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I drove the short distance to Snow’s house and then text her to let her know about my arrival so she could help me in with the food.  Within a minute, she appeared, coming down to meet me.

‘Hey!’ she smiled.  ‘You’re a sight for sore eyes,’ she told me.

‘Am I?’ I smiled.

‘You sure are.  Oh wow, look at this! Let me carry it!’ she offered.

‘Thanks. I couldn’t quite manage it myself, so thanks for coming down.’

‘Thanks for making it,’ she replied.

Snow picked up the food and we headed inside.  I followed her in and we headed directly to the kitchen.  I’d worried briefly that going to her flat would remind me of the abduction, but the moment we went inside, I found myself remembering something else entirely.

In the kitchen, Snow set everything down.  ‘Wow, this looks amazing! What does it need?’ she asked.

‘About half an hour at gas mark five,’ I told her.  ‘That should do it.’

‘You even made the gravy!’ she commented.

‘That’s the best bit!’ I smiled, unable to take my eyes off her.  She had clearly come home and changed-her hair was still damp, curling at her nape while she wore comfortable jeans and a soft, fluffy jumper, which looked inviting to curl up against.  She looked simply gorgeous, took my breath away, and I found that instead of fear or concern at being in her flat, it was desire I was feeling.

‘Let’s get this in the oven and then we can go and relax in the lounge.  I’m so glad you did cook after all, because it would have been such a rush! I only got in half an hour ago!’ she told me.

‘Yeah,’ I murmured, giving her the once over.  ‘You’re still a bit damp from the shower.’

She smiled at me. ‘It was a bit of a rush.  Can I take your coat?’ she asked.

‘Thanks,’ I said, shrugging out of the jacket.

‘Wow...look at you!’ she exclaimed. ‘Ally, you look amazing!’

‘Stop it,’ I chastised, blushing.  ‘I wasn’t going to come dressed in a sack, was I?’

‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this dressed up,’ she said, eyes scanning downwards. ‘You look great.’

‘You can stop now,’ I insisted.  ‘I’m nothing special.’

‘You’re beyond special, Ally,’ she told me, reaching over to cup my cheek.

I felt heat rush through me, and my eyes held hers, holding and connecting intimately.  I could see the momentary change in her gaze, and it made my stomach jump with uncertainty.  ‘I, uh...sorry,’ I said, unsure what I was even apologising for. 

‘Shall we go into the lounge?’ she questioned.

‘Yeah,’ I agreed.

‘Wine? Something soft?’ she offered.

‘Uh, wine please,’ I said.

‘I’ll get it.  Why don’t you go and take a seat?’

‘Thanks,’ I said, making a hasty retreat.

Going down to the lounge, the first thing I noticed was that the murder wall was gone.  It was almost as if it had never been there.  I sat down slowly, staring at the empty wall.  It was a profound moment, as it made me realise that it really was over.

‘Here you go,’ she said, handing me the wine.  

‘Thanks,’ I replied, taking the glass.  ‘You took it down?’ I said, indicating the wall.

‘I did, yeah,’ she replied, sitting at the other end of the three-seater sofa.  ‘It’s done, right? We’re done with it?’

I nodded.  ‘I guess so.’

‘Know so, Ally.  It’s done.  It’s over at last.  You can start over now, for sure,’ she told me.

I sighed.  ‘It all feels kind of surreal right now, if I’m honest.’

‘Yeah? So, how are you doing? You said it’s been kind of claustrophobic at your parents’ place?’

‘It has,’ I nodded.  ‘They have my best intentions at heart, but they’ve fussed over me to a ridiculous degree!’

‘It’s paid off though! You’re looking so well,’ she told me.  ‘How are all your injuries?’ she asked.

‘Doing good,’ I nodded.  ‘The collarbone is healing, I’ve got this smaller cast on my arm now and my stab wound is healing fast,’ I said, toying with the hem of the fitted top I was wearing. 

‘Can I see it?’ she asked, curiously.

I was surprised by the request, but willing to show her.  I was almost intrigued by her reaction to it, because I needed to feel that it wasn’t disgusting to her.  Lifting my top, I exposed my flat stomach and showed her the healing wound.  The stitches were neat and the bruising and discoloration had faded to reveal a smallish, inch long wound. 

‘Wow...’ she murmured, moving close next to me to look.  ‘Is it sore?’

‘Not really.  Not anymore,’ I told her.

‘Can I touch it?’ she asked, unexpectedly.

I hesitated at the strange request.  ‘I mean, if you want...if it isn’t disgusting to you,’ I told her.

‘Oh my God, Ally! Nothing about you is disgusting to me,’ she said, reaching a gentle hand to softly touch the scar.  

I stifled the shiver I felt rush through me as her fingers traced along the length of the scar.  

‘I’m so glad it’s healed so well...’

‘Yeah,’ I murmured, ‘It’s fine now,’ I said, hearing the faint tremor in my voice at her touch.

‘Do you know now how touch and go it was because of this?’ she asked, quietly.

‘Yes,’ I nodded.  ‘They said I lost so much blood that I almost didn’t make it.’

‘They warned us it was likely that you wouldn’t,’ she sighed, removing her hand.  ‘But you’re so strong, Ally.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ I replied.  ‘But I’m feeling better and better with every passing day.’

‘I can see that.  Honesty, you look great.’

‘Well, I’m healing, I’m alive and I’m free, so I’m feeling pretty good,’ I told her, shyly.

She smiled at me.  ‘I’m so pleased to hear that.’

I smiled back.  ‘And it’s so nice to get out of my parent’s house for a night, so thanks for inviting me.’

‘You’re more than welcome-anytime.  It’s so nice to have you back and to see you doing so well.’

I had to look away; her gaze was so intense.  ‘Stop it, Snow...you’re being too nice,’ I chuckled.

She laughed.  ‘Do we need to do some arguing again?’ she questioned.

‘We really do, yes!’ I grinned.  ‘This isn’t natural for us!’

She chuckled. ‘Maybe it can be the new normal.’

‘I don’t know.  I think it’s more comfortable to be bickering with you!’

‘I’m not making you feel uncomfortable am I, Ally?’ she asked then, frowning at me. 

‘Not uncomfortable, no...’

‘What then...if not uncomfortable then...?’ she prompted.

‘I don’t know,’ I said, glancing down at my lap.  ‘Just...conscious, I guess.  Aware.’

‘Aware of what?’ she asked.

‘Myself,’ I told her, glancing back at her, feeling heat fill my cheeks. 

‘Ally...’ she began.

‘No, I know, ignore what I just said.  Let’s focus on getting caught up.  I know we’re not going there,’ I said, avoiding her eyes.  ‘Tell me about work,’ I said, in the hope of distracting her.  ‘Or about the case you wanted to investigate.’

‘Maybe after dinner,’ she said, clearly referring to the case.  ‘Work has been fine, just busy. I’m learning the ropes at Evergreen.  I like the staff there.  They’re a good group, aren’t they?’ she smiled.

‘I don’t know, are they?’ I murmured.

She laughed, then realised I was serious.  ‘You’re not joking.’

I shrugged.  ‘I know no-one there.’

‘But you’ve worked with them, right?’

‘I mean, some of them. Their colleagues, but I don’t know any of them.  I couldn’t tell you anything about them.  Even Benson.  I couldn’t tell you a thing about him personally.  I never did all that, Snow.’

‘You did with me,’ she pointed out.

‘Yes, but that was different.’

‘Why?’ she asked.

‘You were...well, you were different,’ I repeated.  ‘You were the first and only one to ever really notice me and see that I needed help.’

She gave me a rueful glance.  ‘I’m glad you see it that way-but the first reason I took interest was purely because I was attracted to you, so I wanted to know you better.  Helping you once I’d found out you were in trouble came as an additional extra.’

I shook my head.  ‘So, all of your attention in the beginning was because you were interested in me?’ I questioned.

‘Pretty much,’ she grinned.  ‘But who’d blame me? You are gorgeous,’ she told me.

‘Don’t be ridiculous!’ I responded, feeling the blush spread to my neck.

‘I’m not! You’re stunning, Ally! I’ve thought so about day one.  Sure, I knew about you from hearing about your achievements as a detective, but when I walked in and saw you for the first time, I was blown away.’

‘Bad choice of phrasing,’ I told her, with a look.

‘Maybe so,’ she said.  ‘But it’s true.’

‘Why are you telling me this?’ I asked her, pointedly.  ‘I mean, we’re avoiding that direction of things, right?’ I questioned.

‘Right...well, who knows? Let’s just take every day as it comes.’

‘You’re not ruling anything out?’ I wondered.

‘Of course not.  I mean, going back to you not knowing anyone at work, well, you did let me in.  You allowed me to get to know you, and we connected, right?’

I nodded.  ‘We did.’

‘And now you’re not under the pressure you were before, perhaps you could do that with other colleagues.  Get to know the team at Evergreen. They’re pretty great, you know?’ she told me.

I stared at her.  ‘You want me to get involved with a bunch of people at work?’ I questioned, sardonically.

‘No, Ally! Not in that way, anyway,’ she laughed.  ‘But make a few friends, huh? They’re a good crew.’

I nodded.  ‘I mean, I do want to, yeah...but not in the same way as I got to know you.’

She smirked.  ‘Definitely not.’

‘So, what have you been working on?’ I asked her.

‘Your case. Benson’s got everyone possible working on it to get all the evidence sewn up.  I think he’s wanted to get it all done for you as much as anything...to ensure you get the ending you deserve.’

‘What do you mean?’ I questioned.

‘Just that we all know what you’ve been through.  We want this to be over for you. You’ve spent too many years going through a hard time. It’s time for you to be free again.’

I nodded slowly, taking that in.  ‘Well, that’s good of you all.’

‘We just want it finished,’ she replied.  ‘I’m going to go and check on the cottage pie,’ she said then.  ‘You happy to eat in here?’ she asked.

I nodded.  ‘Sure.’

‘Okay.  Back in a second.’

Snow disappeared and came back five minutes later with two plates, laden down with the cottage pie, covered in gravy.  We ate, chatting about how nice it was to eat things like this on cold, winter evenings and spent more time quiet, because we were enjoying it so much.  only when we were done did we take the plates to the kitchen and then head back to the sofa to sit down.

‘Thanks for making that,’ Snow said, once we’d sat down.

‘No problem.  Thanks for having me round,’ I said, smiling at her, tentatively.  ‘It’s so nice to be out and doing something different.’

‘Even though we’re just chilling here at mine?’ 

‘Yes! It’s even better because of that fact! I don’t want to be surrounded by loads of people!’ I told her.

‘Just me?’ she smiled.

‘Yeah,’ I admitted, blushing.

‘Well, I’m flattered. You wouldn’t have always said that...I pissed you off a lot of the time in the beginning.’

‘No, you didn’t.  Like you said, I’m a softy underneath.  It was all a front, especially with you,’ I murmured.

‘Really?’

‘Yes,’ I told her.  ‘I’ve always liked you, but I would never have admitted that to anyone-obviously not you, up until we...bonded.’

‘About that,’ she said, continuing the conversation.  ‘How are you feeling about what happened between us?’

I felt my heart pick up pace.  ‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, do you regret it? Do you feel embarrassed by it? Do you want to forget about it? Remember it? How are you feeling?’ she asked again.

The blush staining my cheeks made me feel hot and bothered, her unwavering gaze intense.  ‘I, uh...why? How are you feeling?’ I questioned, turning the question back on her.

She sighed.  ‘Well...’ she drawled.  ‘What I can’t do, is bring myself to regret it,’ she admitted.

‘Really?’

‘I mean, at times, I tried...tried to tell myself I should.  I can’t though.  Not after everything that happened between us.’

I spent a moment taking this in, my eyes fixed on hers in a way which was intense and alarming at the same time.  ‘You don’t regret it?’

‘No, I don’t,’ she replied. ‘That doesn’t mean that I think it was a good idea...or we should continue.  Do you regret it happening, Ally?’ she asked then.

‘How could I?’ I questioned, softly.  ‘It was...’ I broke off.

‘It was what?’ she prompted.

‘Incredible,’ I said, very, very quietly, ‘So how could I ever regret it?’ I questioned.  ‘What I do feel is guilt-because it happened so quickly and then more guilt, because of how I treated you that day with the taser and invasion of privacy.  I’ve done a lot of soul searching and wondered how I could possibly have done something like that to someone I...’ I broke off, before running my mouth off with feelings I couldn’t be admitting right now, ‘Someone who I...had gotten so close to,’ I said instead.  ‘It made me feel like I’d betrayed you.  Treated you awfully.  I wanted to back away because you deserve so much better.  When you told me I’d broken your trust...’ I sighed.  ‘Well, I have to admit...that broke my heart.’

‘It did?’ she questioned.

I nodded.

‘So, what do we do about it all?’ she asked, clearly wanting to know the ‘what next’ in all of this.

I sighed.  ‘I guess nothing,’ I replied.  ‘Chalk it up to an amazing experience, but one which isn’t destined to continue.’

‘That’s what you’ve concluded?’ she questioned.

‘I haven’t concluded anything, but it sounds sensible, doesn’t it?’ I asked her, wondering if she was coming up with anything different.  I couldn’t imagine her wanting to get involved with me again.  Not after everything I’d put her through.

‘I can’t figure out what to do about it,’ she murmured.

‘Shall we change the subject?’ I said, quietly, as I struggled with the weight of her stare.

‘Maybe it would be a good idea,’ she agreed.  ‘I did have something else to talk to you about, I guess.’

‘The case? You mentioned a missing person’s case?’ I questioned, grateful for the shift in energy as we moved over to talking about work.

‘Yes,’ she sighed.  ‘It, uh...it’s a difficult one though,’ she admitted.  ‘It’s actually not something I’m bringing to you from work.’

‘I’m confused.  I thought it was a missing person’s case?’

‘It is...but it’s personal,’ she told me.  ‘Personal to me,’ she added.

My eyebrows lifted in surprise, and I was immediately listening very carefully.  ‘What’s happened?’ I asked, intrigued.

‘So, uh...I mentioned my family to you briefly?’ she began.

I nodded.  ‘You did.’

‘I told you that I have a brother,’ she continued.

My eyes widened.  ‘Your brother is missing?’ I exclaimed, jumping to conclusions as I rushed ahead before she had told me anything.

The look she gave me told me everything.

‘Oh my God! Snow!’ I exclaimed.  ‘Tell me everything!’

She lowered her gaze before lifting her head and launching in. ‘Billy has had some...issues...problems.  There’s always been drugs.  Ever since he was about eighteen.  He fell in with a bad crowd, made some bad choices and has had several downhill spirals.  I’ve tried to help him multiple times, but he resists because the pull of the drugs are too strong. Anyway, when this all happened, we hadn’t been in touch for about...well, about six months.  I got home from the hospital and felt kind of inclined to get in touch with family.  I talked to my adoptive mother and father and then decided to try again with Billy.  The trouble is, I encountered difficulty when trying to get in contact.  I had a current and past mobile number for Billy, but neither was working.  Because that concerned me, I found out the contact details of the housemate he lived with.’

‘Did you manage to get in touch?’ I asked.

‘I did,’ she nodded, ‘And do you know what he told me?’

‘What?’ I questioned.

‘That he hasn’t heard or seen from Billy in four months.  Four months, Ally.’

I frowned.  ‘Has he reported it to the police?’

‘No, he’s got his own issues and doesn’t trust police.  He told me he just thought he’d probably overdosed or something.  He asked me to collect his stuff so that he can re-let the room!’ she exclaimed.

‘Oh my God!’ I cried. ‘What else have you done?’

‘Well, I’ve checked all the hospital and deaths in the area he was living in.  There’s nothing indicating that he’s died from overdose or by any other means.’

‘You’ve called around anyone else you can think of?’ I asked.

She nodded.  ‘Everyone possible.  No one has heard from him.’

‘So, you’re obviously concerned,’ I murmured, thinking fast.

‘I am, yes.  I want to find him.  I’m hoping he’s just gone AWOL, but I’m worried.’

‘Has he ever gone AWOL before?’ I asked.

‘No,’ she replied.  ‘Never.  I’ve always been able to contact him-even if it’s only to be shouted at or share cross words with over the drugs. Not once have I never been able to contact him at all.’

‘Right.  Okay...and where was his home?’ I wondered.  ‘What part of the country?’

‘Actually, he was in Scotland.  A place near Glasgow.  His plan was to start over. Make a new life for himself in Scotland.  I don’t know what’s happened, but as far as I’m concerned right now, he’s missing.’

I nodded.  ‘It certainly sounds like he is.’

‘Which is why I thought I’d speak to you,’ she said, hesitantly.

My eyebrows lifted, curious as to what she was considering.  ‘I’m glad you did.  What can I do to help?’ I questioned.  ‘Do you want us to look into this unofficially? Officially?’

‘What I was considering might be a little unorthodox, perhaps.’

‘Go ahead.  I’m open to ideas,’ I told her.

‘I was just wondering...if I took a week...asked Benson for some leeway...would you consider a little holiday to investigate his disappearance?’ she asked me, sounding guilty for even asking.  

I gaped at her.  ‘Are you serious?’

She sighed.  Heavily.  ‘I guess not.  It’s a bad idea.  Tell me I’m being an idiot and to just call the police there again to get them to look into it more.’

‘I’m not going to tell you that,’ I exclaimed.  ‘I was asking if you’re actually serious-because if you are, book us flights and a hotel and let’s go!’ I told her, wide eyed.

Her expression went from frowning concern to wide eyed and hopeful.  ‘You would go to Scotland with me?’ she asked, sounding stunned.

‘Of course I would! I owe you for sure after everything you’ve done for me, Snow.’

‘I don’t want you doing this because you feel some sort of misplaced obligation towards me, Ally.’

‘No.  I mean, I do feel like I’d do a lot for you because of how much you’ve helped me but also, I just want to help you find your brother because it’s what I do-and you’re my friend now.’

She stared at me.  ‘I’m serious about this, Ally.  I want to go to Scotland.’

‘I’ll come! I’ll absolutely come,’ I told her.

She dropped her head.  ‘I’ve wrestled with myself about asking you to do this.  You’re just out of the hospital. I have no right asking you this.  I shouldn’t be asking you this.  Your dad would be really upset with me if he knew.’

‘Snow, calm yourself down.  I’m doing fine now.  This could be good for me actually.  We’ll tell them all we’re going on a relaxing, restful holiday,’ I told her, already coming up with a plan.  ‘No-one will know aside from us that we’re actually going with a task to complete.

‘I’m regretting asking you already.  You’re now planning on lying to your parents on my behalf!’

‘No, no. it’s fine.  We’ll lie to ourselves too,’ I told her, eagerly.  ‘We’ll tell ourselves that we’re going with the purpose of taking an actual holiday whilst getting to know each other in preparation for working as partners at the department.  It’s a great idea! Everyone will believe that!’

‘So devious,’ she commented, shaking her head at me in disbelief.

‘Not really.  I think I deserve a holiday, anyway, and my parents will be glad to see me getting back to normal.’

‘But you won’t be getting back to normal. You’ll be helping me with a little private investigation of our own!’ she exclaimed. ‘I’m feeling bad for even asking you to do this already,’ she mused.

‘Don’t.  This is something important and needs attention immediately.  It’s your brother, right?’

‘Who is probably fine,’ she sighed.  ‘Just probably off his face somewhere, involved with nefarious characters or with a new girl,’ she commented.

‘Even if he is, he deserves to be checked in with, right?’

‘He does,’ she agreed.  ‘But I don’t know whether I should have involved you.’

‘Did you expect me to say no?’ I questioned.

‘I mean...no.  Not really.’

‘Come on-you must have known I’d be more than up for this?’ I said, brightening.

‘I guess I hoped you would be-but equally, when I think about it, it’s such a bad idea.  I really shouldn’t be asking you.’

‘Maybe you asked me at exactly the right time,’ I told her.  ‘This could be perfect.  And is Benson seriously considering us as partners? Like not on the odd case, all the time?’

‘Yes, absolutely,’ she agreed.  ‘He’s said as much to me.’

‘Well then it’s a perfect chance for us to bond.’

She cocked her head at me.  ‘You don’t think we’ve bonded enough already?’ she questioned.

‘Snow...’ I warned, the tone of my voice changing.

She chuckled to herself.  ‘Well...isn’t it worth mentioning.  How’s that going to work if we go off on a little ‘holiday’ together? Colleagues don’t generally holiday together, Emerson.  How do we explain that?’

‘Uh, recovery time?’ I suggested.  ‘We’ve just been through a traumatic experience together.  People will think we’re spending some time getting past it. Bonding.’

‘I think we’ve already done too much bonding,’ I quipped.

She smiled at me.  ‘Debatable.’

My smile turned to surprise, as I held her gaze.  

‘Don’t keep looking at me like that,’ she told me.

‘Like what?’ I asked, innocently. 

‘Like you’re not thinking what I’m thinking,’ she told me.

‘How do you know what I’m thinking, Snow?’ I questioned.

She hesitated.  ‘Am I wrong?’ she asked, slowly.

‘No,’ I replied, boldly.

‘Seriously?’ she asked.

‘I’m not saying it’s a good idea.  Or that anything should change.  But yes...I have been thinking what you’re thinking.’

‘And what am I thinking, Ally?’ she said, voicing the words we were avoiding.

I considered what move to make, and quickly, nerves got the better of me.  ‘I should go,’ I said, unexpectedly.

‘What?’ she frowned.  I’d clearly surprised her. 

I got to my feet.  ‘This isn’t a good idea.  The holiday is.  The rest isn’t,’ I said, grabbing my bag.  ‘My parents will be expecting me too.  I’m going to go, Snow,’ I said, turning for the door.

‘I didn’t mean to upset you,’ Snow said, following me down the corridor.

‘You didn’t,’ I lied, reaching the front door.  ‘I just don’t think it’s a good idea.’

‘No, I don’t either really,’ she replied, meeting my eyes as I turned. ‘And I don’t need to mention it again, alright?’

‘No, it’s fine.  I just should really get back.  I haven’t been out since the hospital and they’ll be expecting you.’

‘Of course, that’s fine, just don’t rush off because I’ve said too much...I didn’t mean to upset you,’ she said again.

‘You didn’t upset me!’ I exclaimed, losing my cool and exploding with temper.

‘Yes, I did...’ 

‘No, Snow!’ I cried, ‘You didn’t upset me, but you do tempt me!’ I told her, animatedly, my eyes wide as they scanned hers.  ‘I’m going to go before I do something I regret.’

Her expression showed shock and then understanding, and then we were both moving, drawn together by invisible strings of connection which neither of us could ignore any longer.  

Her mouth met mine in a fierce and longing kiss, immediately passionate, as we’d been separated for too long.  Her lips moved over mine, tasting and pleasuring, while I kissed her back with all of the pent up need which had been bubbling below the surface.  I forgot about pain, discomfort and my aching body while her mouth made love to mine, making me yearn for her in such a visceral way that I forgot everything aside from the feeling of her mouth on mine.

‘Don’t go,’ she gasped, lifting her head momentarily.

I groaned, resting my forehead against hers.  ‘We can’t do this.’

‘So, we won’t,’ she promised, ‘But don’t go...stay...I miss you, Ally.’

I sighed, not knowing what to do.  ‘I miss you too,’ I admitted.  ‘But I’m not ready for this.’

‘No,’ she agreed, lifting her head to meet my eyes.  ‘And you’re right...because I don’t think I am either.  But still stay...’

‘Why?’ I asked.

‘Because I want your company.  I want to sit with you, watch a film with you, even cuddle up and sleep alongside you.’

‘I want that too,’ I admitted.  ‘But I don’t know if I should.’

‘How about we just relax a little,’ she suggested.  ‘Stop putting so much pressure on the idea of ‘us’ and just chill.  It’s been a long time.  We deserve some time just for us.  together.’

I scanned her eyes.  It was more than a little tempting.  ‘Isn’t it tempting fate?’ I questioned.

She shrugged.  ‘That’s for you to decide...but I can promise you, if you stay, I won’t be pushing for anything more than company and comfort,’ she told me.  ‘I just like being around you, Ally. Like I keep saying, I’ve really missed you.’

I’d missed her too, and I was longing to give in, despite now knowing how sensible a move it was, going forward. ‘Fine.  I’ll stay...but not for this,’ I said, indicating me and her.  ‘For comfort.  Company.  I’ve missed spending time with you, and we were cheated of the chance before, so I’ll call home...tell them I’ll be back in the morning.’

‘Bright and early,’ she added.  ‘I have work tomorrow,’ she told me.

I smiled.  ‘Of course you do,’ I said, stepping back from her.  ‘Give me a minute to call dad.’

‘Okay,’ she said, retreating.  ‘I’ll be in the lounge.’

While Snow headed back to where we’d been sitting, I drew my phone out of my bag and called my father.

‘Hey dad,’ I said, when he answered.

‘Hey, Ally.  Everything okay?’ he asked, sounding worried.

‘Everything’s fine, dad!’ I assured him.  ‘In fact, it’s really, really nice to be out and spending time with Snow.  We’re chatting and catching up, which is making me feel so much better,’ I told him.

‘That’s great!’ he responded.  ‘So, don’t tell me-you’re not coming back tonight?’ he questioned.

‘How did you guess?’ I laughed.

‘Just a feeling,’ he replied, knowingly.  

‘Well, I’ll be back early tomorrow morning,’ I said, ‘But I didn’t want you to worry.’

‘Thanks for calling.  And yes, it’s fine.  You should spend more time with Kate.  She’s a good egg,’ he told me.

I smiled at his funny expression.  ‘Is she?’ I chuckled.

‘A very good egg, honey,’ he assured me.

‘Well, I’ll be back in the morning, okay?’

‘Okay. Take care, sweet pea.’

‘I will. Night, dad,’ I told him.

‘Night,’ he said, before hanging up.

I headed back down to the lounge to find Snow sat on the sofa, flicking through the channels on the TV. 

‘All okay?’ she asked, as I walked back in.

‘Apparently, you’re a ‘good egg’ in the words of my father,’ I laughed, sitting down at the end of the sofa.

She threw her head back and laughed.  ‘Where did he get that impression?’

‘What the hell have you been talking about?’ I said, shaking my head.  ‘He’s completely enamoured with you, Snow.’

‘And you’re not?’ she asked, giving me a mischievous smile.

‘Shut up,’ I laughed. ‘Good egg,’ I muttered again, to myself. ‘What a stupid expression.’

‘I think it sums me up,’ she smiled.  ‘I am a good egg.’

I smiled at her.  ‘I guess you are.’

She grinned back, looking content.

‘What?’ I asked, after a long moment passed.

‘I’m just glad you decided to stay, Ally,’ she told me.

I nodded. ‘I think I am too,’ I replied, softly.

‘You think?’ she chuckled.

‘Well, who knows? Depends on how you turn out to be company-wise,’ I joked.  ‘I might find myself regretting this shortly!’ 

‘I hope not,’ she murmured. 

I felt the tension rise once more as we held each other’s gaze, and the air felt like it was crackling with electricity.  ‘So, uh...are we watching something?’ I questioned.

‘Sure,’ she agreed.  ‘There’s this new comedy series I just found.  It looks light-hearted and fun-something we could both do with right now.  How about it?’ she posed.

I nodded.  ‘Sounds good.  Light-hearted is definitely needed right now,’ I told her, kicking off my shoes as I got more comfortable on the sofa.

She watched me avidly, following suit by pushing her shoes off as well.  With that done, she gave me a look.  ‘You going to stay all the way over there?’ she questioned, giving me a suggestive smile.

‘Safer over here,’ I told her.

She patted the sofa to the side of her.  ‘Warmer over here,’ she countered.

I gave her a rueful expression.  ‘What are you angling for, Snow?’ I asked, amused and loving this gentle side of her.  I found it endearing, and desperately wanted her closeness, even though I was holding back.

‘Cuddles,’ she smiled.

I laughed. ‘You’re ridiculous.’

‘What? You don’t do cuddling?’ she questioned.

‘Not for a long time, no!’ I told her.

‘Is it something you could get used to, perhaps?’ she asked me, curiously.

‘I mean...yes...it’s a tempting prospect, if we can make it comfortable...’

Her eyebrows lifted.  ‘Oh Ally, I almost forgot! Are you still in pain? How is it most comfortable to sit?’

‘I’m alright,’ I told her, blushing.  I didn’t want her fussing over me too, like my parents tended to do.

‘But just for my awareness, where’s your pain now? Your collarbone? Your hand?’ she questioned.

‘Neither.  My stomach hurts though, pretty much all the time.  It
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