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One

Cait

My mind was swirling as I sprinted away from the studios in a panicked daze, still able to smell the lingering acrid odour in the air.

Smoke.

Flames. 

Fire.

Jack.

Oh God. Jack. I could barely believe it; the Fire Lab stage had burnt to the ground, but there was no news on Jack except for the fact that he had been taken away by ambulance. An ambulance. That didn’t sound particularly positive.

I stopped just outside the studio gates, my hands shooting into my hair and scraping my fingers across my scalp in a desperate attempt at grounding myself before completely freaking out. I failed, of course, and felt anxiety crawling up my spine and wrapping around my veins like tiny, poisonous tentacles.

Stay calm. I pinged the elastic bands on my wrist and winced as they bit into my skin far too hard. Ouch. Jack hated this habit, and would have tried to stop me if I’d done it in front of him ... but he wasn’t here.

He was in hospital.

Unfortunately, thinking about him merely made me snap the bloody bands until my wrist bore a bright red ring.

My throat started to close up with panic as I tried to push away images of his face screwed up in pain, but the visions wouldn’t cease. Was he injured? Or worse?

Stay calm. Panicking wouldn’t help, would it? And neither would incapacitating my wrist by numbing it with over-the-top snaps. What I needed to do was get back to the house and look up the hospital address, and get down there to see him.

The woman on reception had told me Jack had been taken to Lakeside Hospital, but I hadn’t actually thought to ask the specific address before taking off. Idiot.

Setting off again, I took up the same rapid pace and, after dodging across the main road in an obvious jaywalk, I quickly found myself at my housing complex. Flashing my ID to Security, I then forced my lungs to work overtime as I sprinted down the street to my house.

In my rush, I stumbled over my own feet, crashing through the front door and straight into Allie. ‘Goodness Cait! Slow down! What’s wrong?’

I was so breathless from running I could barely speak. ‘I just ...’ Wheeze. ‘There was ...’ Wheeze. God, I was so out of breath I gave up and simply breathed his name. ‘Jack.’

Crossing her arms, Allie gave an annoyed tut and threw me an irritated look. ‘Cait, he works in the same studio as you so you’ll see him from time to time, but you’ve told him you’re not interested and I’m sure he respects that.’ Confused, I paused for a second as I tried to work out what was she was talking about. She thought I was upset because I’d seen Jack? I suppose that made sense, seeing as I usually was freaking out because of some encounter with him. If only that were the case.

Pushing her hair away from her face, she shook her head, looking as exasperated as I felt. ‘He’s a good guy, Cait, I really don’t think he’ll try and push you. It’s not as big a deal as you’re making it out to be, I promise.’

‘I know.’ Sucking in another breath, my lungs filled with a blessed rush of air and I finally felt marginally more capable of speech. ‘That’s not the matter.’

The frown now creasing Allie’s brows said that she didn’t entirely believe me, but she licked her lips and thoughtfully tilted her head anyway. ‘So it’s not Jack that’s upset you?’

My elastic bands got a ping and I bit my lip as pain spread to my wrist and caused me to ball my fist tightly. It helped settle me – just – but didn’t entirely manage to quell the anxiousness rearing up inside me. ‘Well, it does involve Jack, but not in the way you’re thinking.’ Seeing one of Allie’s eyebrows rise again, I hurried to finish my stilted explanation. ‘There was a fire on one of Jack’s stages and he’s injured. I’m ... I’m ... worried about him.’

Allie’s face immediately transformed into one of concern as she reached out and ran a hand up my forearm supportively.

‘Oh my God, that’s awful.’

Nodding, I swallowed to try and ease my dry throat. ‘I know. And it’s stupid to be this worried about someone I barely know but ...’ I shrugged helplessly, my emotions towards Jack so confusing that I could hardly keep up with them myself, let alone expect Allie to understand. ‘... But I am.’

‘You care about him, it’s OK to feel that way. It’s perfectly normal.’

She’d hit the nail right on the head. I did care about him, it had just taken this shock to make me accept it. Sniffing back some errant tears, I leant back, feeling well and truly miserable. Why couldn’t I develop feelings for a man that was vaguely in my league? Why did it have to be mega-rich, ultra-famous, sinfully handsome Jack Felton?

Before I’d even seen her move, Allie was suddenly throwing her arms around me and smothering me in a bear hug. It was just what I needed, so I buried my face into the crook of her neck and wrapped my arms around her tightly in return.

As we embraced I felt her fingers dig into my ribs as she clung to me, and I realised that her hug seemed just as desperate as mine. It suddenly occurred to me that this was the first time I’d seen her since her trip to LA to find Sean after his disappearing act.

‘How’s Sean? Did you find him?’

Allie leant back and nodded, and I noticed that her eyes were puffy and red. ‘I did, he’s OK ... ish.’ She paused, her face scrunching up slightly before she blew out a long breath. ‘We’re still on a break. It’s ... well, it’s complicated.’ Shoving her hair from her face, she gave me a firm look. ‘But we can talk about that later, it’s hardly the most important issue at the moment. Jack is injured, how badly?’

My stomach dropped again. ‘I don’t know, that’s the problem.’ Shaking my head, I sighed and recounted the story of how Jack had saved the cameraman but gained some injuries in the process.

‘Wow, it sounds like he saved that guy’s life,’ Allie whispered in awe. ‘Have you called him?’

My head immediately began a frantic nodding. ‘Yeah, but there was no answer.’

Giving me an exasperated stare, Allie’s mouth briefly hung open, ‘Well, get your phone out and try again!’

I was fairly sure that once I knew he was OK, I’d be able to relax, but the possibility that he might not be OK made dread simmer in my belly until I felt close to throwing up.

Pulling my phone out of my bag, I swallowed hard and stared at it as if it were some alien device. Several seconds passed, and when my trembling hand still hadn’t managed to do anything useful, Allie tutted, removed it from my grasp, sorted through it until she found his number, and then thrust it at me. ‘Call him.’

I paused, all my insecurities and panic rearing up in one huge tidal wave. ‘I can’t.’ Seeing Allie’s exasperation reaching an all-time high, I flushed and drew in a breath through my nose, before expelling it in a long puff from my lips as I tried to pinpoint exactly what was causing me to hesitate. ‘We’re friends ... but it’s such a weird situation because we’ve admitted to having feelings for each other.’ I paused and flicked my elastic bands to get the soothing sting I needed. ‘I ... I think I want more with him,’ I admitted, my eyes dropping away from Allie’s as I whispered my confession. ‘I have no idea how to go about it, though. It’s crazy. What should I do?’

Allie crossed her arms and gave an understanding nod. ‘This may sound a little blunt, but I think you need to hear it. You’re one of the sweetest, most considerate people I’ve ever met, but you need to get over your fear. Call him. This isn’t about you, or the future. This is about now, and whether or not he’s hurt. Forget the other shit and call him.’

Well, that was me told.


Two

Jack

The beeping of my phone woke me from my doze and I instinctively went to reach for it before hissing at the pain that shot up my left arm. Wincing, I blinked my eyes open and blearily assessed it – bandaged from the tips of my fingers all the way up to mid-bicep and it felt like it had been treated to a manicure from a cheese grater. What the hell?

Grimacing at the throbbing pain, I looked around and saw the sterile white suite, pale green curtains, and medical machines beside me.

Oh yeah. I was in hospital. Either that or a hotel with an exceptionally bad interior designer. The pain medication was making my brain sluggish, and each time I woke from a doze it took me a few seconds to recall where I was.

Now I was more alert I was all too aware of precisely why I was here.

The fire. 

My heart rate accelerated as memories flooded back and I felt the hairs on my scalp rise. We’d been mid-way through a take, I was reciting my lines, then boom, a flash of blue sparks had come from nowhere, flaring up into a fireball to my right within seconds. The place had quickly filled with choking black smoke, panicked screams, and the acrid smell of burning plastic before I’d realised I could hear Brent yelling that he was trapped.

Thank God our show featured an arson unit, because it had meant that we had extinguishers on set as props – thankfully they were full, and not fake ones – and I had immediately grabbed one and tried to douse the flames around Brent. Between myself and Fiona the line editor, we’d supressed the blaze enough to drag Brent out, but from the hacking coughs he’d been making I bet he was a damn sight worse for wear than I was.

Talk about fiction becoming reality; I’d literally ended up doing the rescuing that my Fire Lab character did on a daily basis.

Shaking my head, I began to gingerly shift myself more upright. I eyed my right arm with distaste as I saw the cannula there, the little plastic tube piercing my skin and connected to an IV bag of fluids hanging by my side. Ugh. I didn’t mind needles, but I disliked cannulas immensely. Just the thought that it was stuck inside my body was enough to make me feel queasy.

Turning my eyes away, I saw that someone, presumably Flynn, had been to the studios and retrieved my things for me, because my wallet and phone were now sat on my bedside table. I saw several missed calls and a new text on my mobile screen, so reaching for it I went straight for the message.

* * *


From: Duncan Maywear



Jack, how are you feeling? I spoke to your consultant and he said you should be released later this week. Don’t worry about the bandages, I have the script writers already working on an episode that will incorporate your injuries into the season. Call me when you’re out so we can discuss when you’ll be back on set. Duncan.



* * *

Duncan Maywear, my producer and all round idiot. It was typical that he seemed more concerned about delays to the schedule than my actual health. No doubt all the missed calls were from him too, desperately trying to find out when I’d be back at work.

I didn’t bother to reply, or look at the missed calls, and instead chucked the phone beside me and rested my head on the pillows. I found it ironic that he was apparently so concerned but couldn’t be bothered to visit. Arsehole. And ‘Don’t worry about the bandages’ was pretty unfeeling too. I couldn’t give a flying fuck if the bandages affected the show. Right now my main concern was the damage beneath them.

I could understand his concerns about the filming schedule, though. Fire Lab was one of those shows where the first episode aired before we’d filmed the entire season, so any major delays could cause us to postpone broadcasts. While I didn’t mind inconveniencing Duncan a little, I couldn’t upset the fans. They were the reason I got to do what I loved every day.

A visit from my director would have been a nice touch but not something I’d hold my breath for. Not that I could hold my breath for that long anyway – my lungs still felt decidedly dodgy from inhaling the smoke, even after the oxygen mask I’d been forced to wear in the ambulance.

Closing my eyes, I absorbed the sounds of the busy hospital corridor outside my room. The place didn’t smell of disinfectant as hospitals often do because the burn shield gel that had been applied to my arm smelt strongly of aloe vera, surrounding me in a calming scent and almost masking the fact that I was in hospital. Almost. The scratchy blankets, needle in my arm, and constant beeping of my heart rate monitor were fairly annoying reminders.

I was broken from my miserable thoughts by the door opening as my nurse came swanning in again. Miriam had been seeing to my burns since I’d been admitted, re-applying cream and bandages and sorting out my IV fluids, all the while attempting to flirt with me rather outrageously even though she was old enough to be my mother. She was hilarious, though, and definitely making today far better than it could have been.

‘Mr Felton, let’s check that wrist again, shall we?’ Unfortunately, I’d been wearing a watch when the fire had started, and as I’d been attempting to douse the flames the nylon strap had melted onto my skin. Fantastic. The fact that it didn’t hurt was causing the doctors to worry that there was nerve damage and that the burns below would be more severe than the rest of my arm, which although painful and unsightly, was mostly covered in superficial blisters.

Miriam had been using a gel like Vaseline on my wrist to loosen the melted nylon, and was hopeful it could be removed within the next twenty-four hours.

Just as Miriam had finished and was popping the lid back on the tub, my phone began to ring. I let out a long sigh as I reached for it, deciding that if it was Duncan then I was definitely going to ignore it.

To my surprise, and complete delight, it wasn’t Duncan’s name flashing on my screen, but Caitlin’s. My breath hitched as I blinked and double checked I’d seen it correctly. And I had, my screen was still illuminated with the words: Incoming call from Caitlin Byrne. This was a real turn-up for the books. 

I felt my cheeks heat with excitement, and embarrassingly, my heartrate monitor sped up so a rapid beep, beep, beep suddenly filled the quiet of the room causing Miriam to look up and gave me a grin.

‘Someone special calling?’ she enquired with a smirk, cutting off any answer by flashing a wink and heading to the door. ‘I’ll leave you in peace, I’m all done here for now. I’ll be back to check on that wrist in an hour or so.’

As soon as the door had closed I accepted the call. ‘Hello?’ My voice was croaky, partly from the smoke inhalation but mostly from the fact that I was nervously holding my breath.

Finally, I had to pull in a wheezy breath, because, as long as I waited, there was no response. ‘Hello? Is anyone there?’

After some muffled rustling, I heard a breath and then a voice. ‘Jack?’ I’d recognise Caitlin’s sweet, soft tone anywhere, and it was most certainly not Caitlin on the other end of the line. I pulled the mobile away from my ear to check the screen again before speaking.

‘This is Jack,’ I replied, attempting to reel in my skittering emotions and get my voice back under control.

‘Hi, Jack, this is Allie.’ Allie. Caitlin’s friend and the girlfriend Sean was so enamoured with. Or were they still broken up? I wasn’t sure, but disappointment settled in my gut.

Realistically, I should have known that Caitlin wouldn’t call me. She was attracted to me, but she seemed adamant in her denial, so why would she call? Allie, on the other hand, didn’t seem phased by anything, famous people included.

‘I thought it was Caitlin,’ I murmured, my voice not hiding the disappointment that laced my words.

‘It was, but I grabbed the phone because she had to ... uh ... sneeze,’ Allie blurted, sounding completely unconvincing. She had to sneeze? Yeah, right. Presumably Caitlin hadn’t wanted to speak to me, but Allie had either forced her to call me, or had grabbed her phone and done the calling herself.

I wasn’t surprised at how disappointed that made me feel. I liked that girl more than I should. My lips twitched as I recalled her drunken announcement of how she liked me ‘way more than she should’, a sentiment I definitely returned, even if it looked like it would never lead anywhere.

There was the noise of muffled voices down the line and several seconds of rustling before Allie spoke again. ‘Anyway, Cait’s here, she was hoping to speak to you.’

I doubted that. There were more muffled noises and a few seconds of silence which were finally followed by the soft notes of Caitlin’s voice.

‘Jack, hi.’ My eyes closed as I absorbed her voice, the sound of it causing me to feel warm inside. She paused and I again wondered if Allie had forced the phone into her hands. ‘I ... uh ... I heard about the fire and I just wondered if you’re OK.’

I suddenly didn’t feel so bad, just knowing that Caitlin was worried enough about me to ask made the pain and discomfort feel a whole lot better.

‘I’m not too bad, all things considered. Some burns to my arm and hand, and a bit of smoke inhalation. Nothing too serious.’ I didn’t want to upset her, so I left out the more gruesome details of my mangled wrist.

A breath whistled down the line, followed immediately by a deep sigh. ‘That’s a relief. I still can’t believe the set caught fire. It must have been so scary. What caused it?’

‘Yeah, it was certainly unexpected,’ I murmured. What a huge under-exaggeration. When I’d seen the flash of the fire starting I’d thought it was a bomb exploding. It had been utterly terrifying. ‘Last I heard they still weren’t sure. I suspect electrical problems, but there are some investigators in there at the moment looking into it.’

There was a pause, followed by a quiet snapping noise, and my eyes narrowed as I pictured Caitlin giving her elastic bands a ping. ‘I ... I’m really glad you’re OK.’

Her confession meant far more to me than it should, especially as I knew how closed-off she could be. But still, as I ran her words through my mind I got a lump in my throat and had to take a sip of water before I could speak again.

‘I’m really pleased you called,’ I replied, to which I definitely heard a small intake of breath followed by a loud swallow. Perhaps I wasn’t the only one with a lump in my throat.

‘Yeah, well ... that’s the sort of thing a friend would do ... isn’t it?’

As much as I respected her request that we be just friends until I knew for sure she wanted more, I quickly realised that I could turn this situation to my advantage.

‘It is. Thank you for the concern,’ Licking my dry lips, I prepared to try my plan. ‘A friend might also pop into the hospital for a visit, you know, especially as I’m stuck here on my own and don’t have any family around.’ OK that was a bit of an exaggeration. It was true that my family weren’t around, but I had plenty of friends I could call up if I wanted some company. The problem was, the only company I really craved recently was Caitlin’s. I just didn’t think she was ready to return the sentiment in quite the same way.

Fully expecting her to find an excuse, I was astounded by the next words from her mouth. ‘Um ... I could come down for a bit this afternoon?’

My eyebrows shot up, and I immediately felt guilty about my underhanded coercion. ‘It’s fine, I’m sure you must be busy. I was just kidding.’

Caitlin cleared her throat several times before she spoke again, and this time I was sure I could detect the hint of a smile in her voice. ‘No, I’m free, I finished work at two. Which ward are you in?’

She seemed ... keen. Practically speechless, I quickly told her the ward details and visiting times before she rang off, promising to be here in the next few hours.

Wow. For several seconds after she hung up all I could do was sit there in stunned silence with the phone pressed to my ear.


Three

Allie

Cait had totally frozen up when Jack had answered her call, so of course I’d had to grab the phone from her and take over. But then, after flashing me a thoroughly unimpressed look, she had hesitantly begun chatting. Initially her eyes had flashed around nervously and her answers had been stilted and edgy, but then she’d stepped away so she could continue the conversation with a little privacy.

I wouldn’t usually try and push a romantic notion, but I could tell how much Cait liked Jack. It was practically written all over her face every time his name came up. I’d never seen her so flustered about a man before. Not to mention the way she’d blushed when she had described his kiss – that flush had spoken for itself.

As much as I’d have loved to see more developing I wasn’t holding out too much hope. Cait appears fairly shy, but under that quiet veneer she is incredibly tough and extremely bloody stubborn, and if she’d decided not to advance things with him, then she would stick to it.

I was pleased that they were trying friendship though. Thrilled really. If Cait could take some steps towards a serious friendship with someone like Jack then it could help her rebuild some of her trust in men.

I know getting a boyfriend isn’t the be all and end all, but Cait is so sweet and loving and I just wished that she could open up and share that side of herself with someone.

Watching as Cait finished the call, I saw her lower the phone, ping the elastic bands on her wrist once, and straighten her shoulders before turning around. Her face was flushed, but her hazel eyes had a wary look to them as she approached me.

‘Is he OK?’ 

‘Kind of, he’s got some burns and smoke inhalation but he seemed OK.’ Shoving her phone back in her bag, Cait began fidgeting and then checked her watch, which I took as a very unsubtle sign that she was keen to end the conversation. 

As tempted as I was to push it, I let her have her way. For the time being, anyway. ‘So, seeing as I’ve just got back and found the fridge bare, I think we need to pop out and do a food shop. Wanna come?’

Licking her lips, Cait hesitated, then she cleared her throat and averted her eyes as her cheeks flushed again. ‘Actually, I can’t this afternoon, sorry.’

Frowning, I checked my watch then looked back to my bestie. ‘Why? I thought you’d finished work for the day.’

‘I have, it’s just that I, um ... I told Jack I’d go visit him in the hospital.’ Blinking in surprise, my jaw briefly hung open before I clenched my teeth together and tried my hardest to supress a grin of delight. The urge to do a happy dance right there and then was almost overpowering but I didn’t want her to see how excited I was in case it put her off. 

Wow. I hadn’t expected that. Ever. Maybe I’d been wrong about her not progressing her relationship with Jack.

‘He’s on his own and they’re keeping him in for a few days so I think he’s bored.’

‘Did you offer, or did he ask you to visit?’

Her eyes darted to mine and narrowed. ‘Don’t read too much into this, I’m just trying to be supportive. He knows the deal.’ Hmm. He might know what Cait had told him about being ‘just friends’, but he definitely had a soft spot for her. ‘Anyway, I said I was calling to check up on him because that’s what friends do, and he said friends also go and visit in the hospital, especially when the patient was feeling lonely.’

Once again I felt my lips twitching with the urge to smile. Jack Felton, you cunning man. The more I got to know about him, the more I liked him.

‘I can do the shopping on my own, it’s fine. When are you going?’ Considering how excited I was about this developing bravery from Cait, I congratulated myself on how calm I sounded.

‘Now, I guess.’ Pulling out a fold-up map from her bag, Cait spent a few minutes consulting it. ‘The hospital is here, Wiltshire Boulevard. It’s in a different direction to the supermarket though, so maybe we need separate cabs. Or do you want to share and do the longer route?’

What I really wanted to do was become a fly on the wall of Jack’s hospital room so I could witness Cait’s visit, but instead I settled for nodding my head and linking my hand through Cait’s elbow. ‘We can get separate, its fine. But let’s walk to the main road together.’


Four

Cait

My visit began with an awkward stop in the hospital shop – awkward because a) I had no idea what to take when visiting someone you barely knew but fancied like crazy, and b) I wasn’t sure I should even be buying anything in the first flipping place. Would a ‘friend‘ buy grapes, balloons, or chocolates?

Snorting out a frustrated breath, I ditched the idea of balloons and chocolates straight away. They would look waaay too forward, and I wanted to avoid anything that would look too over the top.

The very fact that I was even considering what would look too forward probably indicated that I was thinking about this far too much, but I pushed that thought aside with a frown and huffily grabbed a bunch of grapes.

Stepping into a lift, I gave my elastic bands a ping to try and calm myself, and had to grab the hand rail to steady myself after my legs went wobbly. Perhaps my coping mechanism wasn’t quite as effective as it used to be.

Gripping the rail with a clammy fist, I vaguely toyed with the idea of scarpering. As soon as the lift stopped I could press the ground floor button again and make a run for it, tell Jack I had a prior arrangement I’d forgotten about ... That option was taken away two seconds later, however, as the lift reached Jack’s floor and the doors opened to reveal a suited man. ‘Miss Byrne?’

Bugger. There would be no swift escape to the freedom of the ground floor, then. As I flicked my gaze over him I recognised him as Jack’s bodyguard. I’d met him briefly a few times, but put on the spot like this I couldn’t for the life of me remember his name. 

Great, I had practically collapsed in the lift in a clammy mess and now I was met with this guy’s steely gaze and unfaltering calm. I was getting myself far more worked up than I needed to, but really, what the hell was I doing visiting a movie star in hospital? In what universe was that a good idea?

I saw him give me a brief assessment, a small smirk curling his lips as he saw the bag of grapes in my hand, before clearing his expression. ‘I’m not sure if you remember me. I’m Flynn, I work for Mr Felton. He asked me to keep an eye out for you.’

Flynn. That was it. ‘I remember you, you’ve been kind enough to drive me home a few times now.’

My cheeks flushed as I remembered the first time he’d given me a lift home – the night I’d met Jack at the theatre and agreed to go for a drink with him. The conversation we’d had in the car that night had been pretty embarrassing – he’d asked me out, and I’d said no – all of which had been overheard by Flynn.

Flynn ushered me into a room but as soon as I crossed the threshold I stumbled over my own feet and flinched at the click behind me as he pulled the door closed. A second later my initial self-consciousness was forgotten as I became focused on Jack sitting in the bed in front of me. Smiling hesitantly, I moved forwards as I quickly ran my eyes over him to assess his injuries.

One of his arms and hand were bandaged and he was hooked up to various monitors and tubes, but apart from that he didn’t look too bad.

My heart kicked up a beat as I moved from his injuries and took in the man. He looked pretty damn good, with his hair all tousled, his handsome face as devastating as ever, and a bright, happy smile on his lips.

My throat dried up when my eyes briefly strayed to his chest. The sheet was pulled up high, but there was no mistaking the fact that he was topless. Maybe even naked. I swallowed hard and quickly tried to distract myself from that line of thought, because it really couldn’t go anywhere good.

Quite clearly the soft, brown hair that covered his forearms extended over other areas of his body, although it seemed to be trimmed short and neat on his pecs. I wondered if it was trimmed on his belly too, but that just led me back to thinking about where that hair might lead to. Oh God. The idea of Jack Felton stark naked nearly made my knees buckle.

Considering I avoided physical contact with men, it was quite surprising just how tempted I was to lean in and see how firm his muscles would feel under my fingertips. Licking my lips, I ripped my gaze away from his body and looked around the room, hoping he hadn’t caught my ogling. He no doubt had. Especially seeing as I could feel his gaze burning into me, making my skin tingle.

When I was finally brave enough to lift my eyes to his, there was a smile on his face, but not smug like I had expected. Instead, it was that sweet, soft, affectionate look that I’d seen in my house when he’d brought me a hangover breakfast. That look was quite something, and it made my stomach tumble with some emotion I couldn’t even begin to name.

Suddenly I felt completely overwhelmed. I really shouldn’t have come here.

‘Caitlin, you came.’

Breathe. My lungs either didn’t listen or my brain was speaking a foreign language, because it took another second or two for me to actually draw in a breath and connect my vocal chords.

‘Hi, Jack.’ Thankfully, my voice came out relatively smooth and nowhere near as shaky as I felt inside. ‘Of course I did, I said I would.’ I didn’t mention that I’d very nearly chickened out fewer than five minutes ago.

This man really had thrown my life into complete turmoil. I’d been through the cycle of denial, then avoidance, eventually slipping into grudging acceptance, and now here I was ... stood at the bedside of a man I liked.

A lot. 

Way more than I should. 

Way more than I’d ever liked any man.

Would it be possible to build a friendship with him knowing I was ridiculously attracted to him? Knowing that he was attracted to me? I couldn’t see how I could date him, it was beyond my boundaries to consider, but he made me feel safe, and relaxed and ... happy. 

I realised I was still silent and he was sitting there gazing at me in quiet expectation, so clearing my throat I tried another shaky smile. ‘Uh ... how are you?’

‘I’m fine.’ Jack’s reply was a little too speedy for my liking, so I narrowed my eyes and gave him a stern look that I’d perfected back in my teaching days.

He chuckled. Clearly my attempt at strictness hadn’t been particularly successful, but at least it had made him smile. ‘Honestly, Caitlin, considering I was in a fire, I really am doing OK. Thank you for coming.’

‘You’re welcome.’ Licking my lips, I fidgeted before remembering the small bag I was carrying. ‘Oh yeah, I, er, I bought you some grapes.’ As I said it I realised how clichéd it was, and dumped them down on his table feeling embarrassed and wondering why I’d bothered.

‘Thanks,’ Jack smiled, but as he spoke I saw his eyes flick to behind me and I turned to see a gigantic basket of fruit on a shelf. Bugger. I felt my shoulders slump with a sigh and gave him a rueful smile. ‘Ah, looks like someone beat me to it.’

Jack’s smile extended into a grin as he looked at the fruit basket and back to me. ‘Don’t worry about it, the hospital provided that but grapes are much better, I mean look ...’ He gingerly lifted his bandaged arm and indicated the fruit basket again. ‘What good are oranges and bananas? I’m one handed, can’t even peel the things.’ As if wanting to prove his point he raised his good arm, plucked off one of my grapes, and popped it in his mouth with a wiggle of his eyebrows as he chewed. 

The fact that he was trying to make me feel better instantly made me smile. He really was a decent guy. Genuinely nice, as Allie kept reminding me.

I was filled with the ridiculous urge to pluck off another grape and offer to feed him, but, thankfully, I was stopped as the door behind us opened and two nurses strode in, one with a small tray of medicines and the other with a jug of water.

The younger nurse placed the water down and made a show of placing a hand on Jack’s bare shoulder before giving it a little rub and fluttering her eyelashes with a grin. ‘How’s the patient? It must be so difficult for a strapping man like you to be stuck in bed.’

Strapping man? She might as well have bent down and nuzzled his chest.

‘You need me to get you anything, Jack?’ she added, her voice all breathy and pathetic. Her obvious flirting really riled me for some reason. I felt my shoulders stiffen and my teeth clench. All I could think was get your hands off him, but before I embarrassed myself by clambering over the bed and smacking her round the face, Jack shifted so her arm fell away and then locked his gaze with mine, flashing me the tiniest of winks.

I couldn’t decide if I’d imagined the wink or not, but the eye contact instantly soothed my hackles. Either he was oblivious to her charms or not bothered at all, because his eyes only left mine for a split second as he thanked her and then immediately looked back at me. Ha! If it was a competition I definitely would have won that round.

Frigid freak one, sexy nurse zero.

A small, smug smile curled my lip as the younger nurse left the room, looking rather disgruntled. The other nurse – Jack introduced her as Miriam – began to undo his bandages before pausing and looking at me. ‘This isn’t a pretty sight. You might want to leave the room if you’re squeamish.’

Immediately I frowned and glared at Jack. ‘I thought you said you were fine?’

Jack flushed before shrugging guiltily. ‘I am. Mostly.’ He grinned at Miriam and looked at me again. ‘So, are you squeamish ...?’


Five

Jack

Miriam peeled back the final loose bandage to expose my wrist to the cool air and I sucked in a quiet breath. It was aching and stinging, the entire area still feeling hot. A shocked gasp sounded in the room before small, warm fingers wrapped around my good hand and squeezed tightly. Really tightly. 

‘Oh my God. Jack.’

My discomfort from the burn was immediately forgotten as I focused my attention on where Caitlin was gripping my hand. She was touching me of her own accord. Looking at her face, I saw it was blanched of colour, her hazel eyes staring at my opposite wrist in distress.

A second later she practically yelped as she realised she was holding onto me and yanked her hand away as if she was the one getting burnt.

I’d been sorely tempted to tighten my grip so she couldn’t escape, but I’d never trap her to me like that. Besides, knowing how stubborn Caitlin could be she probably would have struggled and I didn’t want to have a tussle with her in front of Miriam, who was already watching us both with interest, so I reluctantly let her fingers slide from mine as she pulled back.

It was a shame, really. I could have done with the contact to help me deal with the discomfort as Miriam began to carefully prod at my watch strap.

As she hit a particularly tender patch it felt like someone had put a blow torch against my wound, and I couldn’t help but wince and suck in a hissed breath.

‘Have you been using your clicker for the pain?’ Miriam asked with a frown. I eyed the clicker which lay on the bed beside me and felt my eye flinch with guilt. I was supposed to press it any time I needed relief to administer a top-up of pain medication. 

Trying not to look too guilty, I nodded. Which was a complete lie, because as soon as I knew Caitlin was coming to visit I’d stopped self-administering the drugs so I wouldn’t be drowsy. I hadn’t wanted to be bleary for her and they were seriously starting to wear off. 

‘Hmmm,’ was all Miriam said, and I would have placed money on the fact that she’d seen straight through my lie.

Glancing at Caitlin, I found her gripping the bed rail like her life depended on it, and grimacing as she looked over to where Miriam was working on my nauseating arm. And it really was gross. Red skin surrounded my watch strap and below that several deep sores were visible which were weeping a yellowy liquid. All in all, it was quite a frightful sight.

I saw Caitlin’s eyebrows flicker with concern before she swallowed hard and looked at me with a slightly tense smile. Her fingers briefly lifted from the bar and hovered above mine before falling back to grip the bar so tight that her knuckles turned white.

It seemed she wanted to reach out, but wasn’t allowing herself to comfort me. In fact, now she looked distinctly like she was about to bolt from the room. As soon as Miriam left I was going to gently press her on the progress we’d been making recently and see if maybe she would consider going for a drink with me once I was out of the hospital. I might consider myself a gentleman, but I wasn’t above playing a situation to my advantage. If I could use Caitlin’s sympathy to get her to relax her boundaries a little then I would definitely pursue that possibility.

As soon as Miriam finished tending to my arm, Caitlin pulled in a breath and straightened her back, keeping her hands glued to the bed rail. ‘I’m so glad you’re OK, but I think I should go now.’

Damn. I’d been right about her fleeing then.

‘What? You only just got here,’ I blurted, my face falling with disappointment. Apparently my expression was pitiful, because from the way she suddenly sucked her lower lip into her mouth and chewed, it looked like her resolve was crumbling.

‘Stay? Just for a little longer?’ I cajoled softly.

Caitlin was obviously torn, her eyes flicking between mine and her clenched knuckles. Finally she released a long breath and fixed her stare on mine. ‘I’m just going to be honest with you, Jack. You’ve already spotted that I have ... issues ... with men. It’s relationships in general really, they aren’t something I’m good at ...’

I went to interrupt her, but she silenced me with a shake of her head. ‘The thing is ... well ... I’ve begun to get quite attached to you.’

My eyebrows jerked up in surprise at this turn in the conversation. She was attached to me? And admitting it sober? How was that a problem, exactly? It was like music to my ears, and if I hadn’t been confined to a hospital bed suffering from some fairly intense pain I would have jumped up and down with happiness. The panicked expression on Caitlin’s face stopped me from reacting though, because obviously she had more to say.

Caitlin flicked her elastic bands and I winced before she spoke again. ‘You’ve probably already guessed, but there’s a “but”.’

Sighing, Caitlin swept her hair from her face and exchanged the elastic band flicking for chewing on her lower lip again. ‘I really enjoy spending time with you ...’ As she paused for breath I could practically hear the ‘but’ hanging in the air.

‘But I feel like I’m taking advantage of the fact that you make me feel good, and happy, and safe, when I can’t give you what you want.’ She swallowed loudly and lowered her eyes. ‘I don’t think I can give you more. Does that mean I’m leading you on?’

I zeroed in on the fact that she had said ‘I don’t think I can give you more,’ not a definitive can’t. 

‘Have I ever pushed you for more than you felt comfortable with, Caitlin?’ I asked, desperately hoping she wouldn’t bring up the time when I had kissed her in the park – the one instance where I had pushed her and a day I regretted and treasured in equal measure. 

‘No, but ...’

‘No more buts.’ I shook my head, pleased that her eyes were still locked on to mine. She looked like she was teetering on the cusp of opening up, but was still hesitant to take such a leap.

Perhaps if I led the way and clearly laid out my feelings it might make her feel more sure. ‘I enjoy spending time with you too, Caitlin.’ I declared. ‘Were you worried when you heard I’d been involved in the fire?’

An expression of fear seemed to pass across her face, but before she’d even spoken, Caitlin snapped her teeth together and gazed towards the window, giving nothing more than a vague shrug. Damn, she was still holding herself behind those walls. The frown on her brows told me she was confused by my change in conversation, but now I had started on this route I was determined to get her to open up.

‘If things had been reversed, if it had been you in the fire, I would have been beside myself with worry,’ I confessed quietly. Her eyes flew to mine, wide and curious as she licked her lips.

‘Really?’ she whispered, her face losing some of its tightness as she waited for my reply. This tactic seemed to be working. She obviously wanted to explore the bond between us but seemed hesitant to expose herself first. That was fine by me, I had no issues laying my feeling on the table.

‘Really,’ I nodded and chose to risk it and go one step further. ‘In all honestly, I’m rather attached to you too.’ This was such an understatement that I nearly laughed. It seemed to cause a brief happiness to spread across her face before panic followed, her eyes dilating and shoulders tensing. ‘You can trust me, Caitlin. I swear I don’t, and won’t, ever expect anything more than what you’re willing to give.’

There was a long, heavy pause, and she parted her lips hesitantly. ‘Terrified,’ she murmured.

She was terrified? Of what? Me? A relationship?

‘I mean ... I was terrified. When I heard about you being in the fire I was a mess. The idea of you being hurt ...’ Her eyes flickered shut.

My heart rate rocketed, embarrassingly projected around the room via the damn monitor, but Caitlin was so focused on my face that she didn’t seem to notice.

‘Let’s try something,’ I said. ‘We’re going to play the Yes or No game.’

I was totally winging it, but all I could do was hope that this might help Caitlin relax and get me some of the answers I needed in the process. In response to her confused frown I grinned and settled back against my cushions. ‘I get to ask you some questions, and the only reply you can give is a yes or a no. The only rule is that you must answer honestly. Then you can return the favour and ask me. OK?’

Cait

A game? I hadn’t expected this. Jack didn’t wait for me to agree; instead he started immediately.

‘Question one. Do I scare you?’ That wasn’t a question I’d been expecting at all, and my eyes flashed to his, wary and unsure where he was going with this. ‘Truthful answers, remember, and you can only say yes or no.’

Truthful answers ... that was pretty easy then. ‘No.’ 

Jack’s eyes widened in pleasant surprise, but it was true – the way he affected my senses scared me, the uncontrollable way I responded to him scared me, but Jack didn’t. I somehow knew he would never hurt me.

Giving a nod, his face softened as he smiled. ‘I’m glad,’ he whispered. I lowered my eyes, suddenly worried that he could somehow see through me to my carefully hidden secrets. Pulling in a deep breath, he cleared his throat. ‘Question two. Did you feel jealous when you saw that nurse flirting with me?’

My expression hardened at his cheek. It was embarrassing because he had obviously clocked the way I’d wanted to batter the woman.

‘No,’ I blurted, but my tone was hurried and sulky and probably gave away the fact that I’d broken his stupid ‘honest answers only’ rule.

My eyes were now trained on the bedsheet, hoping to hide my fib, but I heard Jack make a soft tutting noise as if he didn’t believe me for a second. Why was I such a crappy liar?

‘Look at me, Caitlin.’ The edge of command in his tone had my head rising without consent, but by the time I’d realised, it was too late, because he had caught me in his potent gaze again and I couldn’t drag my eyes away.

Those eyes. Man alive, they were something else.

‘Question three ...’ I was both relieved and surprised that he was letting me get away with my lie, but I found myself holding my breath as I waited to see what he had in store for me. ‘This one should be easy because I’ve already asked you this,’ he murmured. ‘Do you feel this thing developing between us?’ He wafted his hand in the gap between our bodies where I could swear there was electricity jumping at that very moment.

Do you feel this thing between us? I was instantly transported back to that day in the Getty Centre where he’d asked me the same question and I’d accidentally replied with a nod of confirmation.

My teeth clenched with the effort of holding in an instantaneous response. There was a connection between us. Whether it was just strange chemistry or more, I didn’t know, but it was definitely there. Not that I should be admitting that out loud. For whatever reason, Jack made me want to open up, like I was trained to respond to him, and going against that instinct took serious determination.

‘I barely know you,’ I whispered. Surprisingly, my voice sounded relatively stable, but I wasn’t able to keep eye contact as I avoided his question. True, we didn’t know each other well, but regardless, the connection was there. Some strange pull that tugged at me whenever Jack was near.

‘Caitlin.’ This time my eyes edged back to his gaze to find brown pools of determination staring at me. ‘That wasn’t what I asked. I let the last lie go, but no more fibs. Do you feel this thing between us, yes or no?’

Surely he could detect my attraction a mile off. He’d probably had his fair share of women falling for him over the years, so it must be pretty obvious that I was affected by him. Screamingly obvious, if the burning of my cheeks was anything to go by, not forgetting how lost I’d got in his kiss. Remembering how good his lips had felt, I shivered as a delightful tingling skittered across my skin. Admitting it wouldn’t really change anything, so I sighed and gave a nervous shrug.

‘Yes. But ...’ Jack cut me off by raising a hand and smiling.

‘No buts. This is the Yes or No game. Not the Yes, No, or But game.’ I couldn’t help but give a tiny smile in return. I’d expected a smug smirk, but if anything, he actually looked relieved.

‘Ask me the same question,’ Jack urged, his eyes so focused on me that I could hardly breathe from the intensity.

There was no point carrying on with this stupid game, regardless of our connection. Nothing could ever come of it because I was damaged goods. Or could it? Jack had me so jumbled up that even I was starting to doubt the conviction of my long-held single status.

‘Do you ... do you feel it?’ After forcing the words out I swallowed hard, but it sounded more like a rasping gulp in the silence.

‘I do. Yes. From the tips of my toes to the top of my head. When you’re near it’s like something inside of me comes alive.’ Oh God. I’d been worried he would say yes, but he’d gone and said so much more. My mouth fell open in surprise, until I felt like a gawping idiot. His word choices had really hit home because something inside of me came alive when he was near too. 

What on earth did I do now?

Jack tilted his head and smiled that soft, affectionate smile that was quickly becoming my favourite expression. ‘Now it’s your turn to ask your earlier question.’ 

This was so surreal that my mind had gone totally blank. What question? Seeing my confusion, Jack leant across and whispered in my ear. His warm breath on my cheek made me quiver and my eyes briefly fluttered shut. ‘You asked if you were leading me on.’

‘Oh.’ My voice was hoarse, so I cleared my throat and asked again. ‘Am I ... am I leading you on?’ I whispered, too intrigued not to, because I desperately wanted to know the answer.

‘No.’ Licking his lips, Jack shifted so he was marginally closer to me and gave me a hopeful smile. My heart was pounding so quickly I had no words, so I just stood there staring at him like an idiot. ‘You have been totally clear right from the start, but that’s OK, because this thing we feel between us ...’ he jerked a hand between the two of us, ‘... is worth waiting for. I’ll be patient and wait as long as you need me to,’ he finished, his eyes burning into mine with such intensity I could almost feel his words imprinting into my very soul.

A desperate gasp broke from my throat that almost sounded like a sob, and I suddenly felt tears building behind my eyes. I seemed to have gone from zero to emotional wreck in under sixty seconds.

I so wanted what he was offering me, but it seemed beyond anything I could give. God, I had so much to process. I pinged my elastic bands and blinked my tears away.

‘So what do you say? Are you willing to try and let me in a little?’ he asked gently, his unwavering gaze never leaving mine for a second.

––––––––

Jack

I could see that Caitlin was torn from the torrent of emotions passing over her face, and from the nervous pinging of those damn elastic bands around her wrist. God, I hated those things. I hated that she hurt herself with them.

‘Don’t overthink it,’ I murmured. ‘We don’t have to define our relationship with such strict boundaries like friends or more. We can just be two people who enjoy each other’s company and are getting to know each other.’ I probably sounded desperate, but that was because I was desperate. I knew it, and Caitlin most likely did too, but I didn’t care. The only thing I cared about was making sure she didn’t put distance between us.

I had no idea why she’d been brought into my life, but this girl was important to me – I’d known it from the first moment we’d met. There was a powerful connection between us, which didn’t occur often, and I wasn’t willing to walk away from it. 

My eyes dropped to where her hands were resting on the side of the bed and I felt my eye twitch as she looped a finger under one elastic band and pulled it from her wrist. The skin below was bright pink and I couldn’t stop myself from reaching across and tucking my finger under the band as she let it go. Instead of snapping onto her skin, the band landed on the crook of my finger, the back of my knuckle just brushing her forearm as her eyes dropped down in surprise.

‘I’m sorry. I hate seeing you hurt yourself with those.’ They were obviously a coping mechanism, and as I thought about that a crazy idea sprung to my mind. She’d grabbed my hand once before – at the batting cages when the noise of the falling chairs had shocked her – so I wondered if she subconsciously found comfort in my touch.

‘I have one final question. Instead of flicking those elastic bands, would you like to squeeze my hand like you did at the batting cages?’

After several long seconds, Caitlin raised her eyes to mine and I noticed the flush now colouring her cheeks. ‘Squeeze my hand,’ I urged her. ‘Instead of hurting yourself, squeeze my hand to relieve your stress. Could you do that?’

There was another lengthy pause, and then Caitlin slowly nodded. ‘Yes,’ she croaked. Shocking me, she made the first move by reaching down and sliding her trembling fingers around mine.

Warmth climbed through my body from the contact and I felt a contented sigh fill my lungs. I couldn’t have been more thrilled, and after allowing her to get used to the contact I shifted our hands so our fingers were interlinked. It was a small change, but far more intimate, and even though I knew this gesture was definitely moving away from friends towards more, I didn’t point it out to her.

Caitlin blinked and glanced at her spare hand and the elastic bands around the wrist before tucking the hand into her pocket with a shrug. ‘They’re meant as a distraction but sometimes I get carried away.’

I wanted to press her on the reasons she wore the bands, but I sensed that now wasn’t the time. What was she distracting herself from? 

‘Distract yourself with me,’ I whispered. Watching her eyes flick to our joined hands and then my eyes, I could tell I was treading some seriously thin ground, until Caitlin’s lips twitched into a flicker of a smile.

‘So instead of hurting myself you want me to hurt you?’

Sensing the tension between us passing and transforming into something promising, I smiled, but managed to keep the excitement from my voice. ‘I’m pretty tough. I promise I can take it.’

‘You’re already in the wars, I don’t think you need to add “broken knuckles” to your list of injuries,’ she replied, still maintaining a gentle hold on my hand.

Shrugging, I gave my fingers a small wiggle. ‘Think of it like an oversized stress ball.’ This earned me an even bigger smile, which warmed me to my core and made my chest puff with pride.

We sat there like that for several minutes, holding hands and enjoying the sensations that being connected brought with it. It felt like every nerve ending in my body had simultaneously been ignited as her fingers gave a firmer squeeze before she let out a shaky breath.

I felt like a teenager again. My neck was clammy, my stomach was churning with nerves, and below the bedsheets my groin had shot to life and was attempting to escape my pyjama trousers like a thing possessed, causing me to bend my knee across to conceal it.

Now was not the time to lose control. Caitlin was holding my hand and accepting that we meant something to each other, which were both major developments and something that I wasn’t going to ruin. Her fingers were rhythmically gripping mine, seeming to take out her nerves on my hand just as I had asked.

‘See? It’s not so bad,’ I murmured, my voice embarrassingly hoarse.

‘It’s nice,’ she paused, wincing as if she realised how bland the word ‘nice’ could be. ‘Really, er ... good, but it feels a lot like more to me,’ she observed quietly as she continued to stare at our joined hands. 

It felt a lot like more to me too, but I would do anything and everything in my power to keep her calm, so I stayed silent.

After a few minutes of contented quiet, Caitlin looked at me inquisitively. ‘So ... uhh ... what does this mean?’ she asked quietly, her eyes darting between mine and our entwined fingers. I could see anxiety on her face but curiosity too, and maybe even a tiny trace of hope.

‘It means whatever we want it to. Please stop overthinking. Remember what we said earlier – there is no friends or more between us. We’re just two people who enjoy spending time together and are getting to know each other.’

Another smile curved her lips, bigger and more confident, but her eyes stayed fixed on our fingers. ‘It’s not exactly a catchy title, but OK, I’ll roll with it.’

I couldn’t keep the smile from my face as we sat in silence, absorbing the skin on skin contact. OK, I wasn’t dragging Caitlin into my arms and kissing her like I wanted to, but right now, the simple act of holding hands was filling me with a roaring sense of hope. 

I noticed Caitlin’s eyes narrowing and she began to fidget as if thinking something through. From the frown forming on her face, it wasn’t something good.

‘Can I ... um ... can I assume that you won’t be “getting to know” anyone else while we’re doing this? Whatever this is ...’ she mumbled awkwardly, her cheeks flushing the most gorgeous shade of pink.

Blinking rapidly, I ran her words through my mind, realising to my joy that she seemed to be asking for exclusivity.

‘No, and I hope you won’t either?’

Caitlin actually laughed, the corners of her eyes crinkling as she looked at me with a wry smile. ‘Hardly. Just attempting to deal with you is stressful enough.’

Perfect. That was settled then. Caitlin and I were a sort of, not quite defined, but exclusive couple.

It made for a mouthful, but I had to admit, I loved the ambiguity and excitement.

Caitlin’s thumb was now tentatively moving against the back of my hand and I couldn’t help but look down and grin at our entwined fingers. It was a small, almost insignificant connection, but for me, this hand-holding status was perfect. For now. Caitlin certainly seemed to have come around to the idea of more in the long run. She was a little fragile, but I had every intention of being the man to help her escape her self-imposed boundaries.


Six

Cait

I left the hospital feeling ... well, actually, I wasn’t entirely sure how I felt, because I was pretty sure my brain had short circuited somewhere back in Jack’s room.

What word would suitably sum up my emotions? Hopeful, perhaps? Happy? Loved up? Exuberant? None really seemed momentous enough to describe all that had occurred.

Was I in a relationship now? Grinning, I bit down on my lower lip to try and stop myself looking like a complete loon. I think I was in a relationship. Which was flipping crazy. Me, Caitlin Byrne, spinster specialist, was in a ‘taking-it-slow-and-seeing-how-it-goes’ kind of relationship, which was still by definition a relationship, I suppose. Maybe I’d be able to ditch the spinster title soon.

One thing was for sure – whatever the feelings swirling inside of me were, they lasted all through my cab ride back and were still with me as I approached the house. Pulling in a refreshing breath of the cool evening air, I walked through our small front garden with a broad grin on my face, hoping that Allie would be in so I could share my exciting news.

An ironic laugh slipped from my lips. Ha! Listen to me, actually wanting to talk about a man for a change. Allie would be in for a shock.

I was a complete newbie to this – I needed advice, and I needed it quick, but I also wanted to press her on the issues with Sean, and check she was OK. Just because I’d had a spectacularly exciting afternoon didn’t mean I would forget that my bestie was going through some tough times at the moment.

Pushing open the front door, I saw Allie on the sofa, staring into space with a cup of tea grasped in her hands. She was home. Perfect.

Tamping down my excited nerves, I was about to gently push her on the developments with Sean when she beat me to it. ‘Hey. How’s Jack? Tell me what happened, I want the deets.’

‘I thought we could talk about you and Sean first,’ I offered, slipping onto the sofa beside her.

‘Nope, that can come later. I want gossip first. Come on, how did it go?’

Her keen eyes and adamant refusal gave me the push I needed, and I felt something flip-flop in my belly as I suddenly set off, splurging out everything I had been holding inside me.

‘It was good. He’s OK. I mean, he’s not fully OK, obviously. He’s got burns, and his wrist ... ugh ... you should have seen it, his watch strap had melted and fused to his skin. It was gross. But they’re confident they can remove it in the morning so that’s really goo –’

‘Cait, take a breath, woman.’ Allie had placed a hand on my arm and I suddenly realised that I was talking a mile a minute and really did need to breathe. Oops. I may have gotten a little carried away. Pausing, I drew in several breaths and released them through my nose.

‘So I take it the visit went well? You’re glad you went to see him?’

Clearing my throat, I tried to control the blush I could feel flaming my cheeks. ‘Yeah. I’m really glad I went. He was in good spirits, all things considered.’

‘That’s probably because you went to see him.’ Annoyingly, my cheeks reddened further. Damn it. At this rate, my lousy face would give away my news before I’d even managed to say it. Suddenly feeling really nervous, I shrugged and stood up to fetch some wine from the kitchen. I needed a drink to calm myself down.

‘So are you going to give the guy a break and try a date with him yet?’ she enquired, her tone laden with curiosity.

My cheeks were now so hot that I was amazed they hadn’t actually ignited.

Jack and I hadn’t used the term ‘date’, or even dating, but I think it had been implied. ‘Actually, we did talk about us maybe moving things on,’ I confessed, returning with a bottle of red and two glasses.

‘Really?’ Allie squeaked, suddenly sitting very upright and looking as shocked as I felt.

‘Yeah. I was so nervous when he said it I couldn’t decide if I wanted to run away, throw up, or dive into his arms.’

‘What did you do?’ she pressed desperately.

‘It was a close run thing, but obviously I stayed and talked it through with him.’

‘And?’

‘And I totally panicked when he mentioned us being more than friends. So ...’ I shrugged.

‘So ...? Cait this is unbearable! I wish you’d spit it out!’ Allie was clearly losing patience, because she was now urging me on with some very exasperated hand flapping.

‘So ... Jack suggested we try being two people who like one another and want to get to know each other.’

‘Right,’ Allie agreed, but I could tell from the tone of her voice that she didn’t quite understand it the way Jack and I did. He’d immediately understood that the idea of a formal relationship scared me, so this was his way of helping me relax by not putting the pressure of a label on it ... whatever it was.
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