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TWELVE YEARS AGO
Laura Prentice gave away her cherry to her best friend’s brother in the shed they called a summer house, at the bottom of his parent’s garden. In fact, she gave away the whole sundae. He licked it up without so much as a thank you. Sure, he’d whispered sweet nothings as he’d peeled her pants down her legs and he’d gushed over her beauty as he reached for a condom, but as soon as the deed was done, he was gone. He ran faster than a fake hare on a rail at the race track. Meanwhile, Laura had adjusted her summer dress, hunted for her underwear and wondered what on earth she’d done.
She was a good girl, a sensible girl, sometimes the only sensible one in a life full of lunatics and yet there she was worshipping at the feet of Charlie Lewis, or as she had called him her whole life – the Neanderthal. It wasn’t losing her virginity to Charlie that bothered her, it was the fact he’d run afterwards. Sure, she hadn’t expected a lovefest, but she had hoped for a little civility, some polite conversation, maybe. Anything but a look that telegraphed –– oh no, what have I done? Now, that was one way to destroy a girl’s self-esteem. Fortunately Laura Prentice’s self-esteem was just fine. Why else would she have followed him to the shed and asked for sex? Well, apart from the fact she’d been crushing on him since forever and wasn’t sure if she’d ever see him again when she went off to college. In the back of her mind she knew this wasn’t her best decision, but she could take responsibility for her actions. What she couldn’t stomach was the look on Charlie’s face when he ran.
Her eyes narrowed as she tried to stalk up the path to his house. She had no idea sex would hurt so much. It felt pretty much the same as the time she’d landed astride on a fence, after her best friend Maddie had dared her to climb into a locked garden. Fine, she reminded herself, she was fine. She picked up the garden hose, which was fitted with Mr Lewis’s new power blaster attachment, and aimed at the back of the house.
“Charlie,” she called sweetly.
Silence.
Her eyes narrowed. Now she was getting annoyed.
“Charlie, come out here. I need to talk to you.”
A window opened high in the house; Maddie stuck her head out.
“What?” she began, but the look on Laura’s face silenced her. Instead she made a little oh shape with her mouth.
“Charlie,” Laura shouted. “Get your backside out here NOW!”
The kitchen door slammed open and a red faced Charlie stepped out onto the back patio.
“What do you want?”
A powerful blast of water hit him square in the chest.
Laura smiled with some satisfaction as he fought the stream of water. He slipped. He slid. He fell on his backside. He choked and coughed and held up his hand to shield his face. Once she knew he was well and truly soaked she threw the hose on the ground and stomped over to him. His parents stood in the doorway, open mouthed.
“That,” she pointed at the sorry excuse for a man, “is for not saying thank you Charlie Lewis.”
She stormed past him.
“It’s not going to be the same around here when she’s at Uni,” Mr Lewis said behind her as she strode through their home and out across the road to her own house.
Well, she’d learnt a lesson. Obviously the other girls he’d slept with had been soft in the head, because as far as she could see, sex with Charlie Lewis was nothing to write home about. In fact, she was pretty sure all sex wasn’t worth the effort. As she slammed her bedroom door behind her she came to the conclusion that the male race as a whole were seriously overrated.
She was better off buying one of those rabbit things they were always talking about in Sex in the City.
“He’s the star of the most watched clip on YouTube and you know him personally?” Claire Douglas almost had a stroke at the thought. “I’ve watched it myself about a million times. The way he carries that injured child out through gunfire, then tends to her wounds while his commander is calling for him to run. It makes the heart pound. He is the complete package – doctor, soldier, hero and absolutely gorgeous. The whole world wants to interview him and you have a way in. Why didn’t you mention this?”
Because he’s a Neanderthal. Because he’s an idiot. Because I’d rather pickle my own eyeballs than talk to him.
Unfortunately she couldn’t tell any of these reasons to her new boss, so Laura went with all she had left.
“Because he doesn’t want to be interviewed.”
“Piffle!” Claire threw her hands in the air.
Laura resisted the urge to grind her teeth. Her old boss had told her that everyone knew when she was doing it and it was a sure sign she was cheesed off.
“Of course he wants to be interviewed,” Claire said. “He just hasn’t been given the right opportunity.”
She leaned over a desk the size of a football pitch.
“He needs to bare his soul to someone he trusts.”
She pointed a well-manicured finger at Laura in case she was slow to catch up.
“You are the opportunity he’s been looking for.”
Laura took a long, slow, deep breath and went through a mental list of things you shouldn’t do to your boss. 1 – Don’t insult their intelligence. 2 – Don’t throw staplers at their head.
“Charlie doesn’t like me.” She tried to sound reasonable and professional. “We hardly know each other and we never, ever talk. Ever.”
“Pooh. I heard you tell one of the other staffers that you were his neighbour as a child. You said he’s your best friend’s brother. Why, he’s practically family.”
“Yes,” Laura seized on that, “dysfunctional family. Family that hates each other.”
Her boss folded her arms over her skeletal frame and pouted. Laura briefly wondered if there should be an age limit for pouting, because at fifty two Claire was definitely past it. Claire angled her chair so that she could cross her legs and point one red stiletto toe at Laura.
“You’ve been here what? Two weeks?”
Laura nodded, hence the stupid comments during lunch hour in an attempt to make friends with her new colleagues. She should have known better than to admit a relationship with the Neanderthal; it never went well.
“And after several, long years plodding away in teen magazines, you’ve decided to move up to publications for real women.”
Laura couldn’t help it, she gritted her teeth.
“Let’s face it, although your work is good enough to get you a position here, it may not be good enough to keep you here. Am I making myself clear?”
Unfortunately, she was crystal.
“This isn’t the same environment as you’re used to; we care little about which vampire is biting which and whether Justin Bieber is a girl or a boy.”
Laura was grinding her teeth so hard she would have to visit her dentist straight after the meeting.
“We deal with real stories, adult stories, and this is hot right now. To get this story is to get the coup. So stop making excuses, be the journalist we hired and get me the story. This is your only assignment for the time being. You have two weeks. Consider yourself on probation until then.”
Claire waved a hand in dismissal. Laura stood stiffly, squelching the urge to throw something at her boss as she did so. She made it sound as though Laura was working for The Times not Francine, a woman’s monthly magazine. They wrote stories about wrinkle cream and how to declutter your life. Why Claire wanted a story about an ex-solider she had no idea.
“And what if he won’t talk to me?”
A cold blank stare was her answer.
Laura spun in her Converse and let herself out of the office. It took all of her self-control not to slam the door.
Maggie, Claire’s assistant, smiled sympathetically as Laura passed her. No doubt she’d heard the whole thing. Laura stopped at the ladies room on her way to her desk. She splashed cold water on her face, soaking her striped t-shirt as she did so. Her reflection did nothing to lighten her mood; she looked haggard and homicidal - a great combination.
Three years she’d been chasing vacancies in the women’s magazines. Three long years of writing about Glee and Twilight. Three years of articles on how to create a great Facebook page, or how to tell if a boy likes you or – worse yet – why you haven’t gotten your period when all your friends have theirs. She couldn’t go back to that. She leaned her forehead on the cold glass of the mirror. How hard could this be? She’d seen Charlie at Maddie’s wedding and he’d hardly annoyed her at all. Maybe being in Afghanistan had mellowed him. Maybe he wouldn’t mind telling his story to a friend. She choked on the word.
Maybe a house would fall on Claire and leave nothing but her red shoes behind.
“Hey Doctor Hottie, I need some special medical attention.”
Charlie kept his eyes on the chart in front of him while he took a deep breath. There was nothing quite as sexy as being hit on by a seriously drunk patient. Her mascara was halfway down her face, her boobs were halfway out her top and she had half a pizza in her hair. She still managed to wink at him when he eventually looked her in the eye.
“You need to go to x-ray,” he said evenly. “The nurses will sort it out.”
“No, I need to run my fingers through that thick hair of yours, blue eyes.” She batted eyelashes that looked like spider legs.
She leaned towards him, reeking of stale alcohol and vomit.
“How about you and me draw the curtains and go a round first?”
Another wink.
“Tempting, but no.”
He stepped back into the traffic of the busy Emergency Department, pulling the curtain shut behind him. Two nurses who’d witnessed the exchange burst out laughing.
“You can go ‘a round’ with us if you like?”
One pretended to bat her eyelashes, while the other twirled her hair and licked her lips seductively.
“Yeah, Doctor Hottie, we’re good to go.”
They both winked before collapsing into another fit of hysterics. Charlie smiled indulgently. This had been going on all week. If he could get his hands on the moron who’d posted that video on YouTube, he’d cause him some serious damage. Between the incessant teasing of the other staff, fending off the amorous advances of drunken women and dodging phone calls from the press, he was seriously in need of a break. He looked at the clock high on the wall above the nurse’s station. Three hours to go. Three long hours and then two glorious weeks’ holiday.
He slipped the chart back into place with the others and picked up the next one on his list. Abdomen pains. Female. Great, a gynaecological problem. His day was just getting better.
“Don’t let them get to you,” Frank said. “It’ll pass soon enough.”
Charlie cocked an eyebrow at his friend, the senior nurse in ED; he wished he was that certain.
His rubber soled shoes made no noise as he wandered down to the last cubicle in the row. With a deep sigh he pulled back the curtain. His shoulders slumped even further.
“Please tell me this is a fake illness,” he told his sister’s best friend. “The last thing I want to do is give you a gyny exam.”
“The feeling is mutual,” Laura told him.
The ever present look of disgust, and disappointment, was firmly in place. Her hair was longer than the last time he’d seen her; apart from that she looked exactly the same – like an evil fairy. With her freckles, wide eyes and honey coloured hair she was innocence personified. He knew better. She sat on the edge of the bed, even though there was a chair in the cubicle. No doubt to give her a height advantage. At five two Laura was always thinking about height.
“What do you want?”
He crossed his arms over his worn blue scrubs and leaned against the wall. She pushed her oversized glasses up the bridge of her nose and straightened her shoulders.
“I want an interview.”
That was one thing he liked about Laura. You always knew where you stood with her.
“No.”
You could also be as blunt as you wanted and she never played the poor-delicate-girl card. Her eyes narrowed slightly.
“I need an interview.”
“I need sleep. Looks like we’re both disappointed.”
He watched her jaw for the tell-tale sign she was grinding her teeth. Sure enough there it was. Any minute now there would be violence - that was something she’d learnt from his sister. Hit first, ask questions later.
“I’ll get fired from my new job if you don’t give me an interview.”
“And I care, why?”
“You owe me.”
He reeled back as though she’d hit him.
“You’ve got to be kidding? After a dozen years you’re going to pull that one. I don’t owe you anything. You came to me.” He cocked an eyebrow and gave her his most lecherous leer. “You came for me.”
No blush. That was Laura. Proper girls blushed. Not the Iron Maiden.
“I didn’t come for you. You couldn’t make me come if you tried. You have to have actual skill to achieve that and believe me, you don’t have anywhere near the skill level. You owe me, moron, because you were an ass about the whole thing. I gave you my virginity and you never even said thanks. In fact you ran like the devil was on your heels.” She jumped off the bed and pulled herself up to her full miniature height. “Now I’m collecting.”
He was almost amused. Almost.
“So I’m supposed to lay my life at your feet for you to write about in some teen magazine because I didn’t thank you for opening your legs for me a dozen years ago?”
He stepped towards her, crowding her space. She didn’t back off, instead she put her hands on her denim clad hips and glared up at him.
“I don’t work for a teen mag.”
He had to shake his head to follow the conversation.
“Yeah, that was the most important part.” He pointed at her tiny button nose. “I’m not giving you an interview. And I don’t care if you’re holding a grudge about my lack of manners. You begged me for sex.”
“I didn’t beg.”
She poked him in the chest, making him growl.
“I remember exactly what happened,” he said. “You followed me to the summer house. I told you to go away. You wouldn’t. I said what the hell do you want? You said – sex. I gave you what you wanted. It’s you who should have said thank you. Instead you had a hissy fit. So no, I don’t owe you.”
For a second he thought her green eyes flashed Satan red.
“We’ll see about that,” she warned. “This isn’t over. I want an interview. I need an interview and I’m going to get an interview. Got it, Neanderthal?”
She poked him in the chest again before storming out of the cubicle. Charlie resisted the urge to shout something childish behind her, something like – yeah, right, you and whose army? Mature. She always did bring out the mature in him.
“Thanks for the show, Charlie boy,” Frank said beside him.
Charlie looked around him as the emergency room came back into focus. He had a rapt audience. Just what he needed - more gossip fodder. People were staring at him open mouthed. The women were frowning. Laura brought out the worst in him; he said things to her, deliberately crude things, that he would never say to another woman. And now they had all heard. His last three hours were going to feel like three hundred. There wasn’t a woman in the place who didn’t look like she would eat him alive.
“Find a paddle, it’s creek time,” Frank said, confirming his thoughts. “You can’t be a woman’s first time then bolt for the exit. They don’t like that.”
He said it as though it was sage advice.
“I was twenty three.” Charlie felt the need to explain before the women grouped together and attacked. “I was having a bad day. She took me by surprise.”
The room actually grew colder.
“Not helping,” Frank told him out the corner of his mouth.
“You’ve seen her.” Charlie motioned to the exit. “She’s like a praying mantis. I was scared for my life.”
“You’re on your own.” Frank made a hasty exit.
Charlie ran his hand over his longer than fashionable hair. If he was going to make it through the rest of the shift without getting his balls handed to him on a plate there was only one thing that could save him – heartfelt honesty. Women loved that.
“I was young,” he told the women in the room. “She was my sister’s best friend and she took me by surprise. I didn’t know she felt like that about me. I should have said no, but I was a young guy with raging hormones and no self-control. Afterwards I didn’t know what to think or what to feel. I freaked out and ran away. I’m sorry.”
He tried to look contrite while keeping an eye on the room to see if the women were softening.
“Don’t you think you should tell her that, instead of us?” one of the older women said.
“Absolutely.” He nodded in what he hoped was a shame faced manner. “As soon as I finish this shift.” If I get out alive. “I will tell her exactly that.”
They didn’t look like they were about to kill him, but they sure didn’t look friendly either.
“Maybe you should apologise for tonight as well,” another woman said. “You were downright rude.”
“Yeah,” another agreed. “You’re not my Doctor Hottie anymore.”
“Doctor Moron,” someone mumbled and heads nodded in agreement.
Charlie clenched his jaw.
“Okay people,” Frank shouted. “The man is sorry. Let’s get back to work. There are sick people to deal with.”
Slowly, people wandered back to their jobs.
“Thanks man,” Charlie said when he was no longer the focus of attention.
“Don’t thank me,” Frank said solemnly. “I agree with them.”
With a growl Charlie grabbed the offered chart and threw back the curtain for his next patient. An old woman and her husband glared at him.
“Look dear,” the woman said. “I thought I was getting Doctor Hottie, but it seems we have Mr Misogynist instead.”
Charlie’s shoulders slumped as he pulled the curtain behind him.
For the first time in months Charlie didn’t have a nightmare. There were no bullets whizzing in his head. No children he couldn’t save. No comrades in arms that he had to watch die. He didn’t wake in a sweat gasping for air and he didn’t shake just thinking about trying to sleep again. For the first time in months Charlie got almost a full night’s sleep. And he had Laura to thank for it.
He padded into the kitchen in his boxer shorts, scratching his belly and wondering what the time was. He felt rested. All because of the Iron Maiden. Who would have thought? Instead of his usual nightmares, he’d dreamed about arguing with Laura. He’d actually laughed in his dream. It boggled his mind just thinking about it. The stress of dealing with Laura outweighed his experience in Afghanistan. Now wasn’t that something she could put on her C.V.? Under the heading of ‘other abilities’ she could write ‘scarier than armed conflict’.
He filled an extra-large mug with black coffee and pottered into the living room. He was halfway through a BBC news bulletin when the doorbell rang. With one eye on the large screen TV, he went to answer it.
“Oh no,” he said when he saw who was on the other side.
“Oh yes,” Laura said as she barged her way past him.
With a look of disgust she took in his surroundings.
“You better clean this place before Maddie and Dean get back.”
He looked at the surfaces covered with empty takeaway wrappers and old newspapers. There was even some discarded underwear behind the couch, although he had no idea how it got there. Yep, he was a pig and proud of it.
“They’re gone for another six months.”
“It might take you that long to clean up.”
He frowned at her.
“I’m not giving you an interview.”
He folded his arms over his chest, belatedly remembering that he was almost naked. Laura didn’t seem to notice, or to care. That rankled. Sure he hadn’t been as physical since he left the army, but he still had muscle. He looked down at himself. Yep, still looking good.
“Go put something on,” she ordered. “It’s too early in the morning to look at you. I need coffee.”
“Well get it in your own flat.”
She ignored him as she headed for the kitchen.
“Get a wiggle on,” she said over her shoulder. “We need to talk and I’m on a schedule.”
Charlie stared after her. In her tiny shorts and halter top she looked like a school kid. He narrowed his eyes as he thought about it. He bet she dressed like that deliberately, thinking that if she looked like butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth then he would give into her more easily. Not likely. As it didn’t look like she was going anywhere fast, he decided to pull on some clothes. One semi clean t-shirt and a pair of jeans later, he found her sitting at the breakfast bar eating his last bagel.
“Bye bye,” he said as he refilled his mug. “Be sure to let the door hit you on the way out.”
“What’s it going to take to get an interview?”
Her wavy hair was tied back in a ponytail and it swung as she turned towards him.
“More than you have to offer,” he told her.
Something like a blush nipped at the base of her neck. Had he said something that embarrassed the Iron Maiden? And here he was thinking it wasn’t possible. Slowly her eyes met his and he stilled. For some reason it was hard to swallow.
“I’ll do anything,” she said without emotion.
His stomach clenched. Was she offering sex? No. That wasn’t it. This was Laura. If she was offering sex she’d say – how about I sleep with you? So, no she didn’t mean that.
“I don’t need anything.”
“Nothing? Everybody needs something.”
A flash from the night before entered his mind. Maybe Laura could chase away his dreams for him? He shook his head to clear it.
“You know I’ll just bug you until you give in. And if that doesn’t work I’ll get Maddie and your Mum and Dad to bug you too.”
“I’m not ten, that won’t work.”
He could see her regrouping and it occurred to him that he was having fun.
“Fine, I’ll hound your every waking moment until you say something worthwhile that I can write down.”
He grinned.
“I’m on holiday, sweet cakes. Two weeks cycling holiday to be exact.”
She cringed. Charlie remembered vividly how anti sport she’d been as a kid. Maddie had been the dare devil, Laura was always the side kick. At one point she was forging a note a week to get out of gym class. A wicked thought occurred to him.
“I tell you what,” he said casually. “If you come with me, I’ll give you an interview.”
She balked, making him grin even wider.
“Two weeks on a bike?”
“With a tent.”
“Sleeping in a tent, on an airbed?”
She said it in a tone that implied it may as well have been a bed of nails.
“Roll mattress,” he clarified helpfully and watched her pale.
She drummed her pale pink nails on the counter top as she cast her eyes around the room, desperately looking for some solution to the problem.
“Where are you cycling?”
“Haven’t decided yet.”
There was no way she would go for this. Laura’s idea of a holiday stretched to taxi rides and room service. She pursed her lips, which were the exact same colour as her nails, as she thought it through. The orange halter she wore made her hair look golden. It caught the light from the kitchen window and glowed. Charlie sipped his coffee as he waited for her answer.
“I’ll go if you let me choose the destination.”
He spat coffee all over the kitchen floor. With a roll of her eyes Laura threw a towel at him so he could wipe it up.
“You did hear me right?” He crouched on the white tiles and looked up at her. “Two weeks. Bike. Tent. And you need to keep up because I’m not waiting for you.”
“Fine.”
Her expression said it was anything but fine. Her expression said it was a visit to the dentist for a root canal.
“You’ll have to carry your own stuff and put up your own tent.”
He threw the dirty dishtowel into the sink, belatedly thinking he should have used a cloth to wipe the floor.
“I get it,” she said through gritted teeth.
“Well, okay.” Charlie was stumped. Had she developed a love of the outdoors when he wasn’t looking? “Where do you want to go then?”
With a look of triumph, she folded her arms over her cute little breasts.
“Holland,” she said.
Charlie stared at her for a moment before he threw back his head and roared with laughter. She thought picking somewhere flat would make it easy. Rubbing the tears from his eyes, he laughed until he ached. Laura was not amused. She scowled at him while she waited.
“Holland it is, short stuff,” he said at last. “We leave in the morning. Better get your gear ready. I’ll pick you up at eight.”
Her eyebrows arched.
“We’re driving there?”
He could feel laughter bubbling up within him all over again.
“How else will we get the bikes over the Channel?”
The look on her face was priceless. One thing was clear; she wanted this interview pretty badly. He honestly couldn’t remember the last time he’d laughed so hard. Charlie rubbed his palms together in anticipation. This could turn out to be the best holiday of his life.
Charlie hadn’t felt even a pang of guilt about abandoning Laura for the first day of their trip. At least not until he’d arrived back at the campsite after an evening with a pretty, but vapid, blond girl. With a sinking feeling, he elbowed his way through the crowd that had gathered around the spot where he’d pitched his tent. He stopped beside two young British guys who handed him a bottle of beer without comment.
“How long has she been like this?” Charlie asked as he screwed the cap off.
“She conked out about half an hour ago.”
Charlie nodded.
“Anybody help her?”
“Naw man, it was too entertaining to watch.”
He could believe that. Facing him was the sorriest excuse for a tent that he’d ever seen. It was a brand new two layer dome and Laura obviously had no idea how to put the thing up. She’d managed to join the rods together and get most of them into the slots in the corners, but nothing was fastened to the ground and at some point her bike had fallen onto the tent making the whole thing squish to the left. Outside the tent was a tiny camping stove with a pot on top of it, the flame still burning beneath it.
“Anybody tell her there’s a camp kitchen?” Charlie asked, although he knew the answer already.
One of the young guys grinned at him.
“That’s the second gas canister. The first one blew up in her face and made her hair go funny.”
He motioned that it went straight in the air with his hands.
“We think she’s cooking beans,” the other said helpfully.
Charlie pointed to the tent and the current fascination for the crowd.
“And how did that happen?”
“Well,” the guy with the floppy hair said. “We think that blowing up her air bed was too much for her. She disappeared inside the tent without a pump. We could see her struggle to get the thing in the right position.”
“Yeah, it was obvious she was blowing it up, you could hear her sucking in air,” the other one said helpfully.
“Then she just sort of keeled forward,” the first one pointed to the tent.
Charlie studied the view. Gaping through the tent door was Laura’s backside, looking fine in denim shorts. It looked as though she had been kneeling and then slumped forward onto her face.
“She’s alive man,” the floppy guy said. “Madge checked.”
He signalled to an older woman, who waved back when she heard her name.
“We’re waiting to see what happens next,” the other kid said. “I think the whole tent is going to come down, but Mark here thinks she’s going to wake up and freak out.”
“Or the food will go on fire,” Mark nodded solemnly.
Charlie let out a deep sigh. It was his own fault. He shouldn’t have left her alone. He told her their agreement was for her to come on the trip, not for him to spend time with her, and then he’d cycled off leaving her to breathe a dust cloud in his wake. He sighed heavily. As tempting as it was to leave her as entertainment for the crowd, he couldn’t do it. Knowing Laura she’d find some way to blame him for this fiasco and make him suffer. A scheming Laura was a dangerous Laura. He drained his beer and handed the bottle back to the boys.
“Show’s over folks,” he said to the small group. “Unfortunately, that sorry excuse for a camper belongs to me.”
There were groans of disappointment along with one ‘way to go man, great ass,’ which came from an American guy.
The little group wandered back to their tents while Charlie went to sort the mess - but not before taking a picture on his phone. With a shake of his head, he turned off the stove before the base of the pot burned through. What was she thinking? There was a McDonald's ten minutes down the road.
Then he looked at the rest of the mess and didn’t know where to start. As he bent to pull back the tent flap he kicked something. A book. The complete idiot’s guide to camping. Well - he looked at the bum sticking out of the floppy tent - they obviously never had Laura in mind when they wrote it. He tossed it in the direction of the rubbish, along with most of the other kit he could find. The woman had brought gas lanterns. To Holland. There were no words for it. He stuck his head into the tent. Sure enough, she’d managed to get the mattress blown up before blacking out on top of it. One look at the tube of cream for muscle pain, which lay beside her, explained the fact her backside was in the air. He bet it hurt too much to lay any other way.
With the cliché about disturbing sleeping dogs - or was it bears? - in his head he was careful not to wake her as he moved her. He needn’t have worried, she was out cold. He picked her up, placed her on her belly on the air bed and covered her with her opened sleeping bag. He rolled his eyes at the weight of it. It was the kind they sold to serious adventure types who were going to Antarctica. The guys in the camping store must have loved dealing with her. One hour with her and they would have made enough on commission for the year. There was nothing else to do except move the bike away from the side of her tent, stick a couple of pegs in the ground so she wouldn’t blow away and leave her to it.
As he backed out of the tent a tiny little groan escaped from her lips, making him stop dead in his tracks. Her cheeks were burned from the sun, which made the freckles on her nose darken. Her golden hair had come loose from its tie and brushed across her cheek. His breath hitched. Her pink tongue flicked out to lick her lips and in her sleep she reached for a drink. When her hand settled on something, she pulled it to her. It was the tube of muscle cream. Her breathing slowed as she sank back into a deep sleep.
Charlie started to breathe again as he hastily retreated from the tent. After he’d secured it, he picked up the cooking equipment and headed for the bin. Obviously he needed to keep a closer eye on her. If there was going to be another campsite show, he didn’t want to miss it.
Laura woke in pain. Her first thought was that she had to engineer things so that Charlie didn’t dump her again and cycle off into the sun. At this rate she’d never get her interview. Her second thought involved the words bike and never again. She had no recollection of getting into her sleeping bag, well under it at least, but she was grateful that she’d managed to blow up her bed. Her belly rumbled reminding her that she never made it to dinner. Even if it was just a plate of beans.
“Oh no!” She threw herself off the mattress and out of the tent.
The stove was missing.
“Good morning, sunshine.”
She spun around in the direction of the voice, immediately regretting that she’d moved so quickly. Charlie’s face peered at her through the slit of a tiny triangular tent that looked suspiciously like a black Toblerone box. It was only tall enough to sit up in, with barely enough space for one person to lie down.
“That’s your tent?” She pointed at it as though there was something suspicious about it.
“It’s a one man tent.” He pointed at his bare chest. “One man. One tent.”
Laura bent over to peer inside. He was wedged into a sleeping bag as thin as a sheet and lying on the kind of mat people took to yoga class. And he appeared to be naked. He unzipped the flap and leered at her.
“Want to climb in and get a better look?”
“Where’s your camp light, stove, your cooking gear?” she asked before a thought hit her. “Now that I think about it, where are mine?”
He leaned up onto an elbow, making his shoulder muscle bulge.
“Now that you bring it up, I had a little clear out while you were sleeping. Got rid of the stuff you don’t need. You should ride a lot lighter today.”
Laura spun towards her tent. She stalked as best she could towards her gear. Although the bags were still there, most of her stuff was gone.
“I spent money on that gear. I needed it.”
“You needed a state of the art first aid kit? You were planning to do your own dental work, or stitch up your leg?” He waved around. “We’re in Holland. The country is the size of a postage stamp with the population of South England. If you need a dentist, we can find one. And if you need something stitched, you have me.”
“But I don’t have you, do I? We’re not exactly cycling side by side.”
She raked through her bag.
“I threw your book out too.” He told her.
Laura gritted her teeth. How was she supposed to put up her tent now?
“As for food,” the Neanderthal continued, blithely unaware of how close he was to death, “you’ll never be more than an hour from a fast food place on this trip. And seriously Laura, you brought water?”
Her eye began to twitch. She put a finger on it to stop it.
“Don’t touch my stuff again.” She infused the words with every unsaid threat she could think of.
He held up his hands in a gesture of innocence.
“Thank you would have been enough.”
Laura grabbed her towel and toilet bag, something he’d thankfully left untouched, and headed towards the showers, painfully aware that she was walking bowlegged from the tenderness in her rear end.
“Don’t forget your magic cream,” Charlie called behind her and something new happened: both eyes began to twitch at the same time.
Laura had half expected to find Charlie gone when she got out of the shower. After all that was his M.O. – dump her and run. Instead she found him sitting on the fold-up chair she’d brought with her, scoffing a McDonald’s breakfast. There was an unopened bag beside him which drew her attention and made her mouth water. He jerked his head in its direction and Laura took that as an invitation to eat.
“Up,” she ordered when she had her hands on the bag.
“Come on, I bought you breakfast.”
“Up.”
He rolled out of the chair to sit on the grass. Laura gently lowered herself into the soft fabric seat. Bliss. Coffee and sausage muffin. She bit into it with the kind of groan she usually reserved for pure pleasure.
“We need to set some ground rules.” Charlie’s words cut through her joy and ruined the moment.
“You’re embarrassing me,” he said.
“You’ve always embarrassed me,” she told him through a mouthful of food. “First there’s your obsession with empty headed bimbos, then there’s your refusal to take anything seriously. Don’t even get me started on your juvenile sense of humour or the fact you still technically live with your parents.”
He shook her chair making her wobble precariously.
“Focus, short stuff, we’re talking about you.”
Laura wasn’t surprised that he didn’t take issue with anything she said. Who could argue with the evidence? It made it all the more maddening that she was supposed to get a serious article out of the imbecile.
“Ground rules,” he reminded her.
“Fine, rules, got it. Carry on.”
Honestly. She tuned him out as she polished off her food. At least he was talking to her, which was a step up already.
“One,” he counted off on his fingers. “I will stay near you for the rest of the trip, mainly to stop you injuring yourself, but you’ve got to stop cycling like an old person and speed up.”
Laura searched the bag for more food. Nothing. Charlie rolled his eyes, reached into his pannier and threw a chocolate bar at her.
“Two, no endless questions as we ride or I’ll leave you for good.”
“Wait a minute,” Laura protested. “We had a deal, I come with you on your stupid excuse for a holiday and you give me an interview.”
“That doesn’t mean you get to ruin my trip by badgering me all the time.”
“So when do I get my interview?”
“At the end.” He smirked at her. “If you make it.”
“And what are we supposed to talk about until then?”
“I’m kind of hoping that there will just be silence.”
“Well, what was the point of me coming with you if I don’t get to interview you until the end? I could have waited until you came back home.”
Or not, since her deadline expired before his holiday ended. Charlie shrugged.
“Not my problem. This was your plan.”
“So why did you agree to it?”
“You’re the entertainment, short stuff,” he told her as he jumped to his feet. “And just so you know, I updated my Facebook page while you were sleeping.”
He flicked his phone in her direction. The caption above the photo said: having a great time with Laura. And there was her huge backside poking out of her tent for the world to see.
“Well,” Laura said as she stood in front of him, hands on hips, “just so you know. I’m keeping score.”
“I wouldn’t expect anything less. Now saddle up. We leave in ten minutes.”
Charlie sauntered off in the direction of the office leaving Laura wondering what she would do to get even. Her thoughts didn’t linger long. One look at her tent reminded her she had bigger problems. How was she supposed to get it all back into the tiny little bag it came out of?
With a sigh she reached to pull up the peg nearest her.
The next two days were spent enduring an uneasy truce. Charlie was true to his word and stayed within hailing distance. He helped her to put her tent up at the campsites and then he slapped on a clean t-shirt, saluted her and disappeared into the nearest bar. That was the last she saw of him until the following day, although she heard him come back in the small hours of the morning. Thankfully, alone. The last thing she needed was to listen to Charlie and his latest bimbo getting hot and heavy in his tiny tent. She gritted her teeth. This had to stop. It was a mind numbing endurance test and she’d reached her limit. All day long her attempts at conversation were met with grunts, which did nothing to take her mind off her backside. Then she spent her evenings alone. It sucked. It had to change. She was going to make it change.
While Charlie was in the shower, Laura scanned the campsite for help. Her eyes found the two English boys she’d seen at the first camping ground. She put on her most trustworthy smile, tried not to look mental and went to say hello.
“Hi there,” she called as she approached.
“Hey, it’s you. Airbed girl.”
They seemed pleased to see her. They also seemed not to have showered since they last met. She took a step backwards.
“How’s the holiday going?” one of them asked.
Laura cast a glance towards the shower block. There was no time for chit chat.
“I need a favour, boys,” she said.
They actually leered at each other. Yeah, like that was going to happen.
“Which one of you can sabotage a bike?”
Blank looks.
“I need help to break a bike.”
“Your bike?” They pointed towards it in case she was confused.
Laura gritted her teeth and reminded herself to be patient.
“No, not my bike. My friend’s bike. I need it to be out of action.” She let out a heavy breath. “I need a day where I don’t cycle.”
“Got ya.” One of them winked at the other.
“Sore lady parts huh?” the other one said.
Laura’s jaw dropped open.
“Listen, dumb and dumber, I need help. Now who’s up for it?”
“I’ll do it,” said the floppy one.
“Good, now get a move on, he’ll be out of the shower any minute.”
The floppy guy picked up a small bag and followed her back to the tent. The bag contained a tiny tool kit.
“I’m going to mess with the gears and the chain. It won’t be an easy fix. He’ll need a shop. It should buy you a day.”
Laura’s heart fluttered. A day. No bike. Yay. Less than a minute later, the young guy was ready to leave, taking some spare bike parts with him.
“So,” he sidled up to her, “I helped you. Now what’s in it for me?”
Laura almost decked him. Instead she looked around, grabbed her folding chair and thrust it at him.
“Cool,” he grinned and waved it in the air towards his friend, who gave two thumbs up. “See you later, airbed girl.”
With that he was gone. Laura rolled her eyes then did a happy dance. She had to get it out of her system before Charlie appeared, otherwise it would be impossible to keep a straight face when he told her his bike was broken. When she stopped her happy dance her eyes rested on the two English guys. She got a double thumbs up from each of them.
“Damn it,” Charlie knelt beside his bike. “Someone’s been messing around with my bike. I can’t cycle this. I need to find a repair place.”
“Shame,” Laura said beside him.
He stood slowly. If he wasn’t mistaken the Iron Maiden was struggling to contain a grin. His eyes narrowed.
“Did you do something to my bike?”
He folded his arms across his chest and glared at her.
“Yes, absolutely,” she said. “Because I know so much about bikes. Think about it Neanderthal. I need a book to put up my tent and I still can’t work the gears on my bike. Do you really think I could have messed with yours?”
“Let me see your phone.”
“What?”
She tried to look indignant; she was hiding something.
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