but within minutes had left her alone with the drinks again as they trooped off to the loos themselves.

‘Still here?’ Marcus was passing with yet another tray of shots. ‘Here,’ he handed her another small glass.

She smiled, ignoring her automatic reaction to refuse, and downed it in one, hiding the reflexive cough. She grinned with a flush of success.

He laughed at her and handed over another before continuing on his way.

Sophie downed that one too. Her bravery made her giggle; this was most unlike her. She began swaying to the music and humming. Her feet had miraculously stopped hurting.

She didn’t even mind terribly when the girls returned and immediately left her again. In the shadows, she could happily sway around. The shots had given her just enough buzz to relax and enjoy the music and people-watching. Time flew until the girls reappeared, and she decided to wander off again, this time to have a look at the different levels of the bar. She’d never really had a chance or even felt like looking around before, but was curious about where Marcus had disappeared to, and wanted to buy him a drink.

On the top level, the group of Harford players were difficult to miss, their muscular frames towering over many of the club’s other punters. She couldn’t see Marcus, so she decided to pop to the bar first to buy a few shots for him. She even got a couple for herself. He still wasn’t there when she carefully returned with a tray. Uncertain what to do, she nibbled her lip in frustration, standing on tiptoe to see if he was hidden, sitting on the low sofas.

‘Hello there, sweetie.’ A bold arm slid around her waist. ‘Looking for anyone in particular?’

Sophie turned her head to look up at her accoster, one of the massive props. ‘Ummm, Marcus? I’m looking for Marcus. He gave me a few drinks earlier, and I … I thought I’d return the favour,’ she answered, hesitatingly.

This bemused her new friend, who raised his voice. ‘Hey, lads, I’ve found the answer for the missing shots. Marcus has been charming this cute little sprite. Wait for it, she actually bought the next round!’

Sophie was dumbstruck. Before she knew it, the shots had all disappeared from her tray. ‘Ummm,’ she started.

‘Wow. A girl getting the drinks in? Tidy. Are you single?’ An absolute mountain of power towered over her.

Sophie shrank back and squeaked, ‘Eep!’

‘Awww, be gentle, she’s shy. Yo, Alex? Look after the nymph until Marcus gets back.’

Before she knew it, she was perched on another player’s lap, awkwardly trying to keep her dignity, and pulling her skirt down and top up. The air rang with wolf-whistling and raucous cheers, but luckily, the lap on which she balanced didn’t belong to an octopus. Instead, he was quietly talking to the lad sat next to him and drinking a bottle of lager. She recognised him as the scrum-half, Alex, with whom Andrea had apparently slept the previous season. Andrea had planned to reel him in, while he hadn’t been keen to repeat the experience.

A tall, iced glass of something clear was handed to her, and she sipped at it cautiously, tasting only refreshing lemonade and a hint of something else. A couple of times she tried to stand, still looking for Marcus, but there was nowhere for her to go. Large, powerful bodies were packed tightly around her. Then she realised she didn’t know what to say without the shots to give him, and sighed.

‘You OK?’ asked the owner of the lap.

‘Yes, thanks … ummm, Alex,’ she blushed, tugging again at her skirt. ‘I can’t see Marcus and I need to get back soon, the girls will wonder where I am.’

‘If you insist.’ He shrugged his shoulders and helped her up, parting the crowd and walking her down the steps to the main bar, his arm protectively around her shoulders to prevent further upset.

As they got closer, she saw Andrea and the rest of the girls gossiping. The tall blonde glanced her way and her eyes widened when she saw Sophie with Alex. Sophie inwardly cringed and dipped out from under his arm, expecting her to be furious. Instead, Andrea smiled and beckoned her over.

‘Ooh, looks like Alex likes you,’ she cooed. ‘He couldn’t take his eyes off you.’

Sophie tried to stammer something in response, failing to think of anything to say apart from ‘Really?’

‘Well, some lucky woman will catch him some day, so why not you? Fancy some Dutch courage?’ Andrea whispered something to one of the other girls and within minutes, she was handed another tall glass.

Sophie coughed after one sip, ‘I don’t think –’

‘C’mon, Sophie, be brave,’ encouraged Andrea. ‘Besides, it’s not that strong.’ She tipped the bottom up slightly so Sophie was forced to drink half of it.

Shortly afterwards, everything began to blur, and she didn’t realise what was happening when the group started moving up towards the Harford crowd, in time to hear them finish singing a vaguely familiar tune.

‘Now we’ve never met a nice South African,

And that’s not blaadie surprising, mun.

‘Cos they’re a bunch of arrogant bastards,

Except Marcus ’cos he’s actually Irish!’

They raucously cheered the last line instead of singing it.

Sophie giggled at the rugby boys’ version and the way Marcus responded, looking resigned to the attention. The way he benignly cuffed the main perpetrators, he must have heard it more than once before.

She tried to catch his attention, but her height let her down again and his eyes were elsewhere, on a group at the other side of the bar.

She felt someone stop by her, and glanced up to see Alex again. ‘That’s an old one. I think it’s from before I was born,’ she commented.

‘The best rugby songs are the older ones,’ Alex observed, ‘Plus they tend to be the saltiest.’ He winced as the boys launched into another tune with lots of four-letter lyrics. ‘Have you ever been to South Africa? I went there after uni. Things were still changing after apartheid.’

‘No, but I’d love to go. I hear it’s beautiful. I want to go on safari too, and see the elephants and hippos and rhinos and lions and those tigery things that aren’t tigers.’

‘Tigery? Leopards or cheetahs, you mean?’

Sophie wrinkled her brow. ‘Ummm, it sounds terrible, but I’m not sure. Both, maybe?’ She brightened up. ‘I want to see the springboks too.’

‘Animal or human?’ he grinned at her.

‘Both, again,’ she giggled as she was handed another drink. She took a sip to refresh her mouth and this time didn’t taste the alcohol.

‘Why were you wanting to speak to Marcus?’

‘I can’t remember.’ Sophie frowned and giggled again. Everything seemed to be getting more and more farcical.

‘You OK?’ asked Alex. ‘Need some fresh air?’

It was so nice of him to ask. Andrea must be right about him liking her. She didn’t disagree when he led her out to the dark night, ignoring the catcalls and whistles.

The next moments were a blur: her swaying into him, him lifting her onto a wall, lifting her chin and asking if she was OK, her deciding that he had a nice mouth and she’d quite like to kiss it. A wave of nausea and a now-familiar male voice groaning, ‘It’s my fault, I didn’t realise she was such a lightweight. I’ll take her home.’ The same person holding her hair back as she retched up whatever she’d had to drink, and seeing her to bed before she passed out.
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