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Chapter 1 

The first time Cate heard the cry, she dismissed it. Seagulls fighting, probably. She 

never met anybody else on the cliff-top this early. It was why she always started out 

at dawn, come rain or shine — although on the tiny Maltese island of Gozo, it was 

invariably shine. 

She stood on the flat peninsula above the sheltered lagoon and sleeping 

village of Xlendi and sucked the briny Mediterranean air deep into her lungs, 

relishing the rush of endorphins that followed a long, hard run. The very faintest of 

breezes rustled the fine blonde hair below her cap as it rustled the surface of the sea 

that stretched uninterrupted to the horizon. Imposing cliffs on each side of her stood 

guard over the bay, but no sails, no container ships, no pleasure cruisers disrupted 

the morning. She could be the only person on the planet…apart from the faint, and 

this time distinctly human, shout from the rocks below. 

Cautiously, Cate approached the treacherous, gravelled edge of the cliff. 

Peered over the precipice. Lurched backwards, her overheated limbs clammy and 

chilled, her lungs working harder than they’d had to work during her run. 

Vertigo that had nothing to do with the height of the cliff threw her to her 

knees, her head collapsed against the arms she’d wrapped around her chest as she 

tried to control their trembling. It wasn’t. It wasn't him. For a second, in profile, in 

rangy long silhouette, she had thought it was Stephen. Her head abruptly overruled 

her hammering, hopeful heart. Not tall enough; not thin enough; wrong coloured 

hair. But it looked like him, her heart argued. There was something… 

It wasn’t him. Her breathing had already recovered from the shock, but she 

took a deep lungful of air anyway, and another. She felt the pebbles digging roughly 

into her knees and lifted herself gingerly before returning to the edge of the cliff. 

This time her feet dislodged some loose gravel that tumbled down the cliff face. The 

voice came again, undisguised relief in the call, and she inched forward until she 

could see over the edge. 
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A man sat, legs outstretched, in the middle of the lonely terraced pathway 

running parallel below the cliff-top. It wasn’t Stephen. This man was tall, but not that 

tall. He was sinewy rather than lanky. His profile was strong, but the nose was less 

sharp, the jaw more angular. His hair was much darker. He looked up at her, one 

hand shading his eyes against the morning glare, the other supporting his weight 

behind him, and smiled winningly. Irritated with her foolish heart, resentful of the 

stranger who had unknowingly upset her, Cate decided he looked ridiculous lying 

there, like a 1950s postcard model. 

“Morning!” he called out. 

“Why are you sitting there? Are you hurt?” 

“Twisted ankle. At least, I hope it’s only twisted. But I’m also a bit lost and 

didn’t want to walk on it without knowing where I was going.” 

Cate regarded him steadily, thoughts racing in several different directions. It 

was an isolated spot. A rapist could lie — sit — in wait all day and never see a 

potential victim. On the other hand, a stranded tourist could likewise sit, hurt, for 

hours or days without encountering rescue. She glanced over him quickly. No hat. No 

water bottle. No sign of a bag, although the sophisticated-looking camera slung low 

around his neck made her breath stop in her throat before she tamped down the 

reflexive revulsion. Paparazzi weren’t the only ones who carried big cameras these 

days, and the views were spectacular from this side of the island. Nevertheless, she 

wavered for a moment before reluctantly concluding she couldn’t abandon him, not 

without seeing if he really was hurt. Even paparazzi were humans. Sort of. 

Cate started to walk back the way she had come, to a path she thought led to 

the lower track. 

“Hey! Please! Don’t leave me here!” There was no mistaking the entreaty in 

his voice. It settled her. He could still be faking, but it sounded unlikely. 

“I have to find a way down.” She climbed carefully from rock to ledge to 

terrace to path, down the cliff face, until she stood towering over him, near enough 

to see his limbs, not so near that she couldn’t escape with a decent head start if she 

needed to. But he wouldn’t be chasing anyone, she decided. Even from that 

distance, she could see the puffy, purplish contusion that made one ankle decidedly 

thicker than the other. 

She squatted near his feet. They were shod in well-loved, heavy-treaded 

boots and no socks, and she could see the bruising spreading in both directions on 

the injured ankle, disappearing below the tongue of his boot as well as creeping up 

one long, tanned, lightly hairy leg. She tested the depth of the bruise with one 
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competent finger, pulled back with a muttered apology as he winced theatrically. He 

might have exaggerated the pain, but he wasn’t faking the injury. At least he’d had 

the sense to keep his boot on. 

Up close, he was lean, olive-skinned, dark-eyed, with a grin that 

demonstrated either excellent genes or expensive dentistry. He could have been a 

native Maltese, if not for his cutglass British accent. 

“Is that your only injury?” 

“I’ve scraped my hands, and my pride’s taken a bit of a beating, but no lasting 

damage done. You’re an angel for stopping. I’m Brandon Blackshaw. Really grateful 

for your help, Ms…?” 

“Cate.” 

“Ms Cate?” 

“Just Cate.” 

“Well, Just Cate, thank you again for stopping to help. It’s nice to meet you.” 

“What happened?” 

“I was standing on that lot of rocks over there,” he gestured with his head to 

an outcrop of boulders, “trying to get a shot of the sun between those cliffs, and 

stepped the wrong way. I came down hard on my ankle. I tried to walk on it but 

didn’t get further than this.” 

“Are you a professional photographer?” Cate hoped the question sounded 

casual. 

“Far from it. The camera’s borrowed from work; it’s just as well I didn’t 

smash it when I fell. The view was so spectacular, I thought it would make a great 

picture. But I couldn’t get a good angle here on the path so I tried my famous 

mountain goat routine.” 

“You might want to rehearse that a bit more before you try it again. What 

work do you do?” Cate unwrapped the cotton scarf she had worn loosely around her 

neck, and expertly and efficiently bound it tightly around his ankle, using the action 

to cover her visceral relief when, between yelps, he bit out, “Academic. University.” 

Then she handed him her water bottle and he gulped greedily. 

“How long have you been sitting here?” 

“Not long. About twenty minutes, I guess.” 
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“You were lucky. This is not exactly Piccadilly Circus. You could have been 

waiting a very long time for somebody to stumble across you.” 

“You’re right,” he said cheerfully. “And nobody would have missed me, I’m 

travelling on my own. You really are an angel.” 

“Car nearby?” 

“No. I hiked from Victoria to Sannat, then was heading across country to the 

old watchtower at Xlendi.” 

That was a pity. With a car, she could have got him off her peninsula that 

much faster. 

“I assume you don’t have a mobile phone with you?” 

He shook his head. “Hate the things.” 

Cate didn’t tell him she agreed, had always resented the notion that her 

thoughts, her privacy, her concentration, could be disturbed, particularly when she 

was working. At this moment, though, she was prepared to acknowledge they had 

their uses. If he couldn’t walk with her support, she would have to leave him there 

and go back for help. Even if he could walk, it was going to be a long, slow, hot and 

difficult trek to her house and the closest telephone. Either way, he was going to 

have to hobble out of there. Emergency medevacs were rarer than validated 

miracles on Malta and its islands. 

He apparently guessed her thoughts. “If you could lend me your shoulder, I 

might be able to get back closer to the harbour,” he said, with a deference she 

suspected wasn’t customary. 

“Stay there a minute.” Cate jogged up the path towards the headland, 

scouring the ground for a strong branch. Vegetation was sparse and stunted, but a 

small grove of carob trees yielded what she was looking for — a branch, rough and 

not particularly strong, but long enough and sturdy enough to provide a degree of 

support. 

Returning with it, she slung her water bottle strap across her shoulder, 

squared her feet then held out her hand. “Right, Brandon Blackmore, let’s get you 

up.” 

“It’s Blackshaw,” he muttered, but his words ended in a low curse of pain as 

he tried to put weight on his injured ankle. 

Cate slung her shoulder under his arm — not difficult when his upright figure 

proved to stand a good foot taller than hers — and handed him the branch for his 
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other hand. She was slightly built compared to his muscular frame, and they 

struggled along awkwardly for a few feet before she realised he was trying to bear all 

his own weight. “Lean on me,” she said curtly. “I’m small, but I’m not made of 

sugar.” 

Blackshaw let out a pained snort. “Sugar and spice and all things nice? Indeed 

you’re not.” But he was quiet after that, his previous insouciance entirely absent as 

they concentrated on their slow progress along the perilous path. 

Gripping him tightly around his waist in support, Cate was intensely aware of 

the salty slick of sweat that quickly developed in all the places where their bodies 

touched, and of his scent, a little musky, a little spicy; very masculine. Nothing like 

Stephen’s clean, cool urbanity. It combined with her own to produce an aroma, 

sharp and not at all unpleasant, that she inhaled deeply with every laboured step. 

Her awareness of their enforced proximity soon dissipated as weariness took over; 

she had thought she was quite strong, quite fit, but lugging eighty-odd kilos of man 

along in the blistering summer heat, even with an impromptu crutch, tested her 

stamina to the limits. 

Cate’s mind raced ahead to what they would do when they reached the end 

of the path. A series of shallow steps wound up to the main headland track, and 

while she had been confident she could support him on the flat, she wasn’t at all 

sure how she would get him up the steps. 

She had found no solution by the time they arrived at the foot of the stairs. 

Brandon had been silent apart from occasional, bitten-back grunts of pain, but when 

they reached the stairs he groaned aloud. 

“Damn it, I forgot the stairs.” 

“Take a break for a minute. Can you sit?” 

He sat, and used the back of his arm to wipe the perspiration from his 

forehead and eyes. He looked up at her face, squinting into the sun, before she saw 

his eyes drop level with the damp shadow between her small, high breasts. She felt a 

drop of perspiration pause in the cleft and then slide its way out of sight below her 

shirt, as if to lure his interest. Embarrassment stormed her cheeks. Cate spun away 

from that disturbing, dark-eyed scrutiny to pull ineffectually at the clinging fabric 

before securing the top button. When she was sure her face had returned to its 

normal colour, she took a slug from her water bottle before offering the last to him. 

While he drank she surveyed the view below. From here, they were only a 

mile or so from her house, but the pallor of his face and shortness of his breath told 



Hearts on Hold / Escape Publishing ©Gracie Macgregor 2013 
  

 

6 
 

the story of the effort it had taken him to reach this point. He was nearly at the end 

of his own endurance. She wasn’t strong enough to help him up the steps by herself. 

The decision made, she didn’t wait around to discuss it with him. There was 

still no shade, but if she hurried she could be back with help in under half an hour. 

The sun was beating on the back of her neck, bare now that her scarf was wrapped 

around his ankle. She felt her own skin burning, and chanced a glance at his face. 

“I have to leave you here while I get help,” she said. “It would be best to take 

your shirt off and wrap it around your head to keep the sun off. I know it’s still early, 

but this heat is fiercer than you think, particularly when you’re not used to it. 

Sunburn will be better than sunstroke, and I’ll be as quick as I can.” 

He didn’t answer, just nodded and proceeded to peel his sweat-soaked t-shirt 

over his head. By the time his head emerged again, Cate was already up the steps 

and running along the path. 

*** 

“Darius?” Cate battered on the door of the caretaker’s office at the apartments 

downhill from her house. “Darius!” 

Darius Zammit’s grizzled head appeared at an upstairs window. “Iva, 

Caterina. How are you today?” 

“Darius, I need help. Some tourist has got himself hurt on the cliff path. Is 

Marco around?” 

Darius’s head disappeared and Cate heard him stomping down the 

apartment’s internal stairs, calling for his son. He opened the front door and Cate 

gratefully stepped into the cool, dark foyer. 

“Marco!” Darius bellowed again. “He’s still in bed. Got in well after midnight. 

I don’t know how he thinks he’s going to get up and work when he’s out half the 

night drinking and dancing.” 

Cate raised an eyebrow but said nothing. Marco Zammit was only in his early 

twenties, and from what Cate had observed, he worked as hard as he played. And by 

his own admission, he played hard. But while Marco had a well-deserved reputation 

as a local Lothario — and was more than happy to flirt with any woman who crossed 

his path, including Cate — he was nevertheless Darius’s son, with a cheerful, 

industrious and entrepreneurial respect for making a living. Now his dishevelled 

head appeared at the top of the stairs, his mouth cracking into a wide, toothy grin 

when he saw Cate. 
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“Ciao, Cate. Are you here for me?” 

Cate explained quickly as Darius and Marco donned shady hats and sturdy 

shoes. Within minutes they were hurrying along the path Cate had taken twice 

already that morning. 

*** 

“Bring him in here.” Darius and Marco shouldered their burden across Cate’s 

threshold and into the cool relief of her lounge room. Cate flicked a magazine off the 

low coffee table as Brandon was eased onto her couch. She lifted his ankle onto the 

table, tugged off his boot, noted his wince and, more gently, unwound her scarf. 

Darius and Marco whistled in unison. 

“That’s a nasty sprain.” Marco admired the rich purple bruising around 

Brandon’s ankle. “You’re lucky Cate found you when she did, or you’d likely be dead 

by the end of the day.” 

“I’m certainly very grateful she came along, but I don’t think it’s a mortal 

wound.” 

“The sprain might not have killed you but the heat could,” Cate snapped at 

him. “What possessed you to go out on your own without water or a phone?” 

“I had water. I drank it. Anyway, I wasn’t planning on straying so far from 

civilisation, or on spraining my ankle. It was supposed to be a quick trip.” He flinched 

as she adjusted the icepack she had hurried in from the kitchen. “You didn’t have a 

phone yourself.” 

“Yes, but people would have missed me. Where are you staying?” 

He named a small bed-and-breakfast in Victoria, formerly known as Rabat, 

the picturesque and ancient capital of Gozo. 

Cate conferred a moment with Darius and Marco. “Right. I’m going to call a 

doctor up to look at your ankle and then drive you back to your hotel. Darius, Marco, 

I’ll see you out.” 

Brandon thanked his rescuers profusely. Darius shrugged it off, but Marco 

pulled a droll face. “I’ve been trying to get an invitation into Cate’s house for years, 

so I guess I should be thanking you. I’m surprised she let a stranger in the front door. 

He is a stranger, isn’t he, Cate?” 

“A stranger in need, Marco. Would you rather I made you carry him all the 

way down the hill to your house? Besides, it’s only until the doctor gets here.” 
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She made light of Marco’s promise to return that afternoon, or earlier should 

she need him. The message was a warning meant for Brandon, she knew, and she 

could tell from his one raised eyebrow that he’d received it loud and clear. There 

was a bristle of indignation in his manner that suggested he thought Marco’s heavy-

handed promise was over the top. It probably was. Before today, Cate would have 

said it was Marco’s amorous attentions she most needed protection from. Still, 

knowing he and his father were only minutes away reassured her, and she smiled 

warmly at them both as she led them out of the house. 

When she returned, Brandon had leant his head back against the couch and 

closed his eyes. Cate’s rested briefly on his bare, sweat-sheened chest, and she felt 

the blush hit her cheeks again as she fought an almost overwhelming urge to slide 

her hand across the taut, glistening skin of his shoulder, to trace the muscle beneath 

the velvet. Heavens, where had that come from? Clearly her heart hadn’t yet 

recovered from its earlier shock. This man was not Stephen. He could be dangerous. 

He’d already proved he was trouble. Injured or not, innocent or not, she wanted him 

out of her house and far away from her at the earliest opportunity. 

Her aloofness determinedly renewed, Cate crossed to the kitchen and soon 

came back with a tall glass of apricot juice that she placed beside Brandon’s hand, 

and some paracetamol. “Drink up. You need the fluid and the sugar, and there’s 

something for the pain.” 

He sat up and opened his eyes, and she dropped a damp sponge near his 

other hand, “to cool down a little,” then excused herself to phone for the doctor. By 

the time she returned to the lounge room, the juice glass was empty and Brandon 

had used the sponge to freshen up before replacing his shirt. He looked much more 

at ease, and perused the room from the couch, pausing thoughtfully at the paintings 

lining her walls. 

“Are you a collector?” 

“It’s an interest.” She took a moment to rearrange the icepack, and hoped 

her equally icy tone would dissuade him from more questions. 

“You’re very handy with the first aid. Are you in medicine?” 

She shook her head. “I just know the basics.” 

“You’re Australian?” 

She nodded wordlessly. 

“Lived here long?” 
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“A few years.” 

Brandon laughed humourlessly. “You give absolutely nothing away, do you? 

I’m sorry, I don’t mean to pry. I just want to make conversation. I feel guilty for the 

trouble I’m putting you to. I’m very grateful.” 

“Don’t mention it,” Cate answered shortly. She retrieved the local English-

language newspaper that had arrived in her absence that morning and thrust it at 

him. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.” 

Cate escaped upstairs to shower, berating herself as she stood under the 

bracing gush, her face burning more than her light touch of sun would suggest. What 

on earth was wrong with her? Normally the most self-possessed of women, her 

emotions this morning were careening between Samaritan, seductress and shrew. 

She’d never been a great conversationalist, but she had always been able to hold her 

own in civil small talk without having to resort to rudeness. Blackshaw had been 

nothing but polite. The poor man hadn’t meant to hurt himself; he may have been 

careless and even ignorant, but was it really necessary to snap at him quite so 

severely? 

She didn’t like being questioned, it was true, and she was out of practice 

talking to people she didn’t know. Also, the camera had rattled her when she first 

saw him. But while her old anxiety always lay just under the surface, primed to flare 

when strangers got too close, it wasn’t fear she had felt when she watched him rest 

on her couch. She hadn’t felt that kind of desire in a long time. Not since her 

husband. Not since Stephen… 

She blocked that miserable train of thought with habitual discipline, and 

flicked the tap off before towelling her body roughly, scarcely noticing the sting as it 

chafed her sunburned skin. She slathered cooling balm on her limbs and neck and 

pulled on some fresh clothes before heading back down the stairs. Just outside the 

lounge room she paused to take a deep, calming breath before entering. But at the 

same moment, the heavy brass doorknocker rapped. She opened the door to Dr 

Debono. 

He examined the injured ankle silently, and then tested Brandon’s blood 

pressure, vision, pulse and temperature. Above the doctor’s bent head, Brandon 

smiled mournfully at Cate. 

“Dr Debono is our village’s favourite visitor,” Cate said. “He’s very thorough 

and very busy. You’re lucky to have him make a house call at such short notice.” 
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Dr Debono straightened and dismissed Cate’s praise with a shrug. “I was 

already in Xlendi, seeing Mrs Schembri. You might call on her, Cate, if you have a few 

minutes today.” 

“I’ll drop in after I’ve taken Brandon back to town. He’s staying at the Star in 

Victoria…” she trailed off as she saw the doctor frown. 

“This is a serious sprain,” he told Brandon. “You’ll need an ankle brace and 

crutches, and you need to keep your weight off your foot as much as you can, at 

least for two or three days. I am confident there is no break, but without an X-ray it 

is impossible to be sure. If the pain or swelling worsens, call an ambulance to the 

hospital. In the meantime, move only if it is strictly necessary. Stairs are out of the 

question for a week. The Star is an excellent establishment, I am sure, but I do not 

think it will be easy for you to stay there, unless they can accommodate you 

downstairs and bring your meals.” 

Cate had joined him in frowning. “They don’t have sleeping accommodation 

on the ground floor, do they? And no elevator?” 

Brandon shook his head. “Full of character, but no conveniences. Perhaps I 

could move to a hotel rather than a B&B, with a ground floor room?” 

“That would be a better arrangement,” Dr Debono said. “If you contact my 

office and let them know where you are staying, I will call on you again in two days.” 

Cate walked the doctor out and stood with him at the door. “Thanks, Dr 

Debono, we’ll work something out for him. You mentioned seeing Mrs Schembri — is 

it her angina?” 

The doctor shook his head. “She was convinced she was having another 

attack, but I have diagnosed a different problem — an attack of panic. She is most 

distressed about the hotel redevelopment proposal, and already imagining the 

worst. I have left her a prescription, but what she needs most is reassurance, and 

that I cannot give her.” 

“I’ll call on her when I have Mr Blackshaw settled.” 

Brandon waved the newspaper at her as she returned from seeing the doctor 

off. “There are hotel listings in the paper. If you’ll let me use your phone, I’ll find 

myself somewhere to stay until I can walk properly again.” 

“It will be quicker for me to do it. I know who to call.” 

She left him to make the calls in her studio. It was peak holiday season and if 

she was going to find him accommodation that was both accessible and fully 
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serviced, she was going to have to beg some favours. She didn’t want him 

overhearing; for some reason she didn’t have time to think about, it was important 

that Brandon Blackshaw did not end up feeling any tiresome sense of obligation to 

her at all. 

But after half an hour of gentle and increasingly insistent pleading, Cate gave 

up the search. The annual Gozo music festival was on that weekend and the island’s 

hotels, already operating at peak summer capacity, were crammed to bursting. She 

had pledges from two of the more modern hotels that if they had last-minute 

cancellations they would call her. But in the meantime, Brandon was stranded. In her 

lounge room. 

There had to be a solution. She couldn’t think of one right now, but there was 

bound to be another option. She would go to Victoria to collect the ankle brace and 

crutches, then call in to see Josie at the Star. Perhaps she could persuade Josie to let 

Brandon stay in the B&B’s little ground floor parlour. 

A crash and a torrent of muffled swearing sent her racing back downstairs to 

the lounge room. Her house guest was nowhere in sight. She soon found him 

slumped against the wall in her small laundry. 

“What are you doing in here?” 

“Looking for the bathroom. Nature calls.” 

Cate stifled an imprecation and once again moved to sling his arm over her 

shoulder and take his weight. They hobbled together to the bathroom and she tried 

to be matter-of-fact as she asked him if he could manage from there. 

“Sing out when you’re done.” She found some things to busy herself with in 

the kitchen so she could listen out for him. 

“Were you able to find somewhere for me to stay?” he called from behind 

the closed door. 

“Not yet.” In the sudden absence of speech she tried hard not to listen to the 

other noises emanating from the bathroom. Really, it was ridiculous to be 

embarrassed by the situation. She had lived with her husband for years and had 

grown used to sharing very private, very human idiosyncrasies. But this man wasn’t 

her husband, she couldn’t help hearing, and she couldn’t wait to get him out of her 

house so she could stop feeling flustered about toilet privacy! 

The flush of the cistern and the noisy gush of water into the hand basin were 

her signal to start thinking sensibly again. Brandon managed to open the door 
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himself and she helped him back to the couch, where he dropped heavily, closing his 

eyes for a brief moment before focusing them suddenly on her face. 

“Are there some other hotels we can call?” 

Cate shook her head. “Believe me, I’ve called them all. You’ve picked the 

busiest weekend of the year to need special accommodation on Gozo. Every bed on 

the island is full because of the music festival. I’m going to see if the Star can make 

some space for you downstairs. In fact, I’ll do that right now. I’ll drive into Victoria to 

pick up an ankle brace and crutches, and call in on Josie while I’m there. It will be 

harder for her to say no to my face.” 

“I’ll come with you. It will be harder still for her to say no to both of us. Then 

you won’t have to make another trip later.” 

Cate conceded that was a good idea, right up until Brandon took her 

proffered hand and attempted to stand, resting his injured foot tentatively on the 

ground. A moment later he collapsed and sent them both crashing to the floor. 

Cate lay winded for a while before she realised the weight across her belly 

was his hair-roughened thigh. Awkwardly she edged out from beneath him and 

hauled herself upright. Soon after, Brandon rolled onto his back. She could see a new 

bruise already erupting on his forehead where it had caught the corner of the coffee 

table. “Are you okay? You’ve hit your head. You’d better lie still.” 

He dragged one hand across his face and probed at the bump. “I’m a walking 

bloody disaster area. Give me a hand up, would you?” 

Cate pushed the couch close, helped him sit so his back rested against it, then 

dug her shoulder under his armpit — it was starting to feel like a permanent posture 

— and heaved him onto the seat. She lifted his ankle back onto the righted coffee 

table before easing herself down beside him. Then they sat there panting like 

spaniels from the exertion. 

The moment the image entered Cate’s mind, she started to giggle. Brandon 

looked at her warily. She could hardly blame him; the situation wasn’t remotely 

funny. After years of doggedly protecting her privacy, she had invited a total stranger 

into her house and now, it seemed, she couldn’t get him out again. Having 

consciously avoided intimacy with any other human being, she found herself 

knowing this stranger’s body — his weight and breadth and masculine arrangement 

of limbs — almost as well as she knew her own. There was danger here, on so many 

levels. And yet, the more she contemplated her predicament, the harder she 

laughed. 
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He watched her, a wry kink to one corner of his mouth, until she brought her 

mirth back under control. 

“I think it might be best if you stay here until I can bring those crutches,” Cate 

gasped between giggles. “I can’t even get you out the door as you are, let alone 

down the steps and into the car.” 

“I’m sorry. I’m putting you to a lot of trouble.” 

Cate shrugged off his apology and with it, her previous edginess. She couldn’t 

remember the last time she had felt so light-headed and light-hearted, but she liked 

the sensation, wanted to hold onto it a little longer. “It’s my day off, I didn’t have any 

other plans. I’ll get you some more ice. You’ll need another pack for that bump on 

your head.” 

She bent over the coffee table to repack the ice around his ankle. Her hair 

curtained her face, shielding her expression, and Brandon reached out a hand and 

pushed it back a little, holding it gently but firmly so she couldn’t pull away. She 

looked up at him sharply. “What do you think you’re doing?” 

“Your hair was tickling my leg.” A warm intensity in his eyes matched the 

teasing note in his voice. 

Cate jerked upright, her hair tugging painfully out of his grasp. “I’m married.” 

She shocked herself as well as him with the bald statement, and almost 

tumbled over the coffee table in her haste to get away. But Brandon had grabbed 

her hand and held it tightly, at once steadying her and forcing her to remain close. 

She was silent as he examined her bare ring finger, silent as he ran his thumb across 

the faint indentation that hinted at her history, before he looked searchingly into her 

face. 

Cate couldn’t tear her eyes from his. The sudden tension in her chest made it 

hard to breathe. She was achingly aware of the warm, dry, slightly calloused clasp of 

his fingers gripping her hand, and of their own volition her eyes fell to his mouth. His 

lips were slightly parted, as if waiting for her, the fuller bottom lip cracking with the 

faintest traces of sunburn. She stared at them, mesmerised. Watched them move. 

Heard him say, “Of course you are.” 

And then he gently let her hand drop. 

Off-balance mentally as well as physically, she saved herself from falling by grabbing 

onto the first thing her flailing hand found, which happened to be his ankle. He 

yelped, and she snatched her hand back as if she’d been scalded, muttered a brief 

apology, scooped up her keys and bag from the console at the door and fled. 


