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Nicole pulled away from him, hearing the post drop through the letterbox. “I'll get it.” 

Aiden got up, crossing the room to look out of the window, watching the waves crashing against the shingle beach. There was something peaceful about watching nature at work. 

They had been living in their Eastbourne seafront penthouse for eighteen months, and he'd spent a substantial amount of that time here, by his window - day and night - watching.

All week, the couple had been waiting for the proof of Aiden's memoirs to arrive for approval. As the experienced one in the relationship, Nicole showed him the way throughout the publishing process with Ken’s company. It had been Ken's idea, a few months ago now, that his autobiography be in two parts: one from his playing career, the next from his managerial career.

“It's here!” She couldn't keep the excitement from her voice; he smiled hearing it, feeling a sense of trepidation mixed with satisfaction. 

Nicole had hyped this moment up for a long time, and he wondered how she'd cope if his reaction didn't meet with her expectations. Turning towards her as she put the envelope in his hands, he saw she was silently urging him to open it. Smiling, he teased her by rotating the package, feeling the weight of it first. 

Impatiently, she snatched it back from him, ripping the pull tab open: he laughed. As she tipped it from the envelope into his hands, she moved in  closer as he turned it over, with the cover facing upwards. Carefully he sat beside her, his gaze frozen on the photo of himself.

Ken had insisted on two portraits for the book jackets – one of him in his prime playing days, another of him sporting the FA blazer on the touchline. That was the one Aiden had argued over: he'd achieved more with the London Giants in his managerial career than he had with England. Ken simply pointed out the image would sell more copies than any other, and Aiden conceded his publisher knew best; knowing also that he didn't need to like it, but he wanted to.

Writing, once Nicole got him going, had come naturally; something he'd been rather surprised about. He supposed having two wives with writing backgrounds had rubbed off on him in one way or another.

“Ady, what's wrong?” Nicole put her hand on his arm, seeing his expression had long since glazed over. She had begun to worry when he hadn't moved in the last few minutes, wondering if he was breathing, he was so still.

“Nothing, Nic.” He shook his head, as if to free the thoughts from his mind. 

Turning the book over once more, he traced his fingers over the gold embossed title down the spine. It had a good weight to it, and for some reason, that mattered. Flicking it over, he read the back of the book jacket before opening it gingerly, feeling the quality of the paper within. The typeset was perfect, easy to read and flowed well. 

It was exactly as Ken had promised it would be, and although he hadn't doubted his word, it was still something of a relief to be holding the proof. (Literally!) Shutting the book over, he handed it to her, returning to his position at the window.

“That's it?” Nicole's voice reached him, although he was drifting with his thoughts. “Aiden?” Following him, she put her arm around his waist, gently squeezing.

Pulling his attention back into the room: to her, he summoned a smile. “It's great, don't get me wrong.”

“But?” She reached for his hands, glad he let her.

He laughed then. “It's a bit of an anti-climax.”

Nicole squeezed his hands. “If you think so.” She chose her reply carefully, he saw. “It's taken many months of work. This is the fruition of your labours. This is you.” She emphasised the word, squeezing his hands again. “You have bared your soul, your thoughts and your emotions to the world with this book. It's a special journey, Aiden.”

He sighed. “You're right. I... I guess I'm still caught up in it all.”

She hugged him then, glad when his arms went around her. It had taken a long time for him to act on the idea of writing his memoirs, and she'd had to  coax him through the various emotions as they had surfaced. It truly was him, he'd written it in his 'voice'; the reader would feel the emotions as he did. It was a very physical project, producing his book. 

Once in the 'flow', she insisted he continue to the next book while he had momentum. It had been made even harder by the fact that he had to deal with his demons in order to get it all down on paper. That part, at least, had been psychologically draining. His readers were certainly in for an emotional rollercoaster-—and it was only half the story!

He’d suspected long ago that he would be doing this at some stage. Leah had told him on several occasions that his autobiography would be a great work; he had laughed each time she said it, but he came around to the idea more. There was so much of her in this book, he'd been quite unprepared for how emotional it had been.

“We should celebrate tonight.” Nicole's voice brought him from his reverie. 

He nodded, not trusting his voice just yet.

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

He nodded again, feeling her grip tighten around him: that set him off. A few minutes later, he laughed at himself.

“Imagine how much worse I'm going to be when the next one arrives.” He explained, relieved when she smiled, squeezing him again.

“We'll tackle it together.” She made the time-old jest, pleased when he smiled.
Chapter 2​
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Ken had set up book signings in their local area before returning to London – specifically Piccadilly, Oxford Street and, of course, Stratford. First was the bookstore in Eastbourne then onto Brighton, to test the market in the bigger seaside towns. 

Justin and Lynn arrived the day before to show their support; the four enjoying an evening meal together before returning to the Lewis penthouse. They had bought a place in Kensington not long after Aiden and Nicole had moved away: Aiden had joked he could now finally sell his Stratford bachelor pad. Six months or so later, Lynn was wearing the whopping engagement ring but their wedding was a long way off - or so she insisted.

Aiden's first signing was nerve wracking, but he practised what he had preached to Nicole about hers. Indeed, there was already a queue when they arrived. Ken had arrived early to ensure everything was perfectly set up, as he usually did; insisting on photographs first before letting Aiden work his way through his waiting admirers. 

Starting at 1pm - and working through the afternoon as the queue seemed to never end - by the time the store closed they calculated Aiden must've signed hundreds of autographs that day. It was an excellent start to the tour; Ken rubbed his hands together with glee, beginning to think about his retirement – after the second book, of course.

Brighton had been much the same success, and before Ken had headed back into the capital, he informed them of his idea to expand the initial tour. Aiden looked at him horrified, arguing that crowds wouldn't turn out everytime; Ken argued back, so they agreed to see what happened by extending into Cambridge and Oxford.

By the time they headed to the three London signings, Aiden had been a sell-out success in Cambridge and Oxford, and Eastbourne and Brighton. Justin and Lynn were becoming blasé about it all by then, but Nicole's enthusiasm never waned. 

She was coming round to the idea that he was the more famous writer of their partnership, only because of who he was. That had been a bitter pill to swallow, having been in the game for a lot longer than her famous beau; but their audiences were vastly different. 

Interestingly, Ken had informed her that her book sales were steadily increasing alongside Aiden's: an unexpected side effect of his success. She had joked that perhaps in future they could have double signings and take over whole bookstores.

Ken insisted on double security while they were in London. The last four signings had been non-confrontational on the public's behalf, but there was always a risk with any public event that someone would try to ruin it for everyone else. His security force knew what to look for, and Aiden had been used to this idea with the FA and the England squad, but Nicole was horrified, having never perceived any threat at any of her events. She shuddered, remembering all too well the man who had approached them in Stratford park; knowing if Ken wanted to increase security, she wouldn't object.

The London book tour started at the Piccadilly flagship store; at the back of the store so that the crowd did not interfere with the store's usual patrons' quest for the perfect book.

Much media hype had been set into motion beforehand. It took the usual format – introductions, photographs and hand-shakes all round before Aiden was let loose to charm his audience. 

Nicole and Ken were discussing the finer details of his next book about an hour into the signing to one side, when they were interrupted by one of Ken's security force wanting to escort them to a private area. They were effectively shut away from it all, leaving one of Ken's men on the door. 

“What happened?” They were both perplexed, turning to Aiden for the answer.

Aiden sat down, running his shaking hands through his hair. It was something she'd seen him do only a few times, and Nicole's instincts screamed out.

“It's okay, honey.” She moved towards him, hugging him close. Able to feel his whole body shaking now she was nearer, she repeated the words. “It's okay.” She squeezed her eyes closed against him.

Ken was in conversation with his man on the door: she glanced across at him, unable to see what was happening outside of these four walls. 

“It's a bomb threat.” He spoke suddenly. Nicole's eyes widened, but before she could speak, Ken spoke again. “They have several here, sometimes two or three in a week, apparently. Never had a live one yet.”

“It's not a drill?” She found her voice.

“They're checking now.” Ken's reply was fast, his attention halved.

Even Aiden's voice shook. “It's real.”

“What? How do you know?” Nicole's question brought Ken back from the door, as she pulled away a little to look into her husband’s pale face.

“That man,” Aiden took a deep breath, “told me himself.” 

“What did he say?” Ken took over the questions.

“He said I blew up their chances, so he was blowing up mine.” 

“Rubbish!” Ken snorted. “He's drunk, or...”

Aiden was shaking his head. “I want out, now.” 

Nicole felt the tension radiating from him, and knew what was coming next. Stress and Aiden did not mix. She could kick herself for getting distracted from her earlier screaming instinct – it had never been wrong in the past.

“We're safe, this is fire-proof, earthquake-proof...” Ken switched into reassurance mode but it was too late for that.

“You have to get us out of here. It'll make him worse.” Nicole told Ken, turning her attention back to Aiden, his medication in her hand. “It's okay, Ady. We'll get you out of here. I'm right here with you, and I'm ready when you are.” She put the spray into his hand, clasping her hand around his to steady his grip.
Chapter 3​
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Yet again, Lynn put her foot down. This time, Nicole agreed with her wholeheartedly. Aiden realised once his family were ganging up on him, there was nothing he could say to change their collective minds.

“I'm not used to you resigning to your fate.” Nicole teased him once Lynn had left. She kissed the top of his head, looking across at Justin, who smiled with her tease.

“We don't get a chance to have guests often,” he began, “now you're here, we should keep you.”

Aiden smiled, although his reaction was still that he wanted out of the City and back to their peaceful seafront apartment. He acknowledged Lynn was right; it was a long journey, and one that he didn't yet feel up to undertaking.

“If you'll be okay with Jay, I'll phone Ken to update him.” Nicole kissed him again, waiting until he nodded before she moved. Exchanging a smile with Justin, she knew she was safe to leave her poorly spouse with his brother.

Lynn turned around, hearing Nicole behind her. “Have you seen this?” She gestured out of the window.

Nicole frowned, making her way to Lynn's side, distracted from the rehearsed lines in her mind for her conversation with Ken. A gaggle of photographers could be seen from the house: Nicole groaned.

“Don't tell Aiden, he won't like it.” She shuddered with the memory of his protests the day before. 

He always hated fuss, and certainly that was what he'd caused – procedures followed that half of Piccadilly was shut down until a thorough search had been conducted. Bomb disposal experts had found what they'd been looking for, albeit on a smaller scale than would be required to do some serious damage, but nonetheless... 

Ken had added to this fuss, insisting Aiden be hospitalised, despite his protest that it wasn’t necessary. It had gone from bad to worse for him when the professionals insisted on keeping him in overnight – now Lynn was insisting he and Nicole did not return home until he recovered his strength.

Nicole excused herself to make the call, relieved that Ken was practical about it all – he would reschedule the signings when Aiden was ready. If it worked out, they could tie in for the Christmas market. The pair talked excitedly about the idea before finishing up. 

When she returned to the front room, Lynn was no longer there. Instead of trying to find her – after all, the house was huge – she returned to Aiden's side, finding both Justin and Lynn wearing matching concerned expressions. Automatically, her gaze was drawn to his face, but she could see he was asleep. She knew immediately what their concern was: even in sleep, his breathing was wheezy. He'd admitted to her earlier that his chest felt tight but it wasn't painful, so they hadn't read much into it.

Nicole knew what Lynn was going to say. “You knew something else was wrong, didn't you?” She shook her head.

“It can't be that dangerous, or they wouldn't have released him.” Justin tried to make her feel better, putting his arm around her comfortingly.

Nicole nodded. She sighed against him, covering her face with her hands. “The press will love this.”

Justin looked from her to Lynn for an explanation; seeing Lynn wince.

“There's a congregation outside the gate, they've been there since we arrived.” 

Justin too winced. “I should sort it.”

“Don't make it worse.” Lynn warned him.

“How can I make it worse?” He saw her expression, and cut in before she could reply. “Don't answer that.” He gave Nicole a squeeze, and got to his feet.

“I had the jump on both of you,” Lynn confessed.

Nicole looked up at her.

“We've been expecting this.” She continued. 

“We?” Nicole repeated.

“The professionals.” Lynn clarified, going on to explain what she'd been privy to. 

Even to her muddled mind it made sense, Nicole had to agree. “So, they were already giving him steroids?”

Lynn nodded. “That laminated card you have with his medications gives it the green light every time.”

“But that was your idea.”

Lynn pulled a face.

“You've kept me in the dark this whole time?” Anger crept into Nicole's voice.

“Only because I didn't want you seeing what wasn't there.” Lynn patiently explained. “It was important for you not to be influenced.”

It made sense, but – a reel of memories came back to her. She chose her words carefully. “Every time he has one of those attacks, it opens him up to this?”

Lynn hesitated. “It's only happened recently.”

“Recently?” Nicole echoed. “How recently?” She could see from Lynn's expression that she wasn't going to like the answer. 

Justin hovered awkwardly on the edge of the room, and the conversation. “I'll go,” he spoke into the quiet, seeing steam pouring from Nicole's ears. 

He'd felt the same when Lynn had told him the previous night, so he understood Nicole's reaction. But he could also see the other side of the argument, and agreed that if he had known, he would've jumped to conclusions long before now.

“You knew?” Nicole turned to him, anger flashing in her eyes.

“Lynn told me last night, in preparation.”

When Nicole didn't reply, Justin couldn't help feeling it was worse than an argument. He gave Lynn the nod, relieved to have a viable excuse for leaving.

Nicole listened as Lynn told Aiden what was going on, completely understanding his upset reaction. Backed into a corner as he was too weak to argue, Nicole felt even more sorry for him.

“You'll be fine, honey.” She said simply, kissing him. “Lynn knows what she's doing.”

Lynn wondered if that was some sort of truce from her, but she couldn't see Nicole’s face.

“We'll definitely be here until you're better. I'm not risking anything happening to you.” She continued.

Aiden moaned at this. He hated imposing on anyone, it was bad enough he wiped out most of Nicole's time nowadays.

“We'd rather have you here, Aides. The important thing is that you rest. Jay and I are here to help you.” Lynn rested her hand over theirs. 

This was a rather frightening development... but he was sure a doctor, or a specialist, had told him about, at some time; perhaps months ago, perhaps years ago. He wasn't exactly sure, but it didn't matter. It annoyed him greatly though. Listening to conversation around him, he learned that he wasn't the only one.

“What if this had happened when we weren't here?” Nicole looked up at her then.

Lynn’s reply was instant. “There's an emergency prescription ready at your pharmacy.”

“There is?”

Lynn nodded. “It flashes up at every appointment – doctor, hospital, specialist... Everywhere. It cannot be missed, even if you were in a different country.”

Nicole had to admit it was a good system, but she was still angry that she hadn't known. What if she'd missed it; she wondered then what else they pumped into him that she didn't know about.

Lynn spoke to her then. “I'm sorry, Nic. Maybe I should have told you, but I thought you had enough to worry about.”

Nicole shook her head. “There's nothing else you're keeping from us, is there?”

“No.” Lynn breathed a sigh of relief.

“That's why you're always with us.” Nicole's eyes narrowed suspiciously. “That's why you always ask how we are.”

“That's not the only reason.” Lynn began, jumping to her own defence.

Nicole let her breath out slowly. 

“I'll give you peace.” Lynn read her mind, speaking before Nicole could. “If you're okay, Aides?” She touched Aiden's arm, seeing him nod. “Believe me, Nic. I've only ever had yours, and Aiden's, best interests at heart.”

“I know.” Nicole replied a few moments later, seeing Lynn was waiting for an answer before she left them alone. 
Chapter 4​
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A fortnight later, Aiden had been itching to get 'back to work' – and after a settled few days at home, Nicole allowed him to once more fire up his laptop. 

It had been a brilliant idea of hers to write things down as they came to him. She'd also suggested he involve Justin, tapping his memory for his insights to the relevant passages. She had to admit she was more than a little nervous about him getting back into it, recalling how much it had taken out of him to write the first book.

Nicole sighed as another four emails from Ken's office downloaded into her inbox. She deleted them, much as she had been doing for the past two weeks. Ken understood – so he said – but his office seemed to take a different view. 

She was yet to broach the subject with Aiden about rescheduling his signings; her thinking had been to let him get back into the swing of writing and let him come round to the idea in his own time. 

Naturally, he'd been a hit with his public – and from the off, which was quite unusual in itself. It was his charismatic character, she assumed, coupled with his humble outlook. These people wanted to see him, so he should want to see them: they were investing in him, so he therefore should invest in each of them. This was how he thought about the whole process, so she knew he'd return to signings.

Looking across the table at him, his attention was on the screen, so she averted her gaze out of the window. The view from the penthouse had captivated both of them, but he spent such a long time in silent contemplation while staring out to sea, sometimes she worried about him. 

For such a public figure, there was a side of him that not even she knew well; he kept it hidden away even from himself. She sometimes thought it a daft conclusion to reach, but it was fitting. 

“Nic?”

She jumped from her thoughts: he apologised for startling her.

“You looked so sad, and lost.” He walked around the table to hug her. 

“I'm fine.” She spoke into his chest, putting her arms around him but careful not to squeeze him. 

“What were you thinking about?” He kissed the top of her head, a gesture that always made her smile.

“You.” She replied truthfully, reading his expression when he pulled away from her.

“I wondered.” Aiden shook his head. “I'm the ultimate distraction to you now.”

“No you're not.” She tried, quickly.

It was his turn to sigh, and for a moment she didn't know what to say. He took his seat opposite her again, turning his laptop off, to her surprise.

“I know what you mean now about not 'feeling it'.” He shook his head. “The influx of forty thousand emails telling me the same thing each day does not help.” He laughed then, seeing her pull a face, knowing she knew who the messages were from. “Instead of getting mad about it, I've blocked them.”

“That'll be a black mark against your reputation in the office.” She teased.

“Not at all,” he shook his head, “I'm still getting those from Ken's address.”

Nicole laughed then, knowing he would always find a way to deal with his problems, no matter what they were.

“Yes, Jay. I'm fine.” Aiden saw Nicole come into the room and rolled his eyes, making her smile. “No, I'm not just saying that.”

This was the usual morning call from London. Sometimes it was Justin, but mostly it was Lynn. 

“I know you're only concerned.” 

Nicole left him to it, not wanting to disturb the conversation. She gave the silence a few moments to break, checking the coast was indeed clear before she re-entered the room.

“You look tired.” She began, moving closer to where he was, at his usual window seat.

Aiden groaned. “Don't you start.” He rubbed his face tiredly. “I've had the third degree from Lynn.”

“Maybe she has a point.” She frowned at his hurt expression. “Even after all this time, you're still the worst patient ever, Aiden.”

He scoffed. “That's rich, coming from you.” There was a teasing in his voice she was thankful for.

“At least I've become better with age.” She teased in reply.

His attitude changed then, and not what she'd expected. “Okay.”

“Okay what?”

He threw his hands in the air. “You're right, all of you.”

“Don't be like that, Ady.” Reaching for his hands, she was surprised when he leant towards her. 

“I'm sorry,” he rested his head against hers, her hands in his. 

“I'm used to your stubbornness.” She confessed. “It scares me when you give in. I know something is really wrong when you do.”

He nodded gravely, shifting in the seat. It indicated he couldn't hold the stretch for much longer. “In some ways, you are like me.” He said as he pulled away. “I don't like not being the strong one in the relationship all the time.”

“You've had a long time to get used to it.” She smiled kindly. “Next week is our ten year anniversary. Ten years since you arrived at my door with a bottle of wine in your shaking hands.” 

He laughed then. “You had the measure of me from the off.”

“Sometimes.” She shrugged. “Sometimes we don't know what you're thinking.”

“We?”

Nicole nodded. “When I knew even Lynn didn't know everything, I knew I was never going to. Every so often I get a glimpse of vulnerability, otherwise I'd think you weren't real.”

“You've had a lot of that recently.” He gestured to his laptop, and she knew what he meant.

“It's not a weakness, Aiden.” She squeezed his hands. “It makes me love you even more, and as clichéd as that sounds, it's true.” She smiled at the look on his face – a cross between confusion, horror and understanding. “You need to let me, us, help you more. It goes against the grain, we know.” She rolled her eyes then. “How Justin, and Lynn, haven't given up on you, I don't know.”  

He laughed, glad when she smiled too. “I can't understand it either.”

“Promise you'll let us in.” Hugging him, she spoke against his shoulder.

“I have.” He teased.

“You know what I mean.” Playfully, she pinched his arm.

“Okay.” He rested his head against hers once more.

“Starting now.”

She felt him nod, wondering when he would be true to his word. She didn't doubt he'd taken her words to heart, nor that he was coming round to the idea. After all, he'd given in to Lynn's insistence that they stay in London for a while.

“Nic, I do feel tired.” She pulled away in shock: he smiled, slightly, at her expression. “I was fine this morning, it's just been in the last half hour.”

“You've been through a lot,” she began.

“I know, but...”

“No buts.” Nicole shook her head. “Why do you think we've been on at you to rest and recuperate properly?”

He leant back in the chair, closing his eyes, knowing she was right, but also hoping she would take pity on him - and not hound him the way that Lynn was doing more and more.

She did feel sorry for him, changing tact. “You are alright apart from that, aren't you?” Pausing while he nodded, she continued. “You must tell me when that changes.”

“If, not when.” He corrected her.

“No, Aiden - 'when'. It's just a matter of time before something else happens to you.”

He heard the break in her voice, but her words affected him deeply as he realised she was right. 
Chapter 5​
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Nicole frowned as she leant over him, feeling from his forehead how hot he was. “I knew you were sickening for something.” 

He shivered, as if to confirm her suspicions.

“My poor Aiden,” she paused to kiss his hot head, “I'll make you feel better. Stay here, honey, in the warm. I won't be long.”

Yesterday, she had got up early, enthused with ideas for her next book, wanting to write them down before she forgot. Usually, Aiden followed her after a while, mostly checking on her before going to make their breakfast – sometimes she was still in full flow when he reappeared with the tray. Returning to the bedroom, she found him asleep. 

That wasn't too worrying, from the amount of tossing and turning he'd done in the night. An hour later, he was awake but he hadn't wanted to get up: that rang alarm bells. He couldn't describe how he felt, that was the second alarm in her mind. 

Remaining with him for the morning, leaving him only to make lunch, she found he was asleep again when she returned minutes later. Reminding herself not to jump to conclusions, she smiled for a moment to think that Lynn had been right: she owed her sister-in-law an apology.

She was quite thrown by this submission on his part, and a small voice in the back of her mind was telling her that this had, in turn, made him weaker, allowing the virus to take hold. Shaking her head to dismiss the thought, she cast around for the necessary to bring back to him.

On cue, her phone rang – a glance at the clock told that it was earlier than yesterday. In the bedroom, she put the phone on speaker, following the logic in Lynn's questions, relieved nonetheless when Lynn formed the same conclusion she had – it was a virus. After informing them that she'd call again later, Lynn gave her peace.

“How is he?” Justin's voice interrupted Lynn's thoughts. 

“He'll be fine.” She pulled a brightness to her voice.

“It's okay to be worried.” He wrapped his arms around her. “I am too, but we can't keep crowding them out.”

She nodded, sighing against his chest. “I'm worried something will happen and I won't be there.”

“I know.” Justin squeezed her. “I feel the same.” It was his turn to sigh.

The longest five days followed as they watched Aiden – from a distance – bounce back. Neither one knew who was the most relieved when he suggested staying in London for a few days during the following week for his appointment with the specialist. 

Justin was pleased with the suggestion that they could work on certain parts of his new book during this time, agreeing to work on a few key scenes between now and then in preparation.

Not long inside the house, Lynn broached the idea of going out for lunch to give them peace to work. Nicole agreed, but constantly checked her phone, her attention understandably divided.

Lynn understood her concern, trying to recall the last time that the couple had been apart; unable to do so. Taking her phone from her bag as it vibrated with a message, she frowned to see it was from Justin, but it was merely a reassurance that everything was fine.

At her new favourite lunch spot, she passed this information onto Nicole, who smiled, saying she hadn't known Justin was a mind reader. Her relief was mirrored in Lynn's face, which made her feel better about giving the overdue apology. To her credit, Lynn waved it away before Nicole had finished. There was something she was holding back, Nicole sensed, wondering how long it would be until she told her. 

The couple were deathly pale as they emerged from Aiden's consultation, adding to Lynn's sense of dismay that she hadn't heard it for herself. 

Before they could stand up, Aiden sat again beside them, pulling Nicole into his lap when she burst into tears. Glad of Justin's and Lynn's arms around them, he quietly repeated what had upset her. Lynn nodded, but Justin was horrified. 

He looked between them, putting two and two together. “You both knew?”

Aiden looked at Lynn, and shrugged. He returned to comforting Nicole, who was now sobbing into his chest.

Lynn nodded again.

“But...” Justin pulled away. “Aides, that's...”

He looked up at Justin, finding no words. It wasn't like breaking a bone: given rest and rehabilitation it was as good as new in a few months. This could only get worse - within 12 months, Aiden would be a candidate for a triple or quadruple bypass. 

Statistics for recovery from such operations were improving all the time, but he couldn't blame Nicole for thinking the worst. He then looked at Lynn, appealing to her to take charge.

“Let's get you two home.” Lynn gave them both a squeeze, reading the subliminal message loud and clear. “We're going to spend long enough here.” Her voice was tinged with sadness. 

Those words brought the lump into Justin's throat. “I'll get the car.” Getting to his feet, he squeezed Lynn's shoulder before he left.

Ten minutes later, after threading his way through the one-way system at snail's pace, he was surprised to find the three waiting for him. 

The journey back to Kensington filled with an uncomfortable silence, leaving him wondering if he'd missed something. At the house, they left the couple in peace when asked, surprised when Aiden reappeared by himself no more than forty minutes later. 

He smiled when Lynn came straight to him, hugging him and making him sit down between them on the sofa.

“Is Nic asleep?”

He nodded to her question.

“You should be resting too.” She began to scold.

“I'm fine.” He sighed. “I feel like I shouldn't be, but I am.” He took a deep breath. “We'll go home on Friday as planned, assuming everything...”

“Of course, Aides.” She touched his arm, and he saw Justin was nodding his agreement. 

“If you don't mind,” Aiden hesitated then, turning to Justin. “I'd like us to do more work on the book. I want to get it all down before...” He couldn't complete the sentence, but it didn't matter, they knew what he meant.

“Makes sense.” Justin shrugged. 

Lynn got to her feet. “I'll give you peace.”

“You don't have to.” Aiden smiled at her. “I feel like I'm kicking you out of your own house.”

“You're not.” She returned his smile. “I'll be making a start on dinner soon anyway.” She said, over her shoulder, leaving the room as promised.
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Months down the line, Nicole and Aiden were sitting at opposite ends of the table, in front of their laptops. Nicole looked up as a new email 'pinged' into her inbox, questioning it before she'd opened it, seeing the sender was opposite her. 

“What the...”

“I want you to look at it and tell me what you think.” Aiden’s voice was held level, unusually so. 

There was no clue in his words either. Frowning, she returned her attention to the screen, opening the email and the attachment. She caught her breath, much as he had minutes before. 

The message had come via Dr Lichfield and his heart specialist, although she didn't recall seeing the other name before – Dr McLaughlin. They were offering him a 'pioneering new treatment' for nerve pain, one that was safe given his medical history, but as yet unproven. In an instant, she knew he would agree – and he was waiting for her also to reach the same conclusion.

She looked up at him. “How do they know it's safe, if it's still unproven?”

“They must have run the necessary checks and tests, and they have the licence to perform the procedure in this country. That speaks volumes.”

Nicole nodded slowly, knowing what he had said was true, but unable to shake her feeling of dread. “There's still a risk.”

“There's a risk with everything, Nic.” 

“I don't like it.” Her voice was very small, even to her ears.

“We should listen to what they have to say at least.” Aiden was in full convincing mode, she recognised. She hugged him as he came over to her. “Just us, Nic. If you don't change your mind, I won't go through with it.”

That was strange. Nicole hesitated in her reply. “You don't want to involve Lynn, and Jay?”

He shook his head. “Not initially, there might not be any point.”

She had to admit that he was right, relieved that he wasn't being blinkered about the whole thing. Although, she knew the chances of him changing his mind once he'd settled on something were very slim indeed.

Nicole flinched, but Aiden was laughing.

“That would be impossible.” He shook his head. “I pass out anytime anyone goes anywhere near. You'd have to put me out first.”

Dr McLaughlin shook her head. “You would have only a local anaesthetic so that you would feel no pain, but we could closely monitor your responses.” Even via the online consultation, she felt the atmosphere change in the room. “Several patients have responded well to the treatment already, some of whom have a similar history as your own. However, there is always a risk involved.”

Aiden nodded.

“Talk it over, and write down any questions you have before we speak again next week.”

“Next week?” Nicole echoed. 

“We have many patients who could benefit from the treatment. As a result, appointments will become harder to obtain.”

“Of course.” Nicole replied, knowing Dr McLaughlin wasn't trying to force a decision, but she had a limited window in order to help her patients. 

She still didn't like the idea, but she could see Aiden had been reassured and knew deep down that she couldn't stop him.
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“Nic?” Justin pounced on the phone as it rang.

“He's fine, Jay.” She smiled at his obvious relief. “He's asking for you.”

Justin's expression belied his surprise. “Of course, we'll come straight over.”

Within minutes, she was beside him again: Aiden opened his eyes as she came into the room. 

“How are you feeling, honey?” She leant over to kiss him.

“I'm okay.” 

His voice was clear, and neither could she see the pain in his face nor in his eyes. She was beginning to believe him, although he had given her a fright earlier. 

Just as he had told Dr McLaughlin, he'd passed out the second she touched those nerve-endings with the injection. Usually, he came round two or three minutes later; Nicole had anxiously watched his vitals as he took double the time to come back to her.  

“Jay and Lynn are on their way over.” She kissed him again. “But go back to sleep if you want to.”

“I'm not tired.” He saw her surprised expression. “It feels... weird. There's no other word for it.”

“But it's not sore?”

“No.” He took a deep breath. “Not even that.”

Nicole's smile was one of relief. “It might be different when they turn you over.” 

The treatment had been done with him lying on his side, and almost an hour later, he was still in this position. 

Five minutes later, and as Lynn and Justin arrived, Dr McLaughlin and her team came to check on him. Happy with his reaction so far, they carefully turned him onto his back, warning that as the anaesthetic wore off the pain might start. 

Closing his eyes and bracing himself for the worst, it never came. “Nic,”

“Yes, Ady. I'm here, it's okay.” She leant over him again, kissing his head. “Is it sore?”

“No.”

“That's good.” She was aware of Justin at her elbow, although she hadn't taken her eyes from Aiden’s face. “Jay and Lynn are here.” 

“Jay,”

“Aides, I'm here, how are you feeling?” Gently he put one hand on Aiden's nearest shoulder.

“Okay.”

“That's a relief. We've been worried about you.” He shared a look with Lynn across the room. 

When Nicole looked up, Lynn was in conversation with Dr McLaughlin. Her attention was drawn back as the heart monitor's steady rhythm increased.

“Aiden?” Panic crept into her voice.

“It's sore.”

“It’s okay, honey. That's to be expected.” She squeezed his nearest hand. “Dr McLaughlin is still here, she can give you some painkillers.”

“...please...”  

It was bad, she knew, if he was giving in already. “Okay, honey, hang on.” She leant over him as he moaned, reassuring him as he continued to moan and his heartbeat increased further.

“The painkillers are only mild, but you can have a muscle relaxant if you wish.” Dr McLaughlin had another syringe ready, awaiting his confirmation.

“That sounds like a good idea.” Nicole agreed, still kissing and soothing him. 

“Yes, that'll help with the pain.” Lynn agreed. Standing by Justin's side as the anguish crossed his face, she slipped her hand into his.

“...okay...” Aiden managed the utterance through gritted teeth, trying to work out how much longer until the painkillers kicked in. Soon, surely... 

It was in his head now; throbbing, like his back was.

“Aiden.” There was a warning note in Lynn's voice. She too had been watching the monitor, watching as his blood pressure began to rise. “Listen to me, you'll be okay. I know the natural reaction is to fight it, but you need to relax.” She squatted down to his level as Dr McLaughlin turned the oxygen on, explaining to him that this would also help.

Weakly he nodded, or at least, he thought he did. He felt his body relax then; and with it, his heart rate slowed to normal and his blood pressure also dropped back to normal.

“That's better.” Lynn couldn't keep the relief from her voice. Standing up again, she hugged Justin, seeing he was shaking. “It's okay, he's alright.”

“Sleep, honey.” Nicole was still reassuring him, following Aiden’s gentle, even breathing. “We're right here. You're okay.” 

When she next looked up, she saw Dr McLaughlin had left, and that reassured her. Two or maybe three minutes later, he was definitely asleep. Sitting back, she looked then at Justin, who was beside her, his face a whiter shade of pale.

“Are you okay?” She took his free hand in hers, squeezing it gently.

He nodded. “I... I thought...”

“I know.” She awkwardly half-hugged him, determined not to let go of Aiden's hand, getting upset when he cried on her shoulder. 

Lynn hugged both of them. “That was horrible.” She shuddered against them. 

Nicole looked at her in shock, having never heard her say that before. Her gaze went back to the machines, but they displayed numbers she knew were correct. He was fine. The mixture worked well and quickly, although his torment had seemed to last a lifetime to them, it had only been several minutes in reality. She let her breath out slowly. 

For some insane reason, she felt she was his link to the world; and something would happen if she let him go. It was completely illogical, but she couldn't bring herself to unwrap her hand from his. She'd been so convinced something horrible was going to happen: something worse than this. She desperately hoped she was wrong. 

Hours later, Aiden was still asleep, the information on the monitors all regular. 

Lynn stretched in the chair. “We should go.” She leant over, touching Justin's shoulder and making him jump. He looked at her wildly. “Jay, he's fine.” She tried to cuddle him, but he pushed her away.

“I'm not leaving him.”  

Lynn looked to Nicole, who shrugged.

“You don't understand, he's never asked for me before.” Justin shuddered. “I can't leave.” He closed his eyes, shaking his head.

“It's okay, you can stay if you want to.” Nicole threaded her arm through his. “I'm not going anywhere, nobody will mind if you're here too.”

Lynn sighed, giving up. “I'm going for a walk. Can I bring you anything, Nic?”

“No, thanks, Lynn.” She watched as Lynn cuddled Justin's tense shoulders, speaking to him some more before she left. 
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Lynn looked over at Nicole, wondering if she was unusually quiet just because of where they were going, or if it was something more. She promised herself to be more resilient, much as Aiden had been over the last week, although she wondered how she'd fare without Justin's arm around her at Leah's grave. 

It had been typical of Aiden to insist that Leah was in the family plot at the quiet graveyard on the outskirts of London. Both practical and thoughtful; it reinforced his thinking that his father and his first wife were together, and watching over him. 

Indeed, this was the first time both women would be visiting without their partners. Ever since Nicole had insisted on accompanying Aiden that first time, she'd been with him every anniversary. It had upset him when she told him she would go in his place this year. They could go together when he had fully recovered, she promised, glad they had Justin so that she didn't have to leave him alone. 

Even then, it had taken some coaxing to actually leave, the horrors of the last time she'd left him still vivid in her mind. 

Lynn had told her many times it hadn't been her fault; it had been nothing to do with her leaving for a few minutes. They'd all thought that something would happen and it had: they could have all been there 24/7 and Aiden would still have had the same problems. 

The episode still haunted Justin: Aiden had told him to look after Nicole and minutes later, his heart had stopped. The professionals fitted him with a pacemaker, so this horrific scenario would never again play out for the foursome.

“Nic?” Lynn took one hand off the steering wheel to touch her arm.

Nicole jumped back to the present, and Lynn apologised for startling her. Her gaze was on the two rose bouquets – one white, one red.

“It's so typical of him, isn't it?” She looked at Lynn with tears in her eyes. “He buys me yellow roses because he said I brought light into his life.”

Lynn smiled at her. “He always bought Lee white roses, because it was the first romantic gesture he did. Red roses weren't unusual enough for her.”

“And his father was a traditionalist.” Nicole added, seeing Lynn nod. “I assumed the first time it was the other way around.”  

“So did I.” Lynn confessed, taking a deep breath. “He never let me come with him. We always had to wait for him to leave.”

Nicole looked at her, a little confused and more than a bit shocked; Lynn shrugged. 

“You know what he's like.” She said by way of explanation.

Nicole half laughed. “I sure do.”

“He's fine, Nic.” Lynn spoke into the silence minutes later.

“I know, I wouldn't have left him otherwise.” Nicole shot back. She sighed. “I'm sorry, I...”

“It's okay.” Lynn cut off her apology, pulling into the car park and shutting off the engine. She hesitated.

Nicole leant across to put her hand on Lynn's knee. “What?” She said softly.

“I've never been here without Jay.” Lynn smiled sadly at her. “I couldn’t bring myself to do it alone.”

“You're not alone.” Nicole took her hand and squeezed it. “I'm with you.” She gave it a minute. “We don't have to stay long.”

Lynn nodded, springing into action, soon walking by her side up the path to the familiar plot. 

Nicole unwrapped the cellophane from the roses when they arrived at the right place, handing them to Lynn to rest beside the respective names.

“We're looking after him, as I'm sure you both know.” She began. “When we get him stronger, we'll come back. We'll let him return to you, some day, but not yet. We're not ready yet.”

“Oh God, Nic!” Lynn choked on her emotion, seeing tears roll down Nicole's cheeks. 

She held her tightly as they both cried. After a few minutes, she pulled herself together enough to join Nicole's speech. 

“You would love Nicky, Lee. She more than has the measure of him, and we know that's what he needs. I wouldn't let just anyone love him, she's very special, like you.”

Nicole squeezed Lynn, lost for words. 

“We'll go when you're ready.” Lynn whispered, giving her a return squeeze, feeling her nod.

Justin was watching for their return, opening the door before they were even out of the car.

“What's wrong?” Lynn greeted him, seeing her fright mirrored in Nicole's expression.

“Nothing, don't worry, he's asleep.” He hugged both of them together, almost setting them off again. “I was worried about you two.”

Lynn nodded, squeezing him as they all broke apart. “It was horrid, Jay - and she made me cry.” She playfully pushed Nicole's shoulder.

Nicole laughed. “You made me cry!” She held her hands out. “I'm still shaking.”

Lynn laughed, also holding her hands out – she too was still shaking.

“I've got just the thing to steady your nerves.” Justin promised, escorting them both inside.

Lynn pulled a face. “Not whiskey, I can't stand it.”

Nicole laughed.

“No, something different.”

“What is it?” Lynn was curious.

“Is it strong? That's all that matters.” Nicole teased, watching him pour golden liquid into two glasses. She could smell the sweetness before he passed it over, taking a sip before having a mouthful. 

Lynn was watching her, her glass as yet untouched. “Well?”

“It's rather nice.” She read the label from the bottle in front of them: Disaronno. It sounded Italian. “Smooth and sweet, but not too much so.”

Lynn took a tentative sip, agreeing with her.

“I'm going to check on him.” Nicole indicated behind them to the room that had become hers.

“Do you want us to come with you?” Lynn put her glass down.

Nicole shook her head. “It's okay, I'm sure he's fine. I'll shout if I need you.”

Both Justin and Lynn nodded: Justin slipping his arm around Lynn's shoulders as Lynn closed her eyes. 

Heart in her mouth, Nicole gently pushed the door open, peering into the darkened room. On cue, Aiden moaned for her.

Quickly, she went to his side. “It's okay, Ady. I'm here.” Taking his nearest hand in hers, she leant over to kiss his head. “How do you feel?”

He squeezed her hand back, and she knew then he was okay. “Better now you're here.”

She kissed him again. “I told you we wouldn't be long.”

“Lie down with me, please, Nic.”

“Okay, honey. If you're sure you're alright, and you don't need anything.”

He nodded, letting go of her hand. Closing his eyes, he could track her moving around the room by sound; smiling when she rested her head on his shoulder moments later.

“Are you okay?”

“Me?” Surprise rang in her voice. “Yes, why?”

“It was always going to be emotional, Nicky.”

Nicole let her breath out slowly. Even without being there, he knew. She settled for a nod, resting her hand lightly on his chest.

“Has your chest been okay?”

“Yes. Just as well, it would've finished poor Jay's nerves off if something had happened.”

She laughed softly. “You've aged us considerably in the last year.”

He nodded. “I know. I'm sorry.” 

“You haven't done any of it on purpose.” She kissed him again, beginning to rub his chest, knowing it was as soothing for him as it was for her. “You keep bouncing back; you're like a cat with nine lives.” She laughed at the realisation. 

“Nine lives?”

Nicole nodded. “The first one would be the time I poisoned you.”

“You didn't know.”

“You did tell me, but I ignored what you said.”

“You won't do that again.” Aiden teased, glad she laughed again. “What's the second one?”

Nicole thought for a moment. “When you and Jay were in that accident.”

He nodded while she shuddered.

“Then three heart attacks.”

“Two were minor.”

“That doesn't matter, Aiden.” Her grip around him tightened. “You're using up those lives fast.” She spoke sadly.

“Rubbish. I'm on my sixth life, I'm only two thirds of the way through.” He kissed her then. “And Dr McLaughlin's treatment worked.”

“Yes, but at what cost?” She felt him shrug. “Lynn is never going to let us leave.”

He laughed. “Yes we are. I love our coastal home, I'm not staying here for the rest of my life.” 

Nicole remained silent, relieved beyond words that he wasn't only thinking of the future, but thinking positively.

Lynn stuck her head round the door, and seeing he was awake, came into the room. “Are you two okay?”

They both nodded. 

“Nothing we can do?”

“No, thanks, Lynn.” Aiden answered.

“Were you alright while we were out?”

He nodded. “You weren't gone long.” He smiled when she leant over him, kissing his head.

“I'll leave you in peace.” She looked over at Nicole, gauging from her expression that it was safe to leave. “All you have to do is shout and we'll be here.”

“We know. Thanks, Lynn.” Nicole replied. When her attention returned to Aiden, she saw from his heavy eyes he was ready to sleep again, thinking she would join him.

Checking ten minutes later, Lynn saw they were both asleep.
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Nicole knew from how Aiden replied how he truly felt: she'd seen it many times with Lynn, and Justin, and herself, and now with his son, Harry. 

It was natural that he'd feign feeling better than he actually did – his short noncommittal answers gave it away. Harry too saw straight through him, she saw it in his expression as he looked at her.

“Some days he is fine.” She began, when they were effectively alone: Aiden was asleep. 

“When will you return to Eastbourne?” 

The question gave her trouble, he saw. Nicole sighed, and shrugged. “I don't know.” She hesitated. “He's adamant we will return.”

“But you aren't?”

“I much prefer the quiet, and the fresher air is better for him.”

“But?” Harry prompted.

“But he's better off here.” She spoke quietly. “There is always another option.”

“Your place in Fulham?”

Nicole looked at him quizzically. “How did you remember about that?”

He smiled at her, and shrugged.

“Not quite, no.” In all honesty, she had forgotten about it. “My apartment in Stratford.”

“I thought you sold the apartment?”

“Your Dad sold his apartment, but I kept mine.”

“Ah.” Harry nodded. “That makes sense.”

“I hadn't thought about it, until recently. We talked about selling both, and Aiden left me to decide. I put it out of my mind when we moved to the coast.” 

“I don't want to go back to Stratford.” Aiden spoke suddenly, startling them both.

Nicole found her voice first. “I know you don't, honey. But it could be a good step towards your recovery. Then once we have the all-clear, we can move back.”

“It's a good idea.” Harry nodded. “It would give you some independence.”

Aiden kept his eyes shut, knowing it made sense but he was fed up with kowtowing to other people.

“I should go.” Harry got to his feet. “You probably can't rest with me here.”  

“You don't have to go, do you?”

“Ava isn't expecting me for a while yet.” Harry smiled at Nicole, judging – as she had – that his father felt better. 

“How did the scan go?” Nicole changed the subject, something she was becoming quite adept at doing.

“Brilliant.” Harry beamed. “We're having a boy.”

“That's wonderful, Harry!” Nicole embraced him. “How is Ava doing?”

“She's tired at times, but it should be easier with Bobbie at nursery for most days now.”

“Look after her properly.” Aiden warned him. 

“Of course I am.” Harry rolled his eyes. “She's a far better patient than you are.”

Nicole laughed, and Aiden shot her a look. 

“Nic,”

“Yes Ady,” Nicole rolled back over onto her side, having been convinced by his steady breathing that he was asleep once more. 

She glanced at the clock, seeing it was the small hours of the morning. He'd woken up in distress some forty or so minutes ago, but soon recovered after she coaxed him into taking his medication.

“You're right.”

“About what, honey?” She stroked his pale face. “Are you sure you're okay?”

He nodded. “Stratford.”

“I'm right about Stratford?” Her eyes widened. “I must've given you too much medication, you'd never normally agree with me.” She teased, kissing his head. She was pleased when he smiled.

“It makes sense.”

“I thought so too.” Nicole paused, reading what he wasn't telling her. “Is your chest still sore? I've got your painkillers if you need them.”

“It's okay.” He shook his head.

“Let me know if you change your mind.” She rested her head on his shoulder once more. “Bloody hell, Aiden. I never thought you'd agree.”

He smiled again, unable to commit to an argument.

“It's not perfect, I know.” She kissed his cheek. “But it might stop Lynn driving us mad.” She laughed with him, wincing as he did, apologising for causing him more pain. “My poor, poor, poor Aiden.” She kissed him with each 'poor'.

“Nic?” Lynn stuck her head round the door, as if on cue. She properly entered the room when she saw the pain in Aiden's expression. “Aides, is it really bad?”

He shook his head.

“It's fine, Lynn. He's better than he was.” Nicole spoke for him. “He doesn't need painkillers, so it can't be that bad.”

“Of course he does, look at him.” Lynn’s reply made Aiden flinch. 

It was exactly what Nicole was referring to: Lynn couldn't help interfering, and most of the time it was beneficial. 

He sighed, and that hurt.

“I'm doing it again, aren't I?” Lynn took a few steps back. 

“You can't help it.” Nicole told her. 

“I'm sorry.” She shook her head. “I heard you two... If you're sure everything is okay, I'll go.” She hesitated, looking at Aiden.

“Maybe I will,” 

“It won't do any harm if you're not sure.” Lynn moved nearer once more, seeing Nicole was nodding in agreement. “Do you need a hand?”

He shook his head, gritting his teeth as he pulled himself to sit up, both surprised and annoyed by how much pain it caused. He definitely needed the pills now, he almost smiled at the irony.

“Oh honey, that hurt, didn't it?” Nicole had got up and into her chair, now on his other side beside Lynn. “My poor Aiden.”

“Aides, are you okay?” Justin was now in the room with them.

Aiden wanted to sigh. With his free hand, he took the glass from Lynn, seeing she was waiting patiently with his pills. It was rather like being a goldfish in a bowl, with three pairs of eyes focused on him. He vowed with himself not to choke on the tablets, not now.

“It's more of a precaution than anything else.” Lynn explained, as Justin sat on the edge of the bed beside them, and Aiden took the tablets from her.

“Thanks.” Aiden gave her back the glass, leaning back against the pillows, taking Nicole's hand as he closed his eyes again. “I'm okay.”

“You will be, honey. We're here to make sure of it.” Nicole squeezed his hand.

“We'll go once you've settled.” Lynn said.

Inwardly Aiden winced, just wanting peace.

“I'll lie down with you again in a minute.” Nicole promised.

He nodded, thankful also that she could read his mind. He gave her hand a gentle squeeze back.
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Naturally, Lynn and Justin stayed overnight at Stratford on the day that they moved. 

Nicole knew this would be one of the conditions Lynn would stipulate, so she was prepared for it. Aiden, however, seemed to only relax once his brother and sister-in-law had left the next day, his thoughts focused on returning to Eastbourne. 

It was something Nicole too wanted, but it was such a big step, and what Lynn had said was true: it was better for them to be in London when something happened. The capital had the best medical facilities and the best personnel, after all. 

The best mindset for him to be in was one that focused on regaining a sense of normality. They were caught between a rock and a hard place, seemingly unable to win.

Nicole’s gaze fell on him, sitting on the sofa not far from where she was on her laptop at the table. Another six emails downloaded from Ken's office, each with a tone she didn't like: they wanted to reschedule his book signings and they wanted his second book, both by the end of the month. 

She decided on calling Ken to speak with him directly: the deal was off if this was the stance they were going to take. She knew Ken would never let her take Aiden's book to another publisher.

“I'm going to lie down.” His quiet voice broke her thoughts no less than ten minutes later.

“Are you feeling okay?” She minimised the screen so he didn't see the flood of demanding emails as he hovered by her side.

“I think so.” He shrugged.

“I'll come with you.”

He shook his head. “It's okay, you don't have to.”

“Okay, I'll check on you in a few minutes.”

He nodded, walking away and out of her sight. 

She should take it as a good sign that he was giving in to what his body was telling him. But she didn't like it, not one bit. Sighing as she realised she couldn't concentrate now, she shut down her laptop, but not before deleting those emails.   

Looking around, she acknowledged it was good to be back in her old apartment; but she had moved on, and it did feel rather strange being back. It was almost as if it put Aiden out of sorts being back here, but perhaps that was just her imagination...

The doorbell disturbed her from her thoughts. She was surprised to find it was Ken, and his presence distracted her from her intention to check on Aiden. Twenty minutes later, he had agreed to a twelve month extension to their original agreement, and informed her that the emails would stop. 

Leaving their guest with a coffee in his hand, she went to check up on Aiden, expecting to find him asleep by now. 

He had both the inhaler and the GTN spray in his hand. That, coupled with his face drained of colour, frightened her. He was leaning back against the pillows with his eyes closed when she entered the room.

Nicole tried to recall what Lynn had told her: one dose should be enough, and it should work within two minutes. It was virtually the same rule for the inhaler time wise, and he could have up to ten dosages before they had to call in help. But she had no idea how long it had been since he'd taken it, assuming he had managed to take a dose. 

She bit her lip, approaching the bed, repeating his name. He responded to her by way of a groan. 

“Is your chest bad?” One nod. “Did you take your spray?” Another nod. “How long ago, Aiden?” He hesitated, she saw. “It should've worked by now, shouldn't it?” Another nod. She touched his hand with the inhaler. “You took this one as well?” He nodded again. “But it hasn't made any difference?” He shook his head. “You don't feel any better?” He shook his head again.

She vowed never again to mock Lynn's twenty questions method, having found it the best way of getting answers in the quickest time. 

“Take another dose of your spray. You can have a double dose after five minutes, and it must be longer than that by now.”

He didn't move, so she performed the action for him. Debating what to do next, she cursed the fact that she didn't have her phone in her pocket as usual, realising she'd left it on the table. She'd have to go for it, although she didn't want to leave him...

“How is he?” Ken asked the second she appeared.

For a moment, she was thrown: she'd forgotten about Ken. Shaking her head, she picked up her phone, her shaking hands dialling the number but managing to keep a hold of it, just.

“Can I do anything?” He followed her through the apartment upon hearing her ask for the emergency services. 

She shook her head at him, continuing to answer the questions that came at her from the other end of the phone.

“Stay with him, I'll look out for them.” He squeezed her shoulder, waiting until she nodded before he left her alone.

Justin and Lynn descended on her, hugging her.

“What happened?” Lynn asked her gently, seeing the state she was in.

There was no way they would let her ever be alone with him again, Nicole shuddered. They'd left only a matter of hours before... Why hadn't she trusted her instinct to follow him? Why hadn't she checked up on him sooner? 

“It's okay, Nic. It's not your fault.” Lynn must have been reading her mind.

Nicole shook her head. “I should've been with him.”

As they’d both stepped back, she was able to see them both frown.

“You weren't?” Justin's expression crinkled with incomprehension.

Taking a deep breath, she explained what had happened, as she knew it.

“You can't be with him all the time.” Lynn scolded her, hugging her again. “It wasn't your fault. It sounds like it was going to happen anyway.” She followed Justin's gaze to Aiden, sound asleep and wired up to those machines. Her eyes travelled across the readings – they were thankfully normal. 

“Every time I leave him something happens.” Nicole shook her head sadly. “I can't do this anymore!” She began to sob against Lynn, with Justin's arms around them again.

“Yes you can, Nicky. You do a brilliant job looking after him.” Lynn told her, squeezing her.

“I know it's almost impossible to keep it all together, but you do so well.” Justin added. “My nerves would be shot if it wasn't for you two.”

Lynn looked at him, knowing the truth in his words. She’d anticipated something like this; after all, Aiden had come through a major operation only five weeks ago. Providing nothing else happened, he'd be discharged with a change in medication in a few days. 

If Nicole was still feeling vulnerable about it all, it was best to have them at Kensington. It wasn't a decision that would sit lightly with Aiden though, and that in itself would cause him more unnecessary stress. She sighed.
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Months later, and eight weeks after their return to Eastbourne, Aiden returned to his writing. 

Getting his momentum back was slow going, but Nicole kept up her encouragement, having brokered a deal with Ken that Aiden wouldn't return to signings until he'd finished his second book.

Once she was convinced he was in full flow, and didn't need much assistance, her attention could return to her own work. Many many months ago, she'd drafted the plot for her next novel, sketching a few scenes in her head but getting no further. Now, she could devote some time to plotting how it would come together; but at the same time, be able to  support him if it was required.

On the times that he wanted Justin's help, Nicole let him into her study so that the usual distractions didn't interfere with the process: it would be difficult enough to collaborate over the phone. The idea had been in the back of her mind for a while, but she wondered if Justin would ever agree to it. He had maintained on several occasions while writing notes to help Aiden that there was no way he could write a book. 

The trick was to get him hooked, as she had with Aiden, then pounce with her unturndownable idea: that she would ghost write the book for him.

'Loste in London' would be a good sequel to Aiden's work, and it was a challenge she'd fancied for a while now. Justin would like the title too, it would make him smile that his unusual surname played a part in the title.

Of course, writing another person's novel for them was vastly different to what she had done in the past. She was convinced she could rise to the challenge, however, and do him – and the book – justice. In all honesty, she'd expected to be helping write Aiden's book, but he had taken to writing like a duck to water. The more she watched him, the more she thought he had a natural flair for it...
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They fell back into their usual routine in a matter of days, and within the next seven weeks, her new novel had formed. Another week's worth of work on the manuscript would see her spell check the first edit, then it could be sent off for the publishing process to begin. She felt a tingle of satisfaction, sitting back and admiring the finished work.

Nicole had easily adapted to working out here, instead of being shut in her study. It wasn't so easy to check up on Aiden while he was in there though: whenever she did, he didn't always hear her so she could sometimes slip away without disturbing him. 

She knew he was tackling the most painful scene: England's trip to Brazil. They'd already made a plan that skirted the worst of it, jumping from that emotional plane journey home to his introduction at the London Giants. Nobody could blame him for procrastinating over this part of the book. It had taken three weeks to write three pages so far, and that had partly been the reason behind her wanting to get her book written: she knew he couldn't do it without her support. 

Going through to yet again check over his shoulder, she saw the text on the screen had altered – from here, she quickly skimmed over it, finding the scene virtually complete. Something else she saw from the screen was that the text had auto-saved eleven minutes ago. 

Nothing had been written since. 

Coming level with him, he still hadn't moved. She put her hand on his thigh, making him jump from his thoughts. “Ady, are you okay?”

He nodded, taking her hand in his. “It's... it's so final, isn't it?” 

Watching the tears fill his eyes, she was unable to form the sort of reply he was looking for. Wasn't it final the day they buried her beside his father? The second she left him forever, wasn't that final? She swallowed her thoughts, wordlessly hugging him.

That afternoon on their usual walk, she watched him intently; convinced he’d suffer one of those horrid angina attacks. Hours later, when he suggested an early night, she didn't quibble, wondering if it was his way of asking for her.

By the time she had double locked the door and turned her phone to silent as it was plugged in to charge, he was already in bed, the duvet turned back, ready for her. It took her a lot longer than a few short minutes to be ready; he was almost asleep when
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