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Flashbulb

 

Blythe Harris
was taking his first flight to the USA and hopefully a whole new
client base for his bespoke upholstery business. An adventure for
him, he was both nervous and excited to attract the attention of a
handsome steward. Things might have gone further – if Flight HA1710
hadn’t failed.

 

Marc Stafford
is a self-confessed player, and he used his charm to seduce his
cute passenger. But in the aftermath of the crash, he’s struggling
to recover his confidence. The TV declares him a hero for saving
passengers, but at night his nightmares trigger painful flashbulb
memories of the crash.

 

In an Irish
hospital, Bly realises that although his broken leg will recover,
his career may not. And in Chicago, Marc can’t face returning to
work. Neither of them can shake off the memory of their brief, sexy
encounter. Both of them need to be with someone who understands
exactly what they’ve been through. And on a middle ground they can
make all their own.
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 Chapter 1

The day of the
crash

 

Bly swirled the
ice cubes around in his plastic glass and wondered how he’d lost
track of the sedatives he’d popped. Had it been two or three doses
in the last twenty-four hours? And why weren’t they taking effect?
He had a horrible feeling it was going to take a lot more before he
felt remotely happy about flying. It was his first time, and to be
honest, if he weren’t planning to come home again in three months’
time, he would have preferred to make it his last. It had been one
long challenge from beginning to end. The booking of the flight
from Heathrow and a budget hotel destination in Chicago, the
decisions on what to pack and what he could afford to buy once he
was there, and the constant checking to be sure he hadn’t mislaid
his passport even though Mum had phoned him nightly for a week to
tell him to put it in his suitcase already. She knew how he wound
himself into a ball of stress like this every time he went
anywhere.

He took a gulp
of the icy water. The delay before take-off wasn’t helping his
nerves. It had to be nearly half an hour by now. The captain had
assured everyone it was a scheduling problem and they just had to
wait to take their place in the queue for the runway, but some of
the passengers were getting restless. A bunch of male travellers
were celebrating up near First Class, laughing and joking. A small
child had been wailing for ages over on the other aisle, setting
off a matching grizzle from his baby sibling, and a young couple’s
bickering a few rows in front was starting to escalate. A large
London family group had tried to start up a rousing sing-song to
pass the time, but an equally large and equally loud group of
American travellers had shouted them down.

Happy
days.

Bly had
the aisle seat next to two young women. Almost as soon as they’d
taken their places, the girls pulled matching beanie hats down over
their eyebrows, clamped on huge pairs of neon-coloured earphones,
and slumped back in their seats. Last time he looked, they were
both asleep, and all he could hear was the rhythmic,
background swish-swoop of
music playing: two different genres, apparently. That was
definitely one way to cope, and he admired them for it, secretly
pleased he wouldn’t feel obliged to make conversation.

A dark-haired
male attendant came bustling up the aisle towards him. The whole
cabin crew had been working hard, pacing up and down the plane,
helping people to their seats, reassuring them where necessary. Bly
made a nervous gesture for attention.

“Sir? How may I
help?”

Bly gazed
up into dark grey eyes and a full mouth and thought of more than a
few ways, most of which didn’t involve an extra blanket or the
latest bargains in Duty Free. Another bag of pretzels with your sexual fantasy,
sir?

Bloody
hell, the sedatives must be taking effect after all. Bly definitely
felt more woozy than usual. He recognised the attendant from the
airport departure lounge, from when they’d been waiting in line to
board. At the time Bly had happily distracted himself with watching
the slight but confident sway of the man’s hips as he moved between
the check-in desks, and the enviable way he filled out the
shoulders of his tailored jacket. Bly had packed a jacket in his
case—he would probably be expected to attend some interviews in the
US—but suspected he looked more like Worzel Gummidge in his old
thing, rather than the attendant’s Men’s Health look.

“Are we finally
taking off?” he asked.

“Yes, sir. Any
time now.” It was the same message the crew had been passing out
for the last half hour, but Bly smiled with relief. Somehow he
believed it this time. Or was he really more interested in the
sparkling eyes with the attractive humour lines at the side?

“Your first
flight, sir?”

The man had an
American accent with a soft lilt to it. Bly wondered if the
attractive tone was natural or taught at flight attendant school.
He smiled ruefully. “Am I that obvious?”

“Well, you’re
no trouble, but I’ve learned to spot a nervous passenger when I see
one.” The attendant smiled, looking Bly up and down, but so briefly
that Bly wasn’t sure if he’d imagined mischief in the man’s eyes.
“And I don’t know you well enough to know if you’re the nervous
type overall.”

This
time, the man’s gaze lingered on Bly’s mouth for just a second
longer than was polite. There was more than a hint of amusement in
his expression now. Wow. Was the guy
interested in him? Bly couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt
the thrill of being checked out. He’d been with Andy for nearly two
years, and even at the beginning, things had been comfortable
rather than exciting.

“You’re right,
it’s my first flight.” Bly laughed softly. “And I’m going all out,
transatlantic. Chicago, here I come.”

“I’m
sorry for the delay. It’s probably the last thing you need,” the
man said. Bly could see his name tag now. Marc. Nice name. Funky spelling. “I know Chicago well,
so if there’s anything you want to know in advance….”

Bly
wasn’t sure what he was meant to say to that. Sit down for an hour and tell
me all the best places to stay, eat, dance, meet new friends?
Reassure me I’m going to be a big hit, and my international, rich,
potential client will love my portfolio? Too much to hope Marc actually meant for Bly to
look him up for a drink when they were both there.

Bly knew what
flight crew life was like; his cousin Katie had been an attendant
for a while. An insular group who mixed with their own kind because
they understood the job and the madness of being in different time
zones all the time. He would probably never see Marc again after
this flight.

“I mean, I can
give you some ideas about the area.” The encouraging look on Marc’s
face was very flattering. “If you’re interested, of course—”

“I am!” Bly
felt the words burst out of him like an overexcited toddler.
“That’s good of you.” He moved to hold out his hand, then realised
how stupid that looked, and yanked it back. “Bly. I’m Bly.”

“I know,” Marc
said with a smile, and Bly felt himself blush.

Marc would have
seen all the names on the manifest—or was it too much to imagine
he’d looked up Bly’s especially?

“Anyway,” Marc
added, “we’ll chat again before the flight’s over. At least, I hope
so.”

“So do I,” Bly
said. “Um, thanks.”

There was a
rumble of engine noise and one of those
unintelligible-to-passengers announcements over the PA. Marc looked
up, alert again. Bly guessed the language of announcements was
another thing they taught at attendant school.

“I’ll keep a
check on when we’ll be ready for take-off,” Marc said. “Catch you
later.”

Bly barely had
time to appreciate the sparkling smile aimed his way before Marc
turned and hurried away towards the cockpit. Bly really hoped that
sexy smile wasn’t on the attendant school curriculum too.

 

***

 

Marc caught up
with his fellow flight crew at the next rest station down the
aisle. The purser, Darcey, pulled him in beside the service
counter. She was frowning, as always.

“Wind’ll
change, sweetie,” Marc said. “You’ll get stuck looking like a
gremlin.” He heard his friend Alec snicker behind him.

“Cut the
wisecracks,” Darcey hissed. “You’re meant to be watching the rear
galley until take-off. Have you checked seat belts and table
positions?”

“Of course,
commandant,” Marc said. “Several times.”

Beside him,
Alec winced. “She’s had to deal with the wailing wonder in 34,” he
murmured to Marc. “The baby threw up on her shoes.”

“Sorry,” Marc
said, knowing he should sound more sincere. That was his area of
the plane, and he was meant to be there to help. Then again, Darcey
wasn’t known for helping him out in return, so he was probably due
some slack.

“What was the
problem?” she asked Marc.

“Problem?”

“With the guy
in Row 40.”

“The cute guy in Row
40.” Alec’s murmurings were just fuelling the flames of Darcey’s
fury.

“I was
reassuring a nervous flyer,” Marc said in the soothing tone he used
for passengers, though Darcey didn’t look like she’d be soothed any
time soon.

“Get back to
your place in the galley,” she snapped. “And you’d better watch
yourself.”

“What
exactly does that mean?” he snapped back. Out of the corner of his
eye, he saw Alec give a warning shake of his head, but…
oh, to hell with
it.

“You’re already
under warning, right? You’re too easily distracted from your job.
Always flirting with the passengers. And more.”

“I was
reassuring a nervous flyer,” Marc repeated, but so slowly, it only
emphasised his impatience. He was sick of Darcey’s sniping.
Everyone knew she was a hard taskmaster, and everyone suffered when
they travelled with her. Yet no one ever had the balls to stand up
to her. He usually let it ride over him, but today? Today, there
was a strange air of tension in the plane, even more than could be
explained by the frustrating delay. He was so tired of Darcey’s
bickering and Alec’s provocative sarcasm. He was tired of his
crappy life; the sonofabitch bank manager who’d charged him forty
dollars for a letter, for
Christ’s sake; the shoe-repair place that had done such a bad job
that his boots were still rain soaked from the last trip to London;
and the fact he couldn’t even enjoy a chat with a sweet, nervous
guy who had a grin to die for and a dimple on his chin.

“It’s against
the rules to fraternise—”

“It was nothing
against the rules.” Marc interrupted Darcey, talking through
gritted teeth. “Everything to do with my job. Keep your fucking
nose out of my business.”

Alec gasped.
Marc didn’t dare turn around to see the expression on his face.

“What’s going
on?” Another attendant, Kristy, popped her head around the
corner.

“It is my business!”
Darcey spluttered at Marc. Anger made her neck red and
blotchy.

“You
don’t own the fucking airline,” Marc said. “You don’t own
me.”

“Darcey’s your
purser, Marc. We all have to follow procedures.” Kristy’s voice was
low, trying to defuse this whole situation. “I don’t know what this
particular problem is, but I can run through them if you’re
interested in a refresher—”

“All he’s
interested in is banging the next someone.” Darcey’s voice was
rising.

Marc glared
back at her. “Yeah? Jealous I’m getting some, you sour-faced old
cow?”

Darcey paled,
then turned to Kristy. “You’re my witness, Kristy. I’ll be
reporting Marc for abusive and hazardous behaviour.”

“What the
fuck?” Marc said. “Hazardous how?”

“Keep your
voices down,” Kristy hissed. “The passengers will hear.”

“Blatant
disregard for passengers’ safety,” Darcey announced. “Deliberate
fraternisation with a passenger at the expense of his duties.”

“Christ, I was
just talking to him, not sucking his cock—”

“Enough!”
Kristy snapped. “The pair of you! This isn’t the time or place for
personal arguments. We need to get this plane in the air, you
hear?”

“I know
what needs to be done,” Darcey said, smoothing down her hair.
“Maybe you’d better remind him.”
She pushed past Marc out of the galley.

“What the hell
are you playing at, Marc?” Kristy asked angrily. “She means it. If
you get any more warnings—”

“I wasn’t doing
anything! She’s just being a vindictive bitch.”

“Well, she’s
the one who had to clear up the departure lounge restroom after
your last escapade,” Alec said wryly. “A pair of silk boxers and a
half-tube of lube on the baby’s changing mat, if I remember
accurately. And your adventures in the airport bar after last
month’s New York trip are the stuff of urban myth. Beats me how
anyone can get their leg up at that angle—”

“Shut up,” Marc
said. He didn’t know why he felt so disturbed. After all, it was
all true, and he made no excuses for being the way he was. He liked
men, he loved sex, and he took chances where they were given. So
maybe he lived life way too close to the edge, but he was young,
single and good-looking: why the fuck shouldn’t he? And no one ever
said no. If they did—and if he was sure they meant it, not just
playing hard to get—he backed off. But it seemed he was always the
one left holding the can. Or the half-tube of lube, as the case may
be. “It’s never affected my work,” he said tightly. “I do
everything that’s expected of me.”

“You’re a good
attendant,” Kristy agreed. “You have a way with the passengers that
they appreciate.”

Alec smirked.
Marc could have slapped him. “So?”

“But Darcey has
to report any complaints, Marc. And if she says you’re harassing
the passengers—”

“Kristy, you
know I’m not—”

“—or any of the
team, her word is official.”

For fuck’s sake. Marc knew this wasn’t the time to argue this now. It wasn’t
the time to point out that although he had a healthy libido and if
a passenger caught his eye and was up for it, he’d bang them the
first time and place he could find, he really cared about his job
and took pride in it.

Pursing his
mouth shut, he left the rest station and made his way to the rear
of the plane. He was tired of this shit. He’d worked for years as
an attendant and knew he was good at it. It was the job he’d always
dreamed of—travelling the world, meeting new people, finding
something new every day of his life. Yeah, he played as hard as he
worked, but his private life was his own to cope with. He could
have applied to be a purser like Darcey, but he was sure he
wouldn’t be promoted while there were bitches like her in his
way.

Though,
to be honest, was that the only reason he was still an attendant?
Alec would say Marc enjoyed the carefree life too much. Kristy
would say he needed to grow up. And Marc himself? Maybe he wasn’t
really sure what he wanted.
A career? A ticket to travel the world? Riches, respect, or… what
else was there? He shook off the depression from the scene with
Darcey and told himself he’d get around to thinking about it all…
someday.

And meanwhile,
there was the cute guy in Row 40 to talk to.

 

***

 

Bly peeled his
hands off the armrests again. He kept gripping them too tightly.
When the hell were they ever going to take off? If he didn’t look
out of the window, he could believe he was in any other kind of
transport. But what would it be like when they were really in the
air? The seatbelt fastened tightly over his lap was a constant
reminder he was in a plane and not sat at home on the sofa. He just
had to learn to cope—he couldn’t pop another dose of sedatives.

The baby across
the aisle started a wail in a whole new—and more annoying—key.

Well, maybe a
couple more pills.

“May I?” Marc
stopped beside him and gestured to the vacant seat across the
aisle. During the delay, that passenger had moved to another free
seat nearer his colleagues. At Bly’s nod, Marc slid into it. Marc’s
legs were long, and as Marc turned to face him, his knee brushed
against Bly’s. The touch seemed hot even through Bly’s jeans. “So,”
Marc said. “How is it for you?”

“I’m
sorry?”

“Waiting for
take-off.” Marc waggled his well-shaped brows.

Bly burst into
laughter, then slapped his hand over his mouth in case he woke the
girls next to him. “Sorry. I mean, it’s okay, thanks.”

“Really?”

Bly took a deep
breath. “No, not really. The suspense is killing me. Any news?”

“No, I’m afraid
not. Captain Everett is still waiting for the call. It’s a busy day
for air traffic.”

“I don’t know
how to take my mind off it.”

Marc nodded,
his expression serious for the moment. “Most newbie passengers read
a book or put on the headphones and distract themselves. A drink
can be useful to relax—” He glanced at Bly’s almost-empty glass.
Could he tell Bly had only drunk water? “—but we recommend they
pace their drinking. You can still get up and wander around at the
moment, which helps with your circulation and also any feelings of
restriction. And you could read through the emergency procedure
instructions—”

“For the
thousandth time?”

“Again and
again,” Marc grinned. “Just so you can reassure yourself you’ll be
well looked after in the unlikely event of a crisis.”

“I’ll be well
looked after?” Bly caught Marc’s gaze flickering over his
mouth.

“Yes, sir, very
well looked after. If I have anything to do with it.”

Bly wasn’t sure
he’d heard that last bit right. But when he peered at Marc,
puzzled, he got a wink in return and a broad, brazen smile. Bly
laughed. “Thanks for the advice,” he said. “You’re doing your job
very well so far.”

Marc’s nose
wrinkled as he grimaced. “So tell my purser. She’s got other
ideas.”

“I’m sure
that’s not true.” Bly realised how stupid that sounded. As if he
knew anything about it! He’d only known Marc for an hour or so. “So
you’ll have to persuade her otherwise. I reckon you’re good at
that. Persuasion, that is.”

“Yeah?” Marc
smiled again, his eyebrows raised, his gaze back on Bly’s mouth.
“What strategy do you propose I use in this case?”

Bloody hell. They were flirting, weren’t they? What’s more, Bly could
feel his cock stirring in his jeans. What was the matter with him?
Marc was really attractive, but Bly was usually so shy with new
guys, half the time no one guessed he was even interested. And now?
Well, now he most definitely wanted to go with the flow. It was as
if he’d left his inhibitions back in the departure lounge, and
excitement tightened his throat. “A charm offensive?” he suggested.
“I suspect you’re good at that too.”

Marc chuckled.
“I’m glad you think so, sir.”

“Calling me sir
feels odd.” Bly smiled to show he wasn’t really offended. He stuck
out his hand. “A proper introduction this time. I’m Bly
Harris.”

“Marc
Stafford.” Marc’s hands were cool and soft, with long fingers. His
thumb trailed across Bly’s wrist as they briefly shook hands.
“Bly’s a really unusual name.”

“It’s a
West Country name, short for Blythe. My family and I live in a
village near Exeter at the moment. Do you know the area? Exeter has
its own airport, but I’m travelling from Heathrow because I was at
a trade show here last week.” I’m rambling. I’m nervous.

Marc shook his
head. “I know of the airport, but I’ve never visited that part of
England. We don’t fly to Chicago direct from there, and I tend to
stick by the airport cities, you know?”

Bly knew. So
much of the British Isles was overlooked by visitors, and some of
it the most beautiful. He supposed he should be glad he wasn’t
harassed by hordes of foreign students or coachloads of tourists
where he lived. “What about you, Marc? Where are you based when
you’re not travelling?”

“I’m a native.
To Chicago, that is. Not far from the airport, which is my usual
hub.”

Marc’s accent
was American but softer than Bly was used to from the US sitcoms he
often caught Mum and Auntie Prue watching on TV. Marc’s dark hair
was cut in a short style and obviously kept in perfect order with
product. His skin looked clear and smooth, too. With his slim body,
the perfect fit for his clothes, he looked like he’d stepped from
the pages of the airline magazine.

Bly swallowed
carefully at the lurch of disappointment he felt when he compared
himself to this sophisticated man. He couldn’t think of anything
clever to say, though he knew he wanted to keep Marc nearby for as
long as he could. He liked the gentle aftershave that wafted his
way and Marc’s wickedly sexy smile, but he just couldn’t think of a
single thing a smart attendant would want to hear about Bly’s life.
What would they have in common? Bly didn’t spend too much time in
the city; he liked his own company and a slower pace of life. He
rarely went clubbing and had never travelled out of the country
until now, apart from an uncomfortable ferry trip to France on a
booze run with a seasick Auntie Prue two years ago. Bly didn’t
follow politics, he hadn’t seen a movie for ages, and who’d want to
discuss books on felt furnishings and ultimate slip covers for fun?
“Thanks anyway,” he blurted out.
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