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        Can two scarred souls make each other whole?

      

      

      All I’ve ever wanted is someone to love me for me; without caring about my past or my scars or my personality disorder. But since I’m scarred both inside and out, used and abused by the person who was supposed to protect me, who can ever look past my exterior to see what’s underneath?
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      Josh

      ‘Who’re you texting?’ Chad dropped down on the bench next to me, licking the sides of his ice cream so it didn’t melt and run down over his fingers.

      ‘Damian.’ I clicked send and shut the screen off. ‘He’s off soon, I think. He said he wouldn’t be longer than three, tops.’

      ‘Missing him already?’ He grinned. ‘Think about it like this; today’s his last day at school, and now you’ve got the entire summer to get tired of him.’

      I snorted. ‘I won’t get tired of him. He might get tired of me though.’

      ‘That’s pretty pessimistic of you. He’s kept up with you for two years soon, after all.’

      ‘Gee, thanks.’

      ‘Hey, if my men can keep up with me and my never-ending rapid-cycling, I’m sure you’re a walk in the park.’ He said this off-handedly, like it was no business of his they never managed to get his bipolar disorder under control. I knew he struggled with it though, but I wasn’t going to go down that particular rabbit hole today. Not out in public. ‘Speaking of a walk, want to move on?’

      ‘Where to?’ We didn’t have any particular plans. We’d just decided to meet up and kill some time until our respective boyfriends were off from work and school. In his case, two boyfriends.

      ‘I need to buy a dildo.’

      If I’d been drinking, I’d be spitting it out like you always saw people do in comedies.

      ‘Why—what for?’ He had two men in his bed. Whatever would he need a dildo for?

      He shrugged.

      ‘I have a higher sex drive than them. Especially when I’m manic. Better to go to town with a dildo than go out and find someone random and willing, yeah?’

      I blinked.

      ‘Have you done that?’

      ‘Gone on the pull when I’m manic and hypersexual? Sure. Before I got diagnosed though. I haven’t cheated on Dion and Jer, if that’s what you’re thinking.’

      That was what I’d been thinking.

      ‘I’ve come close though.’

      I turned to look at him. He’d finished his ice-cream now.

      ‘Really?’

      He nodded.

      ‘It wasn’t pretty. Thankfully I was too fucked to actually go through with it.’

      ‘Drunk or drugs?’

      He chuckled bitterly.

      ‘Neither. I was hallucinating. He thought I was tripping though, so he vanished. All was well. Sort of.’ He jumped to his feet. ‘Anyway. Wanna come with?’

      I’d never been to a sex shop before—and I had to admit I was curious.

      ‘Okay. Lets go.’

      Damian

      Wherever I turned lately, there it was; sex. Sex, sex, sex. It was like the entire universe was against me—or plotting against me, anyway. Like it was trying to nudge me in the right direction.

      That was, the right direction for most other people, but a direction that had never been right for me.

      On the last day of my second year in school, my classmates were chatting around me as we all packed our stuff. We wouldn’t be back until the Autumn term started in September.

      ‘What’s your plans for the summer?’ the girl in front of me asked the one sitting next to her.

      ‘Ahh, I plan on spending a lot of time with my boyfriend,’ she said, stretching and grinning. ‘I’ve been neglecting him ever since we started cramming for exams. I think he feels lonely. He’s getting something tonight, that’s for sure.’

      Getting something…

      I stuffed my pencil case into my rucksack.

      ‘You’re so lucky to have a boyfriend,’ the other girl nearly whispered, leaning in closer. ‘You can get a shag whenever you want to. I have to go out on the pull if I want some action and it’s such a drag.’

      ‘Find yourself a boyfriend, then you’ll have a steady stream of sex too!’

      I slung my rucksack over my shoulder and left.

      Was it that easy for some people? Just find someone to be with so they could have sex every day? Or just go out on the pull and have sex with strangers?

      I grimaced, not even able to picture the latter scenario.

      Then again, many people I knew had started out as one-offs. My best friend had shagged his boyfriend before they got together. Before he even knew him. My aunt’s sister, who I’d grown up with, had new boyfriends and girlfriends all the time.

      What was so great about sex anyway?

      Bloody hell. Stop thinking about it.

      I turned my phone on to see if Josh had texted me. He had.

      
        
        Josh: I’m in Soho Square Gardens with Chad. Come along when you’re done!

        

        Josh: No, actually, we moved on. Take the tube to Leicester Square or Piccadilly Circus when you’re done and we’ll meet up.

        

        Josh: Piccadilly Circus is closer actually, if that works out for you!

        

      

      All right then. The tube station it was.

      It was nice that Josh was out and about, even if it was with Chad. In August, it would be two years since we’d met. He’d had a hard time ever since, but lately he’d seemed better than I’d ever seen him.

      He’d stopped cutting—for the time being, I didn’t delude myself into thinking he’d stopped completely—and he spent a lot of time outside the flat with his various friends.

      Friendships I had no idea how he’d managed to make and that he’d somehow dragged me into as well.

      I checked the map, went to the appropriate platform, and waited for my line to arrive. People crowded around me and I tried my best to shrink back against the wall, invisible. I wasn’t much of a people person, after all.

      The tube arrived and I piled on, standing close to the door since all seats were already taken.

      A whole summer ahead, no school, some work.

      I’d definitely spend most of my free time with Josh. I was always so busy during the school-year, while he spent most days at home. Lately he’d been writing a lot—he’d started an online blog and he’d got in the habit of writing semi-biographical short stories—and hanging out with friends, but he was my boyfriend. I’d give him the attention he deserved this summer.

      Josh

      Chad was like a kid in a candy-shop, and honestly… had I been having regular sex, I would be too. There was just so much stuff.

      Lube and condoms in all kinds of flavours, cock rings and handcuffs and erotic games and films. Dildos and vibrators in all shapes and colours and sizes. There were BDSM gear—not that I had any interest in that, I’d had enough pain to last me a life-time. But it was still fascinating, in an odd sort of way.

      There were things for… pony-play and puppy-play and all kinds of play.

      ‘You need one of these.’

      I turned at Chad’s voice to find him standing in front of a wall of dildos.

      ‘I do?’

      ‘Yeah, unless you’ve magically started having sex with your guy since last we spoke of it.’ He made a sweeping motion at the wall. ‘Come on, there’s quite a pick here. Whatever you like. Big dicks, small dicks, limp dicks.’ He touched one of the latter ones. ‘Hah, squishy that one.’

      I slowly stepped up to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with him. The wall of different dildos were strange and fascinating and yes, maybe I should get one for myself.

      I suddenly got all giddy by the simple thought.

      ‘Nothing too fancy though,’ I warned him.

      ‘How long since you’ve had sex?’ He looked at me funnily.

      ‘Before I met Damian. Before I was hospitalised that summer, I think.’ I couldn’t actually remember who I’d last slept with. It’d been some random guy, in a random toilet while I was drunk.

      He blew out a breath.

      ‘So basically two years then. Wow. That is—unreal.’

      ‘Yeah, well…’ Mostly I was okay with the whole no-sex thing, but I had bouts of longing too. After Chad, while manic, assaulted me last year, I’d agreed to Damian’s no-sex-ever policy. We hadn’t discussed it since, and that was over a year ago now.

      ‘It’s not the same as a real one, but it’ll do the deed.’ Chad took a flesh-coloured one down. ‘5 and a half inches, this, perfectly average. What size’s your man?’

      I gave him a wide-eyed stare.

      ‘I don’t know that.’

      He snorted.

      ‘What kind of weird relationship do the two of you have?’

      ‘Something that works for us.’ I took the dildo from him to study it. ‘This one doesn’t have balls. I want one with balls.’

      Chad all-out laughed.

      ‘Here then.’ He threw another one at me. ‘Balls and suction cup, if that’s your thing.’

      I didn’t really have a preference when it came to suction cups, but I reckoned it could be useful. When and where I’d use a dildo was beyond me—likely when Damian was at school—but it would be nice to at least have the chance.

      ‘I’m gonna get a bigger one.’ He took down a darker one, and like he’d said, bigger than the one I held.

      ‘Isn’t that a little… big?’ I asked dubiously.

      He waggled the thing at me playfully.

      ‘I’ve got two guys who occasionally likes to participate in some pretty awesome double-penetration. This’ll work wonders as foreplay.’

      An image popped into my head. An image I could’ve done very well without.

      ‘TMI, Chad. TMI,’ I murmured.

      He wasn’t repentant at all.

      ‘We need lube too if we’re using these two bad boys. Lots and lots of lube.’ He walked over the quite extensive selection. ‘I need more lube, anyway, so I’m going to stock up right now so I don’t have to buy any for some time.’

      ‘You guys use a lot of lube?’ I asked, then instantly regretted asking. I’d likely get another TMI answer—he liked to embarrass me, after all.

      ‘Oh yeah. Although I’m the only one getting fucked up the arse, we tend to go through a tube of lube quite quickly.’ He grabbed several tubes. ‘Do you need condoms?’

      ‘What would I need those for?’ I wasn’t having sex with anyone.

      ‘Well, you’re not going to share it, so maybe you don’t need them. Unless you want to preserve it. I don’t know.’ He bypassed the condoms all together, so he wasn’t about to take his own advice.

      ‘Damian’ll likely be here soon.’

      My phone pinged just as I said it—and it was Damian, all right. He’d just exited the tube and I quickly typed out directions. I carefully left out exactly which shop we were in, as I wasn’t sure how he’d feel about a sex shop.

      ‘Better hurry up before he gets here.’

      Chad rolled his eyes.

      ‘He can’t handle a sex shop? Does he have a phobia against sex or what?’

      I didn’t dignify that with an answer. I’d already told him Damian was asexual. He knew it perfectly well. It was just such a foreign concept for him who had a high sex drive on a regular day, and a hypersexual one on a manic day.

      ‘I just don’t want things to get awkward,’ I offered quietly. And it would get awkward if Damian had to come in here. This was probably his worst nightmare.

      ‘You’ve pandered to his needs for almost two years.’ He cast me a wry look as he headed for the till. ‘Shouldn’t he take yours into account a little? It’s selfish, isn’t it?’

      ‘No, it’s not.’ I didn’t think it was. I’d agreed to keep things sexless. I was happy. Just a little bit sexually frustrated at times—but then that was to be expected when I craved sex, whereas he didn’t. We weren’t compatible in that department, but we were great together otherwise.

      ‘Come on.’ I hurried over to the till. ‘Let’s buy our stuff and get out of here.’

      Damian

      I texted Josh as I walked out of Piccadilly Station. He answered immediately and I followed his directions until I found myself outside of… a sex shop. I stared up at the sign glumly.

      I’m not going in there.

      There was a doll in the window wearing some kind of black leather kink costume, and a few porn DVDs were lined up, along with some books. There were handcuffs too and… dildos and… other stuff I didn’t even know what was and wasn’t about to look at long enough to try and figure it out.

      The door jingled as it opened and Josh and Chad spilled out, laughing. Chad had a plastic bag, clearly from this same shop, while Josh… didn’t. Thankfully. He did have a shoulder-bag though, but that wasn’t unusual. He usually brought a notebook or two with him whenever he went out—not to mention his iPad.

      ‘Hey,’ I said, more sullenly than I wanted to.

      ‘Damian!’ Josh turned to me, still smiling, face bright and open. He looked good like that, younger and more carefree. Like he wasn’t still struggling with a debilitating mental illness and the aftereffects of a horrible childhood.

      ‘You want to buy something?’ Chad asked, pointing back at the door.

      ‘No,’ I answered quickly, because seriously. No. I wasn’t stepping foot in that bloody shop.

      ‘Chad’s been stocking up,’ Josh chuckled. It was almost a snigger.

      Stocking up?

      On what?

      Considering the shop they’d just come out of he could’ve stocked up on a lot of things.

      I decided not to ask.

      ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘To Harriet’s?’ Josh glanced between Chad and me. ‘I’m starving.’

      That sounded good to me. I hadn’t eaten since breakfast.

      ‘Yeah, sure.’ Chad stretched one arm up. He wore a T-shirt, arms on display. He had a tattoo of a triangle on one forearm—symbolism for the threesome relationship he was in, according to Josh. He had some writing too, but I’d never bothered to get close enough to Chad to read it.

      Chad was… well, he wasn’t my type of person. He was too out-there, too open for my liking. How Josh could be comfortable around him, considering how the first time he met him Chad sexually assaulted him in the midst of mania, I had no idea.

      I knew, rationally, it wasn’t Chad’s fault he was bipolar and he couldn’t be held responsible for his actions when the mania manifested, but… He’d sexually assaulted Josh and threatened Leslie with a knife and that was just… hard to stomach.

      What if that happened again? I knew he was unstable, that even medication didn’t keep his bipolar in check. It was rapid cycling, switching back and forth constantly. He’d been hospitalised more times in the last year than Josh had been since he was fifteen.

      ‘You had a good day?’ I asked Josh. He’d been asleep when I left for school this morning, so I hadn’t been able to gauge his mood before we parted ways.

      ‘Yeah.’ He smiled, eyes crinkling, lips tilted upwards. He seemed so… carefree. It wasn’t often he looked like this.

      I smiled myself.

      ‘That’s good.’

      Chad looked at me from Josh’s other side.

      I turned my head back to face forwards.

      Why’s he looking at me like that?

      It’s not like we’re friends.

      I tolerated him for Josh, who’d grown close to him despite their disastrous first meeting.

      I, on the other hand, couldn’t forget the look on Josh’s face that day last year… and the way he held the knife towards Leslie. The way he fought when I tried to take it from him. The way he screamed when the ambulance crew strapped him on a stretcher to take him away.

      Not to mention the other episode, when he’d kicked me in the balls. That had not been a fun experience.

      We didn’t speak as we walked towards Harriet’s. I still worked there, though not often during the school year anymore, since med school was tough. But every time school was out I picked up shifts.

      The small café was reasonably busy, and we found a table next to one of the windows. Chad put his bag on the empty chair next to him, while Josh hung his shoulder-bag over the back of his chair. I put my rucksack under the table, resting it against the leg. Then we headed off to the counter to order.

      ‘I have to go to the loo,’ Josh said once that was done, and he walked off with a smile.

      I returned to the table with Chad in awkward silence. What did we have to talk about after all? We never hung out, just the two us.

      Basically, my only friend not made through Josh, was Silver. He was the only one I spent time with on my own—and even that wasn’t often anymore as we were both busy and had our own boyfriends. We still lived together though, so we saw each other every day.

      ‘Is it true?’

      I started.

      ‘What?’

      Chad’s elbows braced on the table, palms supporting his chin.

      ‘That you two don’t have sex?’ His gaze was intense as he stared at me.

      I turned resolutely away, gazing out the window. I could see my own reflection though, the slight flush creeping up my neck.

      Why’s he bringing this up?

      Why’s Josh even told him that?

      Wasn’t that a private matter between the two of us?

      ‘I’ll take that as a yes then.’ He kept bloody staring at me, I could tell from his reflection. ‘But why though? Asexual… I mean, sure, maybe that’s a thing, but how can you diss something you haven’t even tried?’

      ‘How do you know I haven’t tried?’ I murmured, taking the bait and then berating myself for it. If I just ignored him, he was more likely to make it drop. Now I’d partaken in this damn conversation, it only spurred him on.

      ‘Please,’ he huffed.

      I scowled.

      What was that supposed to mean? Could he see it on us that we didn’t have sex?

      Surely not.

      That wasn’t possible.

      ‘Josh tells me stuff, you know,’ he said then. ‘He doesn’t feel like he can talk to you about these kinds of things, because you’re so set against sex.’

      Talk about what?

      What was Josh saying to him? Wasn’t he happy with the way things were? And why was everything about sex?

      Today especially seemed to be all about it. First those girls, then Josh and Chad shopping at a sex shop, and now this…

      ‘Whereas I… I’ve got two guys on my hands. Maybe I’ll lend one out to Josh.’

      My head shot around so quickly I nearly got whiplash.

      ‘Relax. I was kidding.’ He held his hands up. ‘All I’m saying is, a guy’s got needs. A relationship’s all about compromise, isn’t it?’

      ‘Last time we talked about it, he said he didn’t want to,’ I murmured, but silently wondered why the hell I kept this conversation going.

      ‘That was last year. Ages ago.’ He rolled his eyes and sat back on his chair. ‘What if you’d been straight and your girlfriend wanted to have a kid? Either you’d have to let her sleep with someone else, or you’d have to step up to the task.’

      ‘This isn’t the same,’ I argued, getting more annoyed by the second.

      He shrugged.

      ‘You can’t have kids maybe, but Josh needs more than you do, doesn’t he? Eventually it’s going to get too much, you know, and he’ll find it someplace else. People cheat all the time, for a variety of reasons.’

      I didn’t like this conversation at all.

      ‘Have you ever had reason to?’

      ‘With two guys?’ He chuckled. ‘Not really. But truth be told, I’ve come close. When I’m manic and hypersexual nothing else matters and if they’re not within reach, then I take what I can get. Nothing else matters but getting off. But that’s my illness. Josh isn’t like me. I’m just saying that… Sexual intimacy, we need that. We’re made that way. And when you’ve got a partner who wants more sex than the other, or a partner who wants none at all, you just got to compromise a little, you know?’

      ‘Compromise? On what?’ Josh plopped down on the seat next to mine, looking between us curiously.

      Chad gave me a look.

      I ignored it.

      He rolled his eyes, as evidenced by his reflection in the window.

      ‘I compromise with my guys,’ he said casually. ‘I tend to want a shag a lot more often than they do. Then again, it’s two of them, so if one’s not in the mood, the other tends to be, you know? With how often I end up in hospital, we have to take the time when we can.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Josh murmured, his cheery demeanour from earlier falling a little.

      Was it the subject of sex? Or was it the mention of hospital? Could be either—or it could be both. It was hard to say.

      I was grateful when our food arrived, because that put a stop to the conversation entirely.

      When they picked it up again, they’d moved on to other subjects.

      Finally, no more talk of sex.

      But I couldn’t stop glancing at Josh through our meal. Was what Chad had said true? Did Josh crave it? It was over a year ago now he’d last brought the subject up—before he was sexually harassed by Chad in a manic state. After, he’d sworn to be me could do without, that maybe he wasn’t ready yet anyway.

      Was he just scared of bringing it up again? I hadn’t reacted positively back then when he’d tried to initiate sex.

      Compromise… Compromise on what? Fucking Chad and putting ideas in my head. I’d been perfectly happy up till now.

      Then again… maybe Josh hadn’t been. And I wanted Josh to be happy more than anything.
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      Damian

      Josh had bought something in that sex shop. And not just something small and insignificant, like the tube of lube he’d also bought. No, he’d bought a dildo. A flesh-coloured one that looked eerily life-like, with balls and a suction cup at the end and all.

      I dropped the offending thing back into his bag, then hurriedly pulled out the charger he’d asked for.

      He must’ve forgotten it was even in there, or I didn’t think he’d ever ask me to get it. Then again, he was half-asleep as he asked me to put his beeping phone on to charge, so his brain wasn’t fully on at the moment.

      I plugged the charger in, grabbed his phone just as it beeped again, and finally got it charging.

      ‘Thanks,’ Josh murmured, lying on the bed with his back to me. He was still in his clothes, but he’d collapsed on the bed earlier and was now dozing.

      I stared at him. At the way his jumper stretched over his thin shoulders, his shaggy hair that was in need of a haircut, the way his arm curled against his cheek, and the way his face looked all peaceful.

      ‘Hey, Josh?’ I sat on the edge of the bed—now with my back to his.

      ‘Hmm?’

      I can’t ask it.

      It was too embarrassing.

      ‘No, nothing.’

      Shit.

      A year and a half… That’s how long we’d been together. In that time we’d hardly ever seen each other naked. I’d seen him naked more often than he had me.

      He turned over, palm pressing against the small of my back.

      ‘You’ve been weird today.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ I hadn’t done anything outside normal. I’d had a late lunch with him and Chad—a bit outside normal, maybe, as I didn’t like to be around Chad much—but other than that…

      ‘You’re quiet. Thoughtful.’

      ‘Aren’t I always?’ I wasn’t the most talkative of guys. That was completely normal.

      ‘Not quite like this.’ He caressed my back. ‘Did Chad say something to you? At Harriet’s?’

      I swallowed.

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘What did he say?’

      I braced my elbows on my knees and steepled my fingers.

      ‘It was about… sex.’

      His hand fell to the bed.

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘Why’re you apologising?’ I frowned at the opposite wall.

      ‘I shouldn’t have talked to him.’

      ‘So it’s true?’ I should turn around and face him, but it was easier to talk about this when I sat with my back to him. ‘You’re not happy after all? Last year you said you were okay with things as they were… but you’re really not, right? You just said that for me… didn’t you?’

      ‘No, I meant it,’ he said. ‘At the time. I did.’

      It was a year ago though.

      A lot could change in a year.

      A lot had changed in a year.

      I was in a relationship, for crying out loud.

      I had friends. Sort of.

      ‘I’m thinking maybe…’ What the hell am I thinking? ‘Maybe we could try it. You know, sex?’

      Now what are you saying?

      But Chad had said a relationship was all about compromise—and if he could compromise with his partners, I should be able to with mine as well, right? I couldn’t expect him to be celibate for the rest of his life just because I didn’t want to have sex. I should give him something too, and… sex couldn’t be so bad? Most people wouldn’t like it so much if it was.

      The mattress moved with Josh as he sat up. He leant against my back, forehead resting against my shoulder blade.

      ‘But you don’t want to.’

      Chad had been right though, hadn’t he?

      I couldn’t diss something I hadn’t ever tried before.

      ‘I’ve got to try it sometime, right?’ And nothing was better than the guy I’d been in a relationship with for a year and a half. If I could trust anyone with this, it was him.

      ‘But you still don’t want to do it,’ he said, arms snaking around my chest, fingers tangling in front.

      ‘But maybe I do!’

      Or… shit.

      What was it like?

      Silver and Kian always enjoyed it.

      I knew this because we frequently heard them. I’d walked in on them.

      Chad had sex with not just one guy, but two.

      Spencer and Leslie did it—presumably, I’d never caught them at it thankfully.

      My aunt and uncle had it—their children were proof of that.

      Chloe slept around.

      They wouldn’t keep on doing it, all of them, if it wasn’t good, right?

      ‘Maybe I’m curious.’

      And Josh had bought that damn dildo. There was only one thing he’d use that for… and that irritated me. I didn’t want him to do that with anyone else, not even a damn dildo.

      ‘I just don’t want you to—with that—’ I pointed at his bag, lying discarded on our desk.

      A beat of silence.

      ‘Are you jealous? Of… that?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ Fuck it all. Maybe I was.

      He buried his face in-between my shoulder blades, nose rubbing against my skin.

      ‘You are, aren’t you? What got you thinking about this anyway?’

      I shrugged.

      ‘First some girls at school was talking about their plans for the summer.  It involved sex. Then you came out of a sex shop, and then Chad said some things at Harriet’s, and just… I don’t know, Josh. Everyone’s doing it. I’m doing my best to be a normal person, you know, but I’m not, right? Everyone thinks it’s weird.’

      ‘But it’s not. Some people just don’t want to have sex,’ he murmured. ‘I get that. And I’m fine with it. But I told you back then that I’m not like that, you know? That I had to wank off once in a while. It’s just… sometimes I have to. It’s the way I’m wired.’

      ‘But… that’s… not your right hand.’

      I couldn’t even say the word aloud.

      Dildo.

      It was an ugly word. And embarrassing.

      Why I’d never so much as given thought to what he did with his right hand, but got in a snit about that fake dick was beyond me.

      Did it really matter?

      He chuckled.

      ‘No, it’s not. But it’s good.’

      I closed my eyes and pressed the palm of my hands against them.

      ‘Chad said I couldn’t say I didn’t like something without having tried it first.’

      ‘Mmm…’

      ‘You think he’s right. Right?’

      Silence.

      Then…

      ‘Well, yeah.’

      Dammit.

      ‘So I should try it.’

      ‘But why now? We’ve been together almost two years. Why do you suddenly feel the pressure to try sex now?’

      Well, truthfully, it had been there a while. It was just I was good at not thinking about it as long as nothing pushed it right in my face. And today was full of pushes.

      ‘We could… build up to it?’

      ‘Build up?’ he asked, clearly confused. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Like, get there in stages or something.’ Jumping straight to sex was way too daunting. I couldn’t do it. The simple thought made me sweat. ‘Like, we can… I don’t know.’ My mind was a blank. What did people do before sex? Before they got down and dirty and genitals were involved?

      ‘We could… kiss?’ Josh suggested lightly.

      Kissing was… wasn’t that something we usually did?

      Well, sometimes anyway. Light pecks of the cheek or lips, perhaps, it wasn’t like we snogged each other for long periods of time often.

      That was something Silver and Kian did.

      I knew from personal experience—I’d walked in on them doing that even more often than I’d walked in on them having sex.

      ‘Yeah, we could do that.’

      Kissing Josh wasn’t a hardship. I’d done that ever since I met him. Before we got together even—though that hadn’t been me. He’d just planted one on me the very evening we met.

      ‘Right now?’

      Why not?

      I turned and his grip around me slackened, allowing me to. His eyes were a bit wider than normal, attesting to his surprise.

      Maybe it’s good I can still surprise him? Even if it’s with this…

      Our lips met, locking together. It was chaste at first, but as we sank onto the bed, stretching out next to each other, it deepened. I was on my back, Josh was halfway on top of me, one arm bracing him on my chest.

      I liked kissing. With him, mind, I couldn’t even fantasise about kissing someone else. Josh’s lips were soft, his tongue hot and sure as it parted my lips. This was the one intimate act I’d allowed between us—the only one I was comfortable with.

      ‘Can I touch you?’ Josh asked then, breath only a whisper against my lips.

      Hmm?

      ‘Yeah.’

      He smiled before diving into another kiss. His hand, previously braced on my chest, now caressed my chest gently, running over my upper body. When he reached the hem of my jumper, he slipped his fingers under to encounter naked skin.

      I started and sucked my stomach in at the sudden contact. His hand was cold against my skin, but it quickly warmed as it stroked up my side. That wasn’t too bad. When he touched my scar, however, I sucked my stomach in again. I didn’t like my scar, it was big and ugly and went across my chest. A big, ugly reminder that I didn’t have any close family left. That I’d been the only one who survived.

      ‘Don’t think about it,’ he murmured. ‘That’s what I do with all my scars. I don’t mind it.’

      I knew he didn’t. I knew he was slightly fascinated by scars in general, even his own. Even if he hated them and was ashamed of them.

      But that didn’t make me feel better about my scar.

      It wasn’t like I minded his scars—but I minded mine and I wished my chest was normal, completely smooth and bare, without the ugly reminder of my mother’s psychotic break.

      A thumb brushed over my nipple.

      ‘Does that feel good?’

      ‘Not really.’ It felt… weird. Kind of… uncomfortable.

      He chuckled.

      ‘Not everyone gets off on nipple play.’

      Nipple play?

      That was a thing?

      He pushed my shirt up, baring my torso and that damn ugly scar. He glanced up when my shirt was bunched in the pit of my arms. ‘Can I try to make you feel good? Just upper body, I won’t go lower.’

      ‘Oh-okay.’ I had no idea what I was agreeing to.

      ‘I get off on nipple play,’ he said, bending down to press a kiss in the middle of my chest. ‘Just so you know. I’m really sensitive there.’

      I swallowed audibly.

      His lips moved sideways, attaching themselves to one nipple.

      And it… still felt weird.

      ‘I don’t think that’s going to do anything for me,’ I murmured. ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘Oh well.’ Josh put his chin on my chest and smiled up at me. ‘Not everyone’s alike. I’m sure I’ll find someplace that makes you feel good too though.’ His smile turned into a grin.

      ‘What?’ I asked, not quite sure I wanted to know the answer to that.

      ‘You have to feel good one place. One certain place. All guys do.’

      Oh.

      Right.

      Well, he’s not getting near there today, that’s for sure.

      But he was probably right. I got erections after all. Woke up with them from time to time, at least. So everything worked down there, it was just that I didn’t see the point in sex.

      But for Josh… if that made him happier, I’d do it. All I wanted was for him to be happy, after all. An unhappy Josh made for an unstable Josh, and an unstable Josh… that never ended well.

      Not that he was particularly stable on a good day, but at least nowadays he’d stopped cutting. I wanted to prolong that reprieve for as long as I possibly could.

      And yes, I was curious. What was it about sex that everyone liked so much? Even if I did it with him, that would still make me asexual. It wouldn’t take away my identity, such as it was.

      ‘We can make a list.’ Josh sat up, legs crossing, all energetic.

      ‘A list?’ I pulled my shirt back down to cover my torso.

      ‘Mmm.’ He nodded enthusiastically. ‘Like, today we kissed. I even got to second base. Tomorrow… we could kiss and cuddle? In our underwear, maybe? The day after, I get to explore your body below the waist. And the day after that, we could try wanking each other off? Or we could do that the day before and have this day as the day we finally do it.’

      ‘Uh…’ I stared up at him.

      He’s entirely too enthusiastic about this.

      ‘A list?’

      ‘Yeah.’ He nodded, beaming. ‘You said work up to it, right? So we put together a schedule.’

      ‘A schedule?’ Was he for real?

      He cocked his head to the side.

      ‘Something wrong with that? Schedules work for everything, even sex.’

      Somehow I didn’t think Silver and Kian ever put sex on their schedules. It just… happened. Wasn’t that what it was supposed to be like? A heated moment that wasn’t planned… but that would never happen with me.

      ‘Do you get frustrated?’ I asked, looking up at him.

      ‘Hmm?’

      ‘That we’re not compatible? Does that frustrate you?’ Considering his past, I had a hard time wrapping my head around him and sex.

      He’d been sexually abused by his stepdad for as long as he could remember.

      Wasn’t a relationship with someone who didn’t expect sex good? For once in his life he didn’t have to do that… but no. No matter what he’d experienced, he was still gay. He got turned on by guys. He liked it and he wanted to have it, but he’d abstained from it for so long because of me.

      It was time I gave something back to him.

      ‘Okay, write your list. Or schedule. Whatever.’

      ‘Yeah?’ He laughed, all carefree and happy like he’d done earlier with Chad.

      Now that made my heart squeeze in a good kind of way. Josh happy like this… yeah, I could definitely do it with him, give him what he wanted.

      ‘I never thought you’d want to have sex with me,’ he said then, a faint blush on his cheeks. ‘I know you love me, but… and I love you, but I’ve always wanted to show you just how much and all I can do that with is sex. It’s what I know. That you never wanted to… I made my peace with it. But now, hearing you say that we can try, it makes me really happy. And I’ll make it so good for you.’

      Did he have to be so earnest about it? Because I wasn’t sure this would be a good experience for me at all. Nipples did nothing for me… but I had no idea if anything else did or not.

      Josh

      
        
        OMG. I feel like I’m dreaming. Am I dreaming? I must be, right?

        Did Damian just agree to have sex with me? The one thing he’s said for almost two years were off the table, now he wants to try it?

        This can’t be real. It must be some elaborate dream that makes promises and then turns into a nightmare when it turns out that, no, no one’s having sex with me anyway. Certainly not him. Maybe it turns into a memory, like most of my nightmares tend to do.

        Andrew. I don’t want him anywhere near this.

        If it is true, if it is happening… then this is precious. So, so, so precious.

        I know sex. I’m good at it. This is something I’m good at.

        I’m gonna blow his mind. He’s gonna see that sex is something good, something intimate, something nice.

        And afterwards he’ll, hopefully, want to do it again.

        

      

      

      I stared down at my new dildo. It was a little heavy in my hand, but otherwise quite nice. As life-like as a fake dick could be, I reckoned. Flesh-coloured, average sized, with balls. It just missed foreskin and some hair.

      Am I going to use it?

      I’d opened it, washed it, and now I was about to take a shower. And the dildo was in the bathroom with me.

      Entirely by accident.

      Or not. Considering I had brought it with me with the sole purpose of washing it.

      I was also alone in the whole flat as everyone else were at work. I could do this and no one would know what I was up to.

      Damian and I hadn’t done anything else last night. We’d gone to bed like usual, slept on each our side just like usual, and then he’d woken before me to go to work. Just like usual. Or, well, usually he headed off to school, but still…

      I threw my pyjamas in the hamper as I stripped, then turned the water on in the shower. I grabbed the lube from the sink—that had come with me totally by accident, on the account it had been in the bag—and stepped under the hot spray.

      The suction cup at the bottom of the dildo was put to use as I squeezed it against the tiles. It stuck nicely there, bobbing a little as water beat down over it.

      I watched it as I rubbed shampoo through my shaggy hair. I should get it cut soon, but going to the hairdresser was such a drag. Kian would probably cut my hair here at home if I asked, but I wasn’t very good at asking for stuff.

      Foam from the shampoo ran down over my arms. For once it didn’t sting because I didn’t have any fresh cuts. It was just scars on my arms now, old ones and newer ones, but scars all the same. I hadn’t cut in… a while. I hadn’t had anything to cut for because life had been good lately.

      I grabbed the soap next and lathered it over my body, taking special care down my arse-crack. I hadn’t douched or anything, but I was only going to use the dildo, so it would have to be enough.

      It was exactly where I’d left it on the wall, still bobbing.

      I stepped out of the spray for a minute to squeeze lube out on my hand, then I hesitantly brought said hand back to my arse again. It’d been years since I’d been penetrated now. I hadn’t slept with anyone since before I’d met Damian. Before my hospitalisation, before the trial.

      It was tight. But I rubbed my index finger over the hole, massaging gently, softly pressing inside… and it accommodated.

      The wall was warm from the steam as I rested my forehead against it.

      My nerve endings were on fire as I thrust my finger in and out, slowly at first and then gaining speed as I got used to the intrusion. I soon added a second finger and breathed deeply as I pushed it through… then started panting as I fucked myself with two fingers.

      It’s been so long…

      Too long.

      It felt good. So fucking good.

      Over two years without sex, when I’d been used to having sex all the time. Mind, mostly that had been forced on me, but I’d often gone out on the pull just out of spite. And I had enjoyed myself those times. Because then I’d had sex with people I chose—not Andrew who continued to force himself on me even if I was growing up.

      Maybe he wasn’t a paedophile. Maybe he’d just been obsessed with me. It’d started when I was just a kid and continued almost all through puberty…

      No thinking of Andrew!

      He had no business intruding on my current sex life. He was in jail. And I hoped he’d rot there. That someone would make him their bitch so he’d see what I’d had to deal with for a decade.

      But no thinking about him!

      Begone devil.

      I added a third finger and now I was really getting somewhere.

      I’d forgotten how pleasurable this is.

      It was time to bring the dildo to play. I grabbed it, tugged, and it didn’t come free.

      ‘Dammit,’ I murmured, pulling my fingers out of my arse to wrap them around the bloody suction cup, squeezing it until it came free. ‘There we go.’

      I squeezed more lube out, coated the dildo with it, and then rested my forehead against the tiled wall again as I brought it back there. The squishy head butted against my hole, which protested the intrusion for a minute… and then it slipped inside.

      ‘Oh god.’ It was almost overwhelming.

      Maybe it’s good I’m doing this before Damian and I get down to it. Or else I’ll come the minute he gets inside me… and we can’t have that for our first time.

      I slowly pushed the dildo inside, filling myself up. My back bowed, arched, and strangled moans left me as it brushed over my prostate.

      ‘Ahh, fuck,’ I groaned, not sure if it was blissful heaven or torturous hell just yet. Prostate-massage was definitely good, but having a dick up my arse—even a fake one—after two years of abstaining from this… it was uncomfortable. No two-ways about it.

      What would it be like if this was Damian’s cock?

      I didn’t even know what his dick looked like erect. I’d hardly ever since him naked, and certainly never seen him naked while he’d been hard.

      Would he be small? Average? Bigger than average? Average or smaller was preferable, as too big could quickly be on the scale from uncomfortable to downright hurting.

      Would he go gentle on me? Or be rougher?

      Probably gentle.

      He always was, no matter what. I liked that.

      I imagined it was Damian behind me, that it was his cock buried in my arse. And fuck if that didn’t get my dick going, leaking pre-come all over the place.

      I wrapped my free hand around my straining cock, while the other continued thrusting the dildo in and out.

      Damian’s strong arms holding me tight as he thrust into me, chasing his own pleasure… Fingers tight over my hips. Maybe even one hand slipped around to my front and stroked me off. That would be so hot. Being fucked and getting a hand-job at the same time.

      ‘Ye-yeah,’ I moaned, spurts of white erupting from my slit and painting the tiles white. Or it would if they weren’t already white. Still, it landed there and dripped down to the floor where it was washed away by the shower spray.

      My knees shook slightly as I pulled the dildo out.

      I held it under the spray to wash it off, leaning my entire side against the wall now as I regained my breath and senses.

      Wow, if Damian goes through with this… it’s going to be epic.

      Sex with someone I loved… I’d never done that before. It would be a first.

      We had lots of first together. First relationship, first love, first living together, first date, first anniversary… basically everything we did together was a first.

      It was nice to have these firsts with him.

      And maybe—hopefully—I’d get sex from him too. Not my first, but his… and my first time having sex with someone I loved.

      That counted, right?

      

      
        
        Sex is amazing, there’s no way around that. But Damian doesn’t feel sexual attraction, he doesn’t want to have sex… so maybe it won’t for him? Maybe he’ll be repulsed by the whole thing?

        I tried searching the internet for what it was like for asexuals to have sex. And there were a whole spectrum. There was no simple answer. Everyone was different. Some asexuals were completely sex-repulsed, others quite enjoyed having sex and actually sought it out.

        I have no idea where Damian will end up on that scale. If he ends up on one of the extreme sides, it would definitely be repulsed. I doubt he’ll figure out how great it is and that he wants to keep on having it. He’s never wanted to have it till now, so I’m pretty sure he’s close to repulsed.

        Or maybe not repulsed… He’s certainly embarrassed when we catch Silver and Kian in sexual situations, but not repulsed. I don’t think. Maybe he’ll just be indifferent.

        I don’t know what I hope for, really.

        Of course it would be nice if he’d like sex… but I doubt he will. So maybe indifferent? That’s bound to be better than repulsed, right?

        Damn, I wish there’d been a blueprint for this. For Damian and his feelings and how he’s built. Then I’d know. I wouldn’t have to doubt everything so much.

        I’ll find out soon though.

        If he doesn’t change his mind.

        Then I’ll have my answer anyway, I guess.

        

      

      

      ‘What did you say to Damian yesterday?’ I stared hard at Chad. ‘What kind of things did you put in his head?’

      ‘What do you mean?’ He glanced at me briefly before turning back to his sketchbook.

      I sat cross-legged on his sofa, turned so I faced him. He sat on the other end, also cross-legged, with a sketchbook on his knee. I didn’t know what he was drawing—possibly me—and it didn’t really matter right now.

      ‘He reckons we should try having sex.’

      That got Chad’s full attention.

      ‘Oh, yeah? You’re finally going to do it?’

      ‘We’re working up to it, at least. I don’t know if it’s actually going to happen.’ He could change his mind. He likely would. He’d just said all that yesterday because Chad had run his mouth. ‘It’s your fault.’

      ‘Fault? Really?’ He raised his eyebrows. ‘Your boyfriend now wants to have sex with you. You should thank me.’

      I licked my lips.

      ‘It might not happen.’

      ‘Trying not to get your hopes up?’

      ‘Yeah, well… yes.’ It was no good getting my hopes up if he changed his mind. ‘He doesn’t want sex. But because you said something about how he couldn’t hate on it before he’s tried it, he’s decided we should try.’

      ‘And that’s good. Isn’t it?’ He stared at me, a little confused.

      ‘Yeah. It is. I guess.’ If we went through with it. ‘I do want to have sex with my boyfriend. But… I’ve kind of accepted the fact that he doesn’t want sex now. Messing that up… What if I start expecting more?’

      Chad blew out a breath.

      ‘I meant what I said. He can’t say he doesn’t like sex without having tried.’

      ‘And you can’t say you’re gay without having tried sex with a girl.’ That just slipped out there.

      He frowned, cocking his head.

      ‘That is not the same. I know who I’m sexually attracted to. It’s never been tits and fanny. Dick all the way.’

      ‘But that’s just it.’ He just didn’t get it, did he? ‘Damian isn’t sexually attracted to anyone. Tits, fanny or cock. He doesn’t want to tap any of that.’

      It was Chad’s turn to blink.

      ‘What if you’d been a girl… you think he’d still want to be with you?’

      I’d never thought about it that way, but…

      ‘Maybe. Yeah.’ Damian wasn’t sexually attracted to anyone, so even if I had been a girl, the events of that night likely would’ve played out the same. ‘He’s asexual. He can still have romantic feelings for whoever.’

      ‘Homoromantic, then.’

      ‘You have read up on this,’ I accused.

      ‘Have not,’ he scoffed.

      ‘Liar.’ He’d told me flat-out he hadn’t bothered to read up on it, but here was the evidence. How else would he know homoromantic? ‘And maybe he’s biromantic? If, technically, he could’ve fallen for me if I was a girl.’

      ‘Or maybe he’s just you-romantic.’ He pointed his pencil at me.

      ‘I never asked him about this.’ I’d read up on asexuality. Perhaps more than I’d read up on my own damn personality disorder. I wanted to understand him, wanted to be there for him and support him, and not do something bad.

      ‘Maybe you should.’ He put his sketchbook and pencil on the floor and leant forward, hands clasped thoughtfully. ‘Does the whole romantic orientation only for asexuals? Or am I, like, homoromantic and homosexual?’

      ‘Wouldn’t you be poly-something?’

      His face scrunched up in thought.

      ‘Umm, no? I don’t think so. We’re not actually polyamorous. That’s non-monogamy, isn’t it? We’re three men, but we’re monogamous with each other. We just call ourselves a triad. Not poly.’

      ‘Okay, so homoromantic, then. Me too.’ Gay worked perfectly well for me though. Everyone knew when I said I was gay I was attracted to guys both sexually and romantically.

      For Damian it wasn’t the same. He never used gay to describe himself. That would mean he liked to have sex with guys and he didn’t. Homoromantic sounded nice… and more like him. Not that he was romantic in the least, but… Maybe it was just me. Maybe I was just special.

      But no. There was nothing special about me, unless my emotionally unstable personality disorder belonged under that category. There wasn’t anything positive about that disorder though—it made my life a mess. My feelings, my mind.

      I’d been doing well for the past few weeks though. I wanted to stay like this. Life was good now. Nothing was in upheaval.

      ‘I never knew there were so many sexualities and orientations and whatever until I Googled it. I can’t read all that well, or fast, but I got the gist of it.’ He stretched. ‘Confusing is what is is. Gay’s enough for me. I’m already in a relationship with two other guys—no need to complicate things further.’

      ‘I don’t think Damian even thinks of it that way. If he does, he’s never mentioned it.’

      Chad stretched his legs out. ‘Did you do anything… dirty, last night then?’ He grinned wickedly. ‘Since you’re trying out sex now and all. I’m dying to hear about it.’

      ‘Not… really. I tried to—’ I stopped, embarrassed.

      ‘Tried to what?’

      ‘Suck on his nipples,’ I mumbled, embarrassed. ‘He didn’t like it.’

      ‘Not everyone gets off on nipple-play.’

      Whoa, deja vu.

      ‘That’s what I told him too. We’re going to work up to the main act, anyway. Maybe he’ll let me try something else tonight. I wrote my list, anyway.’ And I’d put it on the bedside table, now I came to think of it.

      Oh well, maybe it’s good if he finds it and reads it.

      ‘A list?’ Chad sounded dubious. ‘You write a list for sex with your boyfriend?’

      ‘Yeah, well…’ I was even more embarrassed now.

      Shouldn’t have mentioned that damn list.

      ‘Just to write down what I like, you know. What I want to do. And then he can, I don’t know, veto it.’

      Chad chuckled with a shake of his head.

      ‘God, you two are so weird.’

      ‘It works for us.’ I smiled.

      ‘I should hope so.’ He chuckled again. ‘But I really don’t understand it. Sex is amazing. How can someone not like it? If anything, you should be the one not liking sex, you’re the one who’s been… well, abused.’

      ‘Yeah, well…’ I shrugged. ‘It works a little differently with us.’

      ‘Obviously.’ He tilted his head quizzically. ‘Has he been abused?’

      I quickly shook my head.

      ‘Good.’ He nodded now. ‘No one should have to go through what you have.’

      ‘Nor what you have,’ I offered because he hadn’t had it easy either.

      He hadn’t had a stepfather who fucked him every night, but his life had still been shit up till the day he met his two men. It still was, sometimes, since meds didn’t seem to work on his bipolar disorder.

      ‘We’re a right pair, aren’t we?’ Too fucked in the head to work or study, hence why we were both on disability. We had all day, everyday at our disposal. And even then, without the stress of work or studies, we were still liable to fall off the deep end.

      He snorted.

      ‘Yeah. Glad I’m not alone though.’

      I smiled widely.

      ‘Me too. You’re my best friend, you know that right?’ I’d never had friends before, and now I had more than I knew what to do with. Chad was at the top though—or second, Damian would always be on top. But did your boyfriend also count as your best friend? Romantic relationship aside, Chad was the one I was closest too.

      It was weird, considering how we’d met. How he’d tried to sexually assault me in his mania. But once he’d calmed down thanks to meds, we’d really hit it off.

      He looked away, a slight flush on his freckled cheeks.

      ‘Yeah, you’re mine too.’

      I didn’t reply because I didn’t want to embarrass him further. But my chest squeezed in happiness.

      I’d always been the friendless loser, ever since primary school. Scared to approach people because I knew what happened at night wasn’t normal. Then scared people would discover my self-harm along with the sexual abuse. Not a single person had ever approached me at school. Not even for bullying. I’d just been all alone.

      I wasn’t anymore. I had Damian, and Silver and Kian, and Chad, and Mum, and everyone else. I had a lot of people around me. Who loved me. I wasn’t alone anymore.

      It was strange how the best thing to ever happen to me was my suicide attempt back when I was fifteen years old. Yes, everything had gone to shit… but Andrew had been arrested, Mum had believed me and we’d started mending things between us, and then a couple years later I’d met Damian.

      And now I had a whole life ahead of me. With family and friends and a boyfriend. I’d never thought I’d have any of this, and yet here I was… surrounded by it. I even possibly, maybe, had sex with my boyfriend to look forward to.

      Life was pretty great.
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      Damian

      I figured it was best to do some research. And what better way to do research than to go online and search for it. What I wanted to search for… that was another matter entirely.

      
        
        Sex.

        Sex between men.

        Gay sex.

        Anal sex.

        Asexual and sex.

        Sex with someone who’s been sexually abused.

      

      

      It all brought up pages upon pages of results. Lots of porn sites too, but I wasn’t going to touch them.

      ‘What’re you doing?’ Silver leant on the back of the sofa, peering down at the screen. ‘Sex? Have you finally joined the rest of us, huh?’ He nudged me playfully.

      ‘Not really.’ I glanced at him. ‘I just figured I should try it, is all. With Josh.’

      ‘Well, I should hope it’s with him.’ He jumped over the sofa and plopped down next to me, taking the laptop for himself. ‘Here, let me give you some links to check out.’

      ‘What kind of links?’ I glanced sideways at the screen, not trusting him for a second.

      ‘Porn, Damian. And good porn—not the staged shit that’s all about big dicks and moaning loudest. No, real sex. You learn a lot from watching that.’ He typed away.

      I looked the other way. I didn’t want to watch anything; I was fine reading about it.

      ‘The most important thing when it comes to sex, though, is lube. Lots and lots of it.’

      I grimaced. I knew that, I wasn’t a child. Still, lube was slick and messy and… well, sex itself was a messy affair, wasn’t it? Bodily fluids and all that.

      ‘Have you told Josh you’re interested?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      Josh had gone out to meet his mother for dinner—just the two of them, as they did a few evenings a month. Mother-son bonding. It was good for him, and likely for her too. He’d be back in a while, and then… who knew what would happen then.

      ‘Bet he’s happy.’

      I frowned.

      ‘Does he talk about this with you too?’

      ‘About sex?’

      ‘Yeah.’ Who didn’t he talk to? ‘He talks to Chad about it, apparently. He laid into me at Harriet’s today. Chad, that is. About how I couldn’t say I didn’t like sex without having tried it first.’

      Silver chuckled.

      ‘He has a point. That goes for anything really, doesn’t it? You can’t say you don’t like… I don’t know… broccoli without first having tried it, right?’ He stopped typing and put the laptop back on my lap. ‘Here you go.’

      He was definitely on a porn site. And a video had just started up. Two young men, dressed thankfully, snogging on a bed.

      ‘Silver, really—’

      ‘Just watch the damn thing,’ he interrupted me. ‘Get some pointers.’

      My face burned.

      ‘I don’t have any interest in watching other people get it on.’

      He grinned wryly.

      ‘Oh, yeah? Could’ve fooled me—you’ve walked in on Kian and me enough times.’

      I shot him a glare.

      ‘You should do it in your bedroom if you don’t want people to walk in on you.’

      ‘Who says we don’t want people walking in on us? Maybe we like a bit of voyeurism, huh?’

      Oh god.

      They had sex on the sofa, or in the bathroom, or in the kitchen… on purpose?

      ‘Relax.’ He clapped me on the shoulder. ‘We get carried away. Sorry. But you’re extremely uptight about it, too. Whenever Josh walks in on us, he only laughs. And that’s the guy who’s been abused.’

      ‘Yeah, well, he likes sex anyway,’ I murmured. ‘I don’t think I would’ve if I’d had to endure what he had for ten years.’

      ‘Yeah, well, maybe not.’ He cut his gaze to the screen, where the guys had started pulling off their clothes.

      They were currently in a position mirroring what Josh had done to me earlier—shirt bunched under one bloke’s arm while the other sucked on his nipples.

      Except this guy, as opposed to me, seemed to really like having his nipples licked. The moans could attest to that.

      ‘You watch a lot of this shit?’ I grumbled, trying to look away from the screen, but my gaze was drawn back every damn time.

      Fuck.

      ‘Sure.’

      ‘What does Kian feel about that?’

      Did Josh watch porn? He’d never said. I’d never caught him at it either. Then again, I’d never caught him wanking either and he said he used to do that.

      ‘Kian watches it with me.’ He leant over slightly, bumping our shoulders. ‘We start off watching porn, get excited, then forget all about the porn as we get down and dirty ourselves.’

      ‘This is exciting?’ The guy who’d been sucking nipples was moving downwards, unzipping the jeans of the guy on his back. He mouthed the hard dick trapped under white briefs, taking his time. ‘How is this exciting?’ I didn’t feel anything. Besides embarrassment anyway.

      ‘It is. Just watch. This is a good video—completely vanilla, no kink. Good for beginners.’

      Beginners?

      Well, that’s what I was. Twenty years old and still a virgin. I could’ve gone on being a virgin for the rest of my bloody life if it wasn’t for Josh and for other people shoving sex in my face.

      And it wasn’t just people either. Sex was everywhere. On the telly, in advertising…

      ‘Maybe I should just go all the way with him tonight. Get it over with.’ I dreaded it though. It was going to be mortifying.

      He snorted.

      ‘“Get it over with”? Wow, Damian, way to be enthusiastic about having sex with your boyfriend. I’m sure he’ll love to do it if he hears you right now.’

      ‘But I don’t really have any interest in this.’ Underwear was being pulled down on the screen now and saliva played a major role in what followed. It was messy. ‘I want to do it for Josh. And just to see what it’s like because I am a little curious, but… It’s terrifying. I have no idea what to do, what’s expected.’

      ‘Just leave all the work to Josh, mate,’ he said. ‘He knows what to do, he knows what he likes. He’ll show you.’

      The guy on screen could take the entire length of the other’s dick in his mouth. And it wasn’t a small dick.

      I can’t ever do that.

      Could Josh do it?

      Probably.

      And he likely didn’t learn it willingly.

      ‘Why are you freaking out?’ Silver asked, amused. ‘This is the most natural thing in the world. You’re really going to make Josh’s day that’s for sure.’

      ‘Am I really?’ I wondered aloud. ‘It’s been years since he’s done it. What if… what if he flashes back to him? What if having sex with Josh now brings all those bad memories back to him?’

      ‘Josh has wanted to have sex with you ever since he met you,’ Silver pointed out drily. ‘Just trust him. He’ll tell you if he’s not up for it, right?’

      ‘I guess, yeah.’ This was complicated. ‘What if I can’t do it anyway?’

      ‘Tell him upfront, so if it happens, he’ll know. That way you won’t hurt him.’

      How come Silver always had answers for everything? Damn… he wasn’t like me at all. I bet he never turned Kian down for sex. They were compatible in every possible way.

      ‘Look, Josh knows you. You’ll soon have been together for two years. You should be comfortable enough with him by now.’

      ‘I am.’ I was comfortable with him. I was. ‘It’s just this…’

      A loud moan brought my attention back to the screen, where the two guys were both naked and sucking each other off.

      ‘Do you need lube?’

      ‘What?’ Now the blush was back with a vengeance. ‘No—thanks—Josh’s got some,’ I mumbled before he could repeat the damn question.

      ‘He does, huh?’ Silver grinned wryly. ‘He been waiting for this?’

      I was not going to tell him about the dildo. I so wasn’t.

      Someone walking in the door made sure I didn’t blurt it out anyway.

      ‘Hi!’ Kian greeted.

      Another loud moan came from my laptop, where the guys had moved on to the main course.

      I froze for a brief second—then slammed the screen closed, shutting off the squishy sounds of sex.

      Kian lent over the sofa to kiss Silver—and I saw my moment to escape. With my laptop cradled close, I left the living room to lock myself in my bedroom. I deposited the laptop on the desk, then threw myself on the bed.

      Damn.

      You don’t have to do this.

      But I want to do it.

      Or… well. I don’t know.

      I wanted to try, I wanted to make Josh feel good. After this long together, it was time. I couldn’t keep being afraid of it. What was the worst that would happen? That I didn’t perform?

      Josh’s list was on the bedside table. I grabbed it. He hadn’t made a schedule like he’d first talked about, but instead a list of things we could do.

      
        
        Kiss (with tongue)

        Cuddle (naked?)

        Get naked together

        Masturbation

        Mutual masturbation?

        Oral sex

        Receiving oral sex?

        Anal sex (me as bottom)

        Anal sex with me topping? Never done that before

      

      

      Receiving oral sex?

      He wanted me to—

      I drew in a sharp breath. That was sex too though. Was that any worse than contemplating doing the whole penetrative sex? In oral sex I only had to use my mouth, after all, not another part of my body, but… That made me panic even more.

      I had no idea how to suck cock. I’d never wanted to do it, never had a single little urge to get near anyone else’s genitals. But Josh… Sweet, broken, scarred, emotionally unstable Josh… I loved him so much. I wanted to give him this. At least this once… if I hated it in the end… well, then at least I’d tried doing my best for him.

      He loved me no matter what. He wouldn’t have stayed for almost two years if he didn’t.

      ‘Josh…’ I closed my eyes, imagining his happy smile from earlier. Thinking about how well he’d been doing lately. Maybe it was just a build-up before he tumbled back down, but… he was doing well. No new cuts for weeks now—or was it over a month already?

      It would soon be two years since I walked home from work a rainy night and saw him sitting in the park. Crying because his stepfather’s trial had just ended and he hadn’t even got double digits in years behind bars. Two years since I brought a stranger home and somehow fell into a relationship with him…

      It was strange how much my life had changed, yet it hadn’t really changed much at all. I still lived in the same flat, still went about my day like usual, school and work and home. The only new addition was Josh, who lived here now, shared my room with me. He still had a room at home with his mother, but he never stayed there anymore.

      Josh…

      What if I ever lost him? What if he figured out he wasn’t happy with our current arrangement and just walked out on me one day?

      My chest squeezed tight and I bunched a fist in my shirt over it.

      I can’t lose him. I just can’t.

      The door opened and Josh stepped into the room.

      I sat up quickly, still clutching the slightly crinkled paper with his notes on them to my chest.

      ‘You’re back already.’

      ‘Um, yeah.’ He smiled tentatively. His gaze fell from my face to the list, eyes widening slightly.

      I put the damn piece of paper on the bedside table again.

      ‘I’ve been thinking… Let’s do it. Now.’

      ‘Now?’ He blinked. ‘Right now?’

      ‘Yeah.’ I nodded to emphasise it. ‘Why wait?’ Waiting would just freak me out even more. I wouldn’t be able to concentrate on anything else, because I’d be so preoccupied thinking about sex.

      Damn it all, but I’d never thought I’d ever spare so much thought to something I had no particular interest in.

      ‘Umm…’ He was lost for words, gaze flickering. ‘You’re for real?’ He seemed awfully young where he stood, hope and scepticism warring in him.

      My heart just broke right then and there.

      ‘Yeah, Josh, I’m for real.’ I was going to go through with this. To sate my own newfound curiosity—but mostly for him. To make him feel good.

      The corners of his lips tilted up slightly.

      ‘Okay, I—I’ll just go take a shower then.’ He put his shoulder-bag down next to the desk, smiled somewhat shyly, and then he was out of the room again.

      I fell back on the bed, dragging my hands over my face.

      So it’s happening.

      Sex.

      I’m having sex with Josh.

      After all this time together…

      He was taking a shower beforehand. Should I shower too? I’d showered this morning, but was it best to be freshly out of it for sex? Or didn’t it matter? If it didn’t, why was Josh taking a shower now?

      Well, obviously, because he’s going to be the one penetrated, so certain parts needs to be clean.

      Shit, it was embarrassing even thinking it. Yet it was happening. Josh was in the shower and when he came back… we’d have sex.

      What the hell have I agreed to?

      

      ‘We don’t have to,’ Josh said as he sat down tentatively on the bed. His hair was wet and ruffled, as he clearly hadn’t bothered to brush it after he’d towelled it as dry as possible.

      ‘I want to,’ I assured him—and I hoped it sounded assuring to his ears, because it didn’t to mine.

      He let out a breath, then smiled again.

      ‘I don’t know why I’m so nervous, but I am. I mean, we’ve been together for so long! But—this is our first time doing something like this and I really want to and I don’t want to disappoint you.’

      ‘You won’t.’ What was there to be disappointed about? I didn’t have any great expectations to begin with. Saying that out loud wasn’t an option right now though. I didn’t want to hurt his feelings or pull him down.

      ‘So how do you want to do it?’ He looked me in the eye. ‘Should we just get straight to it, or—I don’t know, foreplay? You didn’t like it when I—’ He motioned to my chest. ‘So maybe I should…’ Now he pointed at my groin. ‘I’m good at that.’

      ‘Are you, huh?’ I huffed, dragging a hand through my hair as I glanced away.

      Fuck, but this is nerve-wracking.

      ‘Maybe we could start by taking our shirts of?’

      He’d dressed in a baggy T-shirt and baggy joggers after his shower.

      I kind of hadn’t expected that, but then again… what had I expected? That he’d show up naked? Or in only a towel?

      We shared a flat for gods sake. All of us wore clothes at all times outside our own bedrooms or the bathroom—mostly, anyway. Silver and Kian tended to forget they had flatmates from time to time.

      ‘Okay.’ He pulled his shirt off, revealing even more scars than what had been visible in the short-sleeves.

      Josh didn’t just cut his wrists, after all, like they liked to portray on the telly if someone ever struggled with self-harm. His entire arms were full of scars, there weren’t a single piece of unscarred skin left—not until his shoulders, and even they had scars scattered across them.

      ‘You too,’ he said then when I just sat there staring at him.

      ‘Oh. Right.’ I whipped my own shirt off, feeling more self-conscious than he ever did… and I only had the one scar. But it was big and ugly and… I hated it.

      ‘If I can sit here and not care about all my scars, then you can do the same.’ He scooted in closer so we sat right in front of each other. He put his hands on my knees, moved them up a little to grip my thighs, thumbs stroking the inside.

      That’s easy for him to say. It’s not so easy for me to do.

      ‘I have no idea what to do,’ I admitted instead, ignoring the issue of our scars. We had them, we’d never be rid of them, so we’d have to live with them. It was the way it was.

      No matter how much I hated mine I couldn’t be rid of it. It was there like an eternal reminder of my mother’s psychotic break. Josh’s… at least he’d put them there himself. His scars had helped him. Mine weren’t of any help at all—they never had been.

      ‘Me neither,’ he said, voice shaking a little. ‘I’m so nervous.’

      ‘How come? You’re used to this.’ Or he’d used to be anyway. ‘What’d you do before when you went out and pulled guys?’

      He chuckled darkly.

      ‘I pulled their jeans down to get to their dicks. Or I turned around and pulled my jeans down so they could get to my arse.’

      That sounded crude.

      ‘I can…’ He stroked his hand further up my thighs. ‘I can suck you off? That’s bound to feel good for you.’

      My breath caught in my throat as I remembered his list.

      Does he expect me to do it in return?

      ‘Don’t worry.’ He grinned wryly, clearly reading my mind—or likely the panicked expression on my face. ‘I want to make you feel good right now, okay? I’ll feel good later when you’re inside me.’

      How could he say such things with a straight face? I felt like my face was going up in flames.

      ‘Okay, you can—yeah.’

      Is this really okay?

      Whether it was or not, Josh’s hands skipped over my crotch now, fingers hooking under the waistband of my jeans.

      ‘Take them off?’ he asked lightly, not looking at me as he unzipped them.

      I didn’t know what to say, so I just lifted my hips and pulled the jeans down.

      Josh helped—and he pulled my boxers down as well.

      I wasn’t hard—I didn’t feel sexual attraction, after all. But I knew things worked all right because I woke up with erections from time to time.

      Sometimes I even got them when I was awake for no reason at all—but that was what it was like to have this type of equipment down there, wasn’t it?

      Guys got erections at the weirdest times, sometimes, even when they didn’t think about anything sexual.

      ‘Could you—’ I motioned vaguely to him.

      He stared at me.

      ‘Undress?’ he asked hesitantly.

      I nodded, not able to look at him.

      ‘Don’t be embarrassed.’ But he quickly shed his joggers and boxers too. ‘We’re together. This should be all natural.’

      Easy for him to say, he who felt sexual attraction and actually wanted to have sex. Who could get hard with no or little help.

      ‘You’ll tell me if you’re not okay, right?’ He leant in, bending down a little and looking up so he could see my face. ‘I don’t want to do anything that puts you off.’

      ‘I know. I will.’ I was way out of my comfort zone already, sitting naked on my bed. With Josh equally as naked. ‘Just get to it, would you?’

      ‘Bossy,’ he tsked, but he smiled. He looked so good when he smiled, like he could light up a whole room just from that tilt of his lips. ‘Okay, don’t think so much, please? Just lie back and enjoy.’

      Lie back?

      I didn’t do that, but I planted my hands behind me so I leant back a little. He bent down, fingers circling my flaccid… yeah. And then he kissed it. I couldn’t look—too embarrassing—so I tilted my head back to stare up at the ceiling instead.

      There was no denying that it felt good—especially when he sucked me into his mouth. It felt good enough blood rushed south to harden my dick right up. So stimuli worked on me, but… while I was slowly getting hard, I still couldn’t quite fathom why everyone was so up in arms about this. Why everyone was all about sex all the damn time. I’d honestly rather do something else with my time.

      ‘Does it feel good?’ Josh stroked now he’d pulled off, grinning up at me. ‘You’re reacting to it. It’s hard.’ The smile he gave then was so bright and happy and carefree it nearly blinded me.

      ‘I love you,’ I said, ignoring his question.

      ‘I love you too.’ His answer came immediately

      Now he’d brought my attention away from the ceiling and onto him, it didn’t take much to move it from him to what he was doing. And yes, I was hard. Skin flushed red down there. Josh’s hand was pale in comparison where it was wrapped around me, stroking slowly, teasingly.

      He bent down again to suck me some more.

      I felt inadequate, but I did not want to do the same to him. I couldn’t. Not yet. Maybe at a later date—another two  years perhaps—but definitely not now. The fact he was doing this to me was a miracle in itself.

      It was… strange. I’d never touched myself before. Not in this kind of way, at least, not to arouse and get off. I’d never once in my life wanked off. Whenever I woke up with a morning stiffy, I walked it off. Or took a shower that was a little colder than usual. I didn’t indulge in these kinds of… activities.

      But Josh seemed to like what he was doing. Sucking cock. I had no idea if he was good at it or not, as I didn’t have a point of reference, but it felt good from my standpoint. Pleasurable even. I ran a hand through his hair, taking in the slight flush on his cheeks, the way they hollowed as he sucked, how his eyelashes fluttered.

      For Josh I could do anything—even this. But probably just this once, or very rarely, because it was boring. Yes, I got it up, but I didn’t really feel anything still. It got things working down there, but… upstairs wasn’t drunk on it.

      And what he was doing… it was trying to pleasure me. Not himself. What Josh wanted was—well, maybe to a certain degree this was it, but for the most part what he wanted was the sex itself. With penetration.

      ‘Josh…’ I pushed gently on his shoulder. ‘Stop—that’s… enough.’

      He wiped his lips with the back of his hand as he sat up.

      ‘Was it good?’

      I nodded.

      ‘Should we… move on?’

      ‘You want to?’ He lunged forward, arms hooking around my neck, head resting against mine.

      I nodded again.

      ‘I don’t know what to do now though.’ I didn’t have a fucking clue. And I hadn’t exactly been following along that damn porn video Silver and shown me earlier. I’d been too busy trying not to look at it.

      ‘Don’t worry.’ He kissed my cheek, lips lingering. ‘As I said, lay back and enjoy.’ He pushed against my shoulders, exactly like I’d done to him earlier, and I let myself fall back on the bed.

      He straddled my hips, body lean and pale and full of scars… and in one hand he held the small tube of lube he’d bought at the sex shop.

      Where’d he get that one from this quickly?

      I hadn’t known it was within reach. With a flick of his fingers, the tube was open and he squeezed lube out into his hand.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      This felt like it should be a momentous occasion, something special that should be treasured, but it wasn’t. All I could think about was how terrifying it was. It was happening—I was losing my virginity and I didn’t want to. But at the same time I wanted to see what the big deal was, and most of all… I wanted to please Josh.

      But this way?

      I closed my eyes as one slick hand wrapped around me, spreading the lube. The touch, at least, kept my erection from deflating, but lube was rather… icky. Still, couldn’t have penetrative sex without it—but I was so taking a shower afterwards.

      ‘Damian?’

      ‘Hmm?’ I opened my eyes, blinking up at him. He leant over me, face flushed, lips parted slightly, eyelids heavy. He was still straddling me and he held my dick in one hand as he slowly lowered himself.

      Oh god.

      I looked away.

      Am I being childish?

      I can’t even watch.

      Josh was breathing deeply, a soft moan leaving him as he sank down on me.

      Like with the blowjob, it wasn’t a bad sensation. It was kind of hot and tight and… not bad at all. But it wasn’t the all-consuming, earth-shattering, pleasure-filled romp sex was supposed to be either.

      It was simply nice… but I could very well do without it. I didn’t see the point.

      This was what people was so obsessed about? This was what was so important to everyone? How so? I’d much rather stand under the hot spray in the shower, to be honest. Or make dinner. Or watch news on the telly.

      ‘It’s been so long.’ He sighed, arse coming to rest in my lap.

      He looked good, all flushed like that. If I didn’t look below the waist to be reminded of exactly it was that made him look that way, anyway.

      But he feels good, and that makes me feel good, no matter what we’re doing.

      ‘Do you feel good?’ I asked, just to make sure. He looked like he was feeling good.

      ‘Yeah.’ He moved his hips a little.

      I didn’t know what to do with my hands. Let them rest on the bed? Grab his thighs? I settled on gripping his forearms, feeling the rough texture of all his scars.

      He rose slowly up and down, doing whatever made him feel good.

      I, meanwhile, whilst bored with the act itself and not able to understand what the hell was so great about it, gazed at his scars instead.

      He had so many of them. Small ones, bigger ones. None as big as my one scar, but big enough to know he’d cut himself really deep. Maybe some of those scars, back when they hadn’t been scars at all, had had him close to bleeding out…? I’d never asked. I never would.

      Josh alternated being ashamed of his scars with being fascinated with them. Blood certainly fascinated him. Cutting made him feel better, calmer when his emotions were in upheaval. It wasn’t the best way to deal, but it wasn’t the worst either.

      ‘Damian?’ He leant down, lips brushing against mine. ‘Can we change position? I want—I want you to fuck me into the mattress.’

      I froze for a second. But we’d already come this far, I might as well do some work too and not leave it all to him.

      ‘Okay.’

      He smiled widely, got off my lap and lay down on his back next to me.

      I rolled over quickly and he spread his thighs so I could lie comfortably in-between them. This required more from me than simply lying there and letting him do whatever he pleased.

      But just this one time…

      Trying not to think so hard, I reached down to position the head of my cock against his entrance… then I pushed inside.

      He closed his eyes, lips parting in a low moan. He gripped my shoulders tightly, and I put my head on the pillow next to his. This was… it was just as weird as everything else we’d done up till now. Thrusting my hips back and forth, driving a certain part of me into him… what was the point?

      I couldn’t get that question out of my mind.

      What the hell’s the point of this?

      I could understand if we’d been trying for kids, but we weren’t. Even if we wanted any, we couldn’t have kids this way.

      Other than reproduction… what was really the point of sex?

      It was a bore and a mess and it was sticky and—but Josh’s enjoying himself. I’m doing this for him. Only for him.

      I glanced to the side. He still had his eyes closed and he was panting slightly.

      ‘What do you want?’ He had to tell me, because I had no idea.

      ‘Faster. Deeper. Please.’

      I tried. I did.

      And I must’ve done something right because a while later, after letting go of one of my shoulders to stroke his dick, Josh came. His stomach muscles spasmed as a few spurts of thick, sticky semen shot from his slit.

      When he was done he let out a long sigh and his legs, which had hooked over my arse at some point, fell down to rest on the bed. He was almost… boneless.

      Sated, that’s what it is.

      I took it as permission to pull out and collapse on the bed too, lying shoulder to shoulder with him.

      ‘Did you come?’ he asked, hand fumbling over my stomach to find mine.

      ‘I can’t.’ I tangled our fingers together. ‘Sorry.’ I was still hard, but what we’d been doing… while it hadn’t been bad, it had felt good to a certain degree, I hadn’t felt anything more.

      Reaching orgasm… that was another story altogether. I didn’t think I could orgasm, frankly. I never had. I’d never so much as touched myself before, not with the end-game of getting off. Only time I touched myself down there was when I pissed or when I washed in the shower.

      He turned his head to look at me, smile gone, but his eyes a brilliant green I could get lost in.

      ‘You didn’t care for this, huh?’ He didn’t sound disappointed.

      Which is good, right?

      ‘No.’ I had to be honest. I always was. ‘I didn’t get your hopes up, did I?’

      He chuckled.

      ‘No, it’s okay. I didn’t expect you to finally have a revelation or something. To suddenly like sex after trying it out once. You know yourself best and you’ve never had an interest. That you even gave in this once… I’m happy with that. I’ll live the rest of my life on this memory.’

      Now’s that a bit of an overstatement, isn’t it?

      ‘You know,’ I started hesitantly, not sure how to word what I wanted to say. ‘If you want sex you can have it with other people. I won’t mind.’

      I hope.

      ‘Don’t say that right now!’ He rolled onto his side and curled up against me. ‘Don’t ruin my happy moment.’ He put his head on my shoulder, fingers squeezing mine harder. ‘I’m happy, Damian. I don’t need to have sex with other people to be content, you know. There’s a reason I bought that dildo.’

      Oh, right.

      That.

      I’d forgotten about that… thing.

      ‘But if you ever change your mind—’ I stopped speaking when he put his index finger against my lips.

      ‘Not now. I’m feeling good right now and want to remember all of this in detail, so don’t ruin it with stupid sayings like that. I’m happy with you. Only you. In whatever way you’re comfortable with.’

      I caved.

      ‘Okay.’

      He put his head back down on my shoulder and his free arm curled around my waist. Our tangled hands still rested on my chest.

      It was nice lying like this, it was, but…

      ‘I want to take a shower.’ I was sticky from the lube and the erection still hadn’t gone down completely. Some cold water would take care of that and some hot water and soap would get rid of the sticky lube.

      He sighed, but rolled to his back, fingers slipping from mine.

      ‘Can you hand me my T-shirt?’

      I sat up and found it on the floor.

      ‘You’re getting dressed?’ Speaking of, I had to get dressed to go to the bathroom, but that would dirty my clothes.

      ‘No.’ Josh laughed and he swiped the T-shirt over his stomach, effectively mopping up the semen still clinging to his skin.

      Oh.

      When done, he threw it back to the floor.

      ‘I’ll put it in the hamper.’ I grabbed it up again, then tugged on my boxers. They’d go in the wash anyway, so it didn’t matter if I got lube all over them. Then I pulled my jeans on as well and left the room.

      Slipping from my room to the bathroom shirtless wasn’t that big of a deal anymore. It had been before when I hadn’t been able to show my chest to anyone, not even Josh, but after almost two years living together I’d seen a lot more of all three of my flatmates than just a naked chest.

      Silver and Kian weren’t even in the living room, but their bedroom door was open and I heard laughter, so they were home.

      I took a hurried shower, not wanting to linger in case Josh wanted another.

      But when I came back into the bedroom, dressed in a tee and joggers, he was dozing on the bed.

      I stood next to the bed, gazing fondly down at him.

      While sex hadn’t been my thing anyway, it had been worth trying it out with him. Now I at least knew for absolute certain it wasn’t for me—and he knew too it wasn’t really in the cards at all.

      ‘Come cuddle me,’ he said, waving my way without opening his eyes.

      I’d gladly do that.

      ‘Are you tired?’ I stretched out next to him, realising only as I slipped under the duvet that he was still bare-arsed naked. ‘Aren’t you going to put some clothes on?’

      ‘Can’t be arsed.’ He snuggled in close, tucking his head under my chin.

      ‘Do you plan on going to sleep? Because I’m not actually tired.’

      ‘I probably shouldn’t, or else I can’t sleep tonight. But… I want to stay here like this for a bit. Maybe we could watch a film?’ He suggested the last part after a brief hesitation.

      ‘Okay. I’ll get my laptop.’

      Josh did put underwear and his joggers back on and when I came back to sit on the bed, he’d arranged the pillows against the wall so we could lean back against them. I dumped the computer on his lap and got comfortable. ‘Pick whatever you want.’

      ‘Whatever I want?’ He grinned slightly, opening the lid.

      The screen came to life—and only then did I remember what exactly it was I’d closed it right in the middle of.

      Josh blinked.

      ‘Since when do you watch porn?’ He glanced at me, clearly trying not to laugh.

      ‘I don’t.’ I felt a little bit panicked now. ‘It was Silver.’

      Josh did laugh at that.

      ‘I should’ve known. Do you want to save this link?’

      ‘No.’

      He clicked out of it, to my imminent relief.

      ‘Porn,’ he murmured, chuckling to himself as he brought up the video folder. ‘What do you want to watch then? Action, comedy, romance, romantic comedy?’

      ‘Anything but romance.’ That came out a little too quickly, with a little too much conviction. ‘I mean—well, yeah, that’s what I mean. Romance is exhausting.’

      That only made him laugh again.

      ‘You’re lucky you have such an understanding boyfriend,’ he teased. ‘But considering what you’ve just done for me, I’m not going to take that to heart.’

      ‘You know I love you,’ I said airily, trying for as light a tone as he had, but not quite managing it. Still, it was the truth. But romance really was exhausting. Thinking so much about sex lately, to actually do it, and then figure out it wasn’t worth the hassle… yeah, exhausting.

      ‘How about Pirates?’ he suggested. ‘Jack Sparrow’s fun.’

      ‘That’s got romance,’ I pointed out.

      ‘Just barely,’ he scoffed.

      That was an understatement.

      ‘The whole plot is about that guy saving the woman he loves.’

      He huffed.

      ‘Lord of the Rings then. It’s got that one couple but they hardly have any screen time together at all. It’s all about the journey.’

      ‘Yeah, okay.’

      Lord of the Rings I could do. It’d been a while since we’d seen that trilogy. Spending a few hours losing ourselves in the fantasy universe of Middle Earth was a better use of our time than what had come beforehand.

      Josh leant against me and I wrapped one arm around his shoulder. I kissed the top of his head, then rested my cheek against it. His hair wasn’t completely dried, but it was even more ruffled than it’d been after his shower.

      I was lucky to have him. Not everyone would be as understanding about my sexuality, or lack of one, as him.  I could probably have sex with him again, and maybe I would, but it wouldn’t be often.

      Maybe we could have it as a yearly thing, for his birthday or another special occasion or something. He liked it, after all, and I could endure it for the time it took to make him feel good.

      But only sometimes. Not often.

      ‘Can I sit between your legs? It’s more comfortable that way.’

      ‘Yeah. Sure.’

      I spread my legs and he plopped down in-between them, leaning back against my chest. Now I hooked both arms over his shoulders.

      His upper body was bare, all the scars on his arms on display. I felt them against my own bare skin, but I was used to it. I didn’t mind them. All his scars told a story, a story of everything he’d survived.

      ‘Should we start on the first one?’ he asked, laptop back in front of him. ‘Or do you want to watch one in particular?’

      ‘You plan on watching the entire trilogy?’

      ‘Yeah, why not? It’s summer. We don’t have anything else to do.’

      That wasn’t strictly true.

      He might not have anything else to do—but that went for the entirety of the year, not just summer.

      I had work. But for the rest of the day… yeah, I had nothing going on. We might as well relax and enjoy our evening like this. It was the only way we enjoyed ourselves together in bed, after all.

      You have no idea just how much I love you, Josh.

      If this had been anyone else… I never would’ve gone as far outside my own comfort zone. I never would’ve had sex with anyone who isn’t you.

      I hugged him tight, pressing my cheek to his.

      He sighed happily.

      Yeah, we’re good just like this. We didn’t need sex in our relationship. We had a great relationship without sex, so whoever said sex was a prerequisite for happy coupledom… They were wrong.

      Josh

      
        
        We did it and it was amazing and I can’t believe he did this for me. That he managed to do it. He didn’t care for it at all, I could tell. But he still went through with it… for me.

        I know it won’t happen again anytime soon—maybe not at all—but that’s okay. I’ve got this one time to look back on. Like I told him, I can live on this for a long time.

        I didn’t flash back to Andrew even once during. I didn’t think I would, not with Damian, but it was nice to have that confirmed.

        I’m kind of scared to go to sleep now though. Who knows what kinds of memories my subconscious can drag up after this?

        Damian’s sleeping peacefully next to me—clothed, sadly. I liked feeling him naked against me. That’s not going to happen again, either, I suspect. Or very, very rarely. He’s not comfortable with nakedness.

        I hope the experience wasn’t too traumatising for him though. I tried my best to make him feel good, but I could tell he was bored with the whole thing. Boredom is better than trauma… so I hope that’s all it was. I hope he won’t look back at this as something bad.

        Because it wasn’t. It was nice and informative and now he knows for absolute certain. He knows he can do it, he knows he doesn’t have to, he knows sex won’t suddenly make him not asexual.

        I really appreciate what he’s just done. He didn’t have to. I’d be more than happy with the dildo, to be honest. That’s why I bought it.

        He really does love me.

        Not that I doubt it, not really, but this truly cemented that fact.

        And I love him too and I’m happy like this. No matter what he says, I don’t want to go out on the pull and have sex with other people. No way. I’m happy with the way we were, even without sex. As long as I can have him, abstaining from sex is worth it.

        I love him so much.
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      Damian

      I woke to Josh practically wrapped around me.

      ‘Do you get clingy after sex?’ I asked, only halfway joking.

      He made an unintelligible sound and rolled away to face the wall. He was dressed again—in pyjama bottoms and a tee. He’d pulled it on after we’d finished the first Lord of the Rings film last night, in order to go to the bathroom. Halfway through the second film, he’d fallen asleep and I’d left him be.

      Apparently he still wasn’t ready to wake up.

      I left him to it and went about my morning routine.

      ‘So how was it?’ was the first thing Silver asked when he came into the kitchen.

      I froze, bread halfway to the mouth, to stare at him.

      ‘Did Josh tell you?’

      When would he have had the chance to tell Silver anything though?

      ‘No, but you just confirmed it.’ He pointed at me with a wide grin and dropped into the chair across from me.

      Damn. Should’ve kept my mouth shut.

      ‘So?’ he pressed.

      ‘So nothing. I still don’t get what the big deal is.’ I finally took a bite of my bread and chewed.

      His forehead thumped against the table.

      ‘You,’ he murmured. ‘You’re so damn weird.’

      I smiled to myself.

      ‘You do realise that from my point of view, you’re the one who’s weird, right?’

      He only shook his head, laughing.

      Everything was the same.

      I’d had sex, lost my virginity as it were, and nothing had changed. Josh and I weren’t awkward around each other, things were the same with Silver, I felt the same. Except even more sure of myself and my sexuality.

      Sex wasn’t for me and that was okay.

      Josh was okay with it, and though Silver thought I was weird—as he always had—he supported me. Sex just wasn’t for everyone and that was fine.

      I wasn’t going to let other people get to me anymore. What mattered to me were only two things: my own feelings and Josh’s. And as long as we were good, everything was good.

      Nothing was amiss right now and I wanted to enjoy that without obsessing or worrying over something. I wanted to enjoy things the way they were for as long as they lasted.

      No one knew how long it would last, after all.

      Josh was doing well now, but that never lasted. That was all I knew. It was always a calm before the storm. Something happened to topple him over and we’d be back to the cutting and the blood and the unstable emotions that identified his disorder.

      For now he was happy and stable.

      ‘And Josh?’ Silver asked, looking up at me again.

      ‘Josh is fine.’ Unless something changed this morning, but I doubted it. He’d been fine last night. ‘Everything’s fine.’ Lots of fine going around, but… it was true. ‘For now, anyway.’ That was also, sadly, true.

      ‘Enjoy it while it lasts, then?’ He yawned and ruffled his already messy.

      ‘Yeah, exactly.’ That was all I could do. Calm periods like this made his worst ones almost worth it. I hated that he hurt, that he had such a debilitating mental illness, but there was nothing I could do about it. All I could do was be there for him. He had professionals helping him deal with his mental illness—they were better suited for that, anyway.

      I just loved him.

      But that in itself helped him a great deal too.

      Josh

      ‘You did it?’ Chad leant closer over the table so he didn’t have to advertise my sex-life to the table next to us. ‘How was it?’

      I bit down on my lower lip, glancing around briefly just to make sure no one was eavesdropping.

      ‘It was great. For me, anyway. He didn’t like it much.’

      He sat back again, frowning and arms crossing over his chest.

      ‘He shagged you and he didn’t like it?’

      I didn’t know how to explain it properly.

      ‘He thought it was nice. Everything works. You know, down there. But he doesn’t see the point. He doesn’t crave sex like we do. He’d rather spend his time doing something useful.’

      ‘Sex isn’t useful?’ His eyebrows climbed up his forehead. ‘I think it’s plenty useful. To get all that pent-up sexual frustration out of the way.’

      ‘But he doesn’t feel sexual frustration. Or sexual arousal.’

      Though his erect dick last night… It had been magnificent. All flushed and hard and silky. Not too big, not too small, just the right size that fit perfectly in my hand. I could suck his dick all day long if he’d let me. Truly, I would. He’d tasted great too.

      The way he’d felt inside me too… so amazing.

      Chad grimaced.

      ‘I can’t even imagine what that’s like. What does that mean? He got it up, obviously. Did he get off?’

      I shook my head. I’d been the only one who orgasmed.

      His eyes nearly boggled out of his head.

      ‘This is weird shit. He got it up, but couldn’t get off? What kind of weird sexuality is asexual anyway? He’s clearly capable of having sex—doesn’t that go against the whole asexual definition?’

      I chuckled.

      ‘Maybe you should read up on it.’

      ‘No way.’ He shook his head. ‘It’s weird. I’d rather have actual sex than read about people who aren’t interested in it.’

      ‘You know he thinks you’re weird, right?’

      Damian really didn’t care for Chad.

      I liked him, and enjoyed being around him. He was fun and exciting and a good friend.

      ‘He’s never liked me,’ Chad scoffed.

      I couldn’t say anything to that because it was true. Damian didn’t like him. He tolerated him for my sake, but that was it.

      ‘Who doesn’t like you?’

      A black-haired, black-clad bloke dropped into the chair next to Chad’s. He was Wynn, and he was Chad’s best friend.

      I didn’t know him well, he was pretty closed off and private, but from what Chad had told me he was a good friend. Even if he was a little rude. Or a lot rude.

      ‘Hey, Wynn,’ I offered with a small smile.

      He nodded at me, dark eyes taking me in.

      ‘His boyfriend doesn’t like me.’ Chad hitched a thumb at me.

      ‘That’s old news, isn’t it?’ Wynn slouched in his chair and glanced surreptitiously around. ‘Your aunt working today?’

      ‘Nope.’ Chad popped the p.

      Chad’s aunt, and my mother’s girlfriend, Harriet, didn’t like Wynn. It was a lot of dislike going around right now. Apparently he’d been into drugs and stuff before, but Chad swore he was done with that now. After his boyfriend died from a drug-overdose. I could understand how that would put him off drugs for good.

      ‘What are you doing here anyway?’ Chad stared at Wynn as if he was a revelation.

      Wynn gave him a narrowed look.

      ‘You invited me, you fucker.’

      ‘Yeah, sure, but—you never actually show up whenever I invite you to anything.’ Chad poked his shoulder. ‘Are you real? Am I hallucinating? What have you done with my Wynn?’

      Wynn slapped his hand away.

      ‘I had some spare time.’

      ‘You always have spare time,’ Chad argued with a roll of his eyes. ‘You’re at work or you’re at home. You don’t do anything else with your life.’

      Wynn only gave him a dark look in reply.

      I wrapped my fingers around my glass and sipped my the Sprite. I didn’t feel like I could input anything into their conversation-slash-argument as I didn’t know Wynn.

      He seemed… well, he didn’t seem like the best person to be around, but looks could certainly be deceiving. He looked sort of shady… and scary. And I hadn’t ever seen him smile—not that I’d seen him much.

      ‘Anyway.’ Chad turned back to me. ‘Cock rings.’

      ‘What?’ I blinked.

      He glanced around again, leaning closer over the table.

      ‘Cock rings. If he can’t get off, or if he can’t stay hard, or whatever his issue is… cock rings. That’ll keep him up and ready for action.’

      Oh!

      I flushed slightly, gaze darting to Wynn and back.

      Damian would not be happy if whatever went on in our bedroom—or what didn’t go on—got around. There was a reason I never blogged about this. Things between us I could only write about in my journal. My blog was for borderline-related stuff. Past stuff.

      Damian wasn’t particularly happy about me talking to Chad about it either though, but who else did I have?

      Everyone I knew, Damian knew too. I never talked sex with Spencer or Leslie or Tyler. Silver was Damian’s best friend. I couldn’t talk about our sex-life with him, since Damian did. There was always Kian, but what I told Kian, Silver always found out.

      ‘We should have a party,’ Chad proclaimed then.

      ‘Party? For what?’

      ‘For you, obviously. You finally got laid.’ He gave me a shit-eating grin at that.

      ‘Chad,’ I hissed. ‘Please don’t advertise that to the whole fucking world.’

      ‘A drink at the pub then?’

      ‘I’m all for a drink,’ Wynn shot in disinterestedly. ‘Not that I have a clue what we’re celebrating.’

      ‘He got laid last night.’

      Wynn turned his dark eyes on me.

      ‘And that’s something to celebrate?’

      It wasn’t really. What was I supposed to say though?

      ‘Was it your first time?’ Wynn’s dark gaze was heavy.

      I swallowed.

      ‘First time in a year and a half. Over half, isn’t it?’ Chad scratched his chin thoughtfully. ‘Two years soon. In a relationship. And he got laid for the first time last night.’

      I blew out a breath and lifted my gaze to the ceiling.

      ‘Whatever works.’ Wynn still didn’t seem to have much interest in the conversation. The most interested he’d been was in me being a virgin or not, apparently.

      Which… no. I hadn’t been a virgin since I was six, at least.

      Thank fuck he’s not all that interested in what goes on between Damian and I. At least he’s not a big gossip who will share it around.

      ‘Come on, let’s go have a drink.’ Chad turned to me again. ‘Your guy’s working anyway.’ He motioned to the counter, and when I looked over I saw Damian standing behind it, busy with a customer.

      ‘Isn’t it a bit early to drink?’ I checked my phone and it was barely past four. It would be an hour until Damian finished his shift.

      ‘It’s never too early for a pint, mate.’ Chad stretched. ‘Now, it’s too early to start on the Vodka—but I’m not allowed to drink that anyway.’

      I eyed him sideways.

      ‘Because of your antipsychotics, right?’

      He nodded.

      I wasn’t technically supposed to drink on my meds either, and I reckoned that was true for his mood stabilisers as well, but like he said, one pint wouldn’t hurt.

      ‘Okay then.’ It wasn’t like I went out drinking all that often, after all.

      ‘You better stick to one though,’ Wynn growled at Chad. ‘We all know how you get wen you start drinking, and I for one don’t want to get the blame for you going all manic and mental again.’

      Chad rolled his eyes—and I left them to what I was pretty sure was about to be another argument.

      I headed over to the counter where Damian was done with his customer. He came to the end of the counter now so we could stand close.

      ‘We’re heading out,’ I said. ‘To the pub or something. If we’re still there when you’re off, maybe you can join us?’

      He glanced over at the table we occupied.

      ‘You and Chad and Wynn?’ He sounded so dubious I couldn’t help but chuckle.

      ‘Yeah. Maybe I’ll text some of the others as well, we’ll see.’

      It wasn’t often I got to go out with all my friends together. Not all of them liked each other.

      Damian didn’t like Chad, for one, and Leslie and Chad were strained after Chad threatened him with a knife during a manic episode. Understandably, so, but still… it wasn’t really Chad’s fault. He’d been ill.

      ‘Leslie’s working with you, right?’

      He nodded.

      ‘Bring him too, then, when you’re done. If you want to stop by, that is.’

      He only stared at me and I squirmed.

      ‘What?’ I asked self-consciously. Did I have something on my face? I hadn’t eaten anything, only had a glass of Sprite.

      ‘Nothing.’ He shook his head. ‘Just… enjoy yourself.’

      I beamed at him.

      ‘See you then.’ I wanted to kiss him, but I also knew that wasn’t something that was ever going to happen in public.

      I was pretty good at reining those compulsions in. And I was pretty good at not taking them personally now. I knew it was his preference, that he was a private person, and that he didn’t want his private life aired in front of everyone.

      So I only waved goodbye.

      A flick of his hand was his answering one.

      We might not have a traditional relationship, I mulled as I headed back over to the table. But it works pretty well for us.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Are you sure you’re going to be happy like this?’

      I opened my eyes at Damian’s low voice. I lay facing the wall and I turned slowly now so I could look at him. Not that I could see much—the room was dark because it was night. We were supposed to be asleep.

      He lay on his back, hands clasped over his stomach, and staring up at the dark ceiling. At least as far as I could tell.

      ‘Why is this still bothering you?’ I put my chin down on his shoulder and grabbed onto his upper arm with my hand. ‘I am happy with you. I’ve never been as happy as I am when I’m with you. That’s not going to change whether we have sex again or not.’

      ‘You sure about that?’ He swallowed. ‘Because I can—you know, do it, but only sometimes. Like, occasionally. Rarely. If you need it.’

      ‘But you don’t want it,’ I pointed out.

      ‘But you do. So we got to compromise somewhere.’

      Clearly Chad’s comments two days ago was still stuck in his head.

      ‘I’m not sure I feel comfortable with that.’

      ‘How come?’ He turned his head slightly, but otherwise I couldn’t see anything. He liked to keep the room completely dark when he slept, so even if it hadn’t been night out, I still wouldn’t have been able to see a thing.

      ‘Because it feels like I’m sort of forcing you into doing something you don’t want. And that’s what I’ve suffered my entire life, isn’t it? I don’t want to do that to you.’ I still wasn’t over what Andrew had done to me. I never would be.

      ‘That’s not the same at all.’

      I could picture him frowning now. He had that tone of voice.

      ‘It sort of is. You’re forcing yourself to do something you don’t want to do to make me happy. Sure, it’s not exactly the same, but it’s close.’

      ‘I’m offering.’

      ‘Yeah. You are. But you’re offering something you don’t really want to give.’ I really wished he’d liked it, that he’d figured out sex was good and worth it, after all, but I knew he hadn’t. And if he hadn’t our first time, he wouldn’t a second or third or fourth.

      He was silent for a while.

      I moved around so I could rest more comfortably. He even lifted his arm and stretched it out so I could rest on it, then wrapped it around me once I was snug against him.

      ‘If it’s you, I want to give that to you occasionally. Not once a week or once a months, maybe, but…’ He swallowed heavily again. ‘Special occasions, perhaps, like your birthday. Our anniversary. Something like that.’

      I contemplated that. I wasn’t sure if he felt pressured to offer this or if he genuinely wanted to give it to me. Even if I could’ve seen his facial expressions, it wouldn’t be easy to read him. He was always so stoic, expressionless.

      ‘Two times a year. I can live with that. Even once a year, really. Or not at all.’ I added the last one because I wanted to give him an out. I didn’t want to put any pressure on him. This was… delicate.

      And no matter what he said, there were parallels to the abuse I’d suffered for over a decade. I’d been forced to have sex against my will.

      Damian was offering to have sex with me… but the fact was that he still didn’t actually want to have sex. And that didn’t sit well with me. Even if I wasn’t forcing him, he was forcing himself, and force and sex… that didn’t belong together.

      ‘Maybe we can just let this lie for now?’ I suggested when he didn’t say anything else. ‘We did it. I thought it was great. You didn’t. We’re good. And now we can just continue on with our lives. If you feel up to it… then we can have sex, but unless you’re not into it I’m not—I mean, I am going to be into it no matter what because it’s sex with you—but I mean, like, I’m going to feel bad afterwards.’

      ‘You have nothing to feel bad for.’

      ‘Yeah, I do,’ I said quietly. ‘I feel bad for you. That you had to force yourself to go through with sex for me. You’ve tried it now and it wasn’t for you. So… isn’t that the end of it?’

      He rubbed his forehead with his free hand, while the other tightened on my shoulder.

      ‘You’re right. It’s not for me. But I still can—and once in a while I want to do it for you. With you. Whatever.’ He shook his head. ‘Like I said, compromise.’

      ‘Like Chad said,’ I pointed out drily. ‘And you shouldn’t listen to him. Not when it comes to sex. He can’t live without it—but I can. I mean, yeah, I’ve got the dildo now and all, but that’s enough for me. It’s good.’

      ‘You’ve… tried it?’ He sounded incredulous.

      My face flushed a little.

      ‘Uh, yeah.’ I cleared my throat self-consciously. ‘Same day we had sex, actually. That morning, in the shower.’

      ‘And…’

      I could almost hear the gears in his head working as he thought about this.

      ‘And was it… satisfactory?’

      I stifled a laugh.

      ‘It was, yeah.’

      ‘Does it… compare… to the real deal?’

      He really wasn’t comfortable talking about this. And he very clearly avoided triggering words.

      ‘Nothing can compare to the real deal, not really.’ I had to be honest. Honesty was my new motto in life. Had been since I was sixteen. Always be honest about my feelings. Therapy had drilled that into my head. ‘The act itself, using it to…’

      How was I going to avoid true words talking about this? I didn’t want to embarrass him, but I couldn’t skip over them either.

      ‘Using a dildo to fuck yourself is good. It is a dick, even if it’s not flesh and bone and blood. But as for the whole experience… using your own hand to fuck yourself with a dildo can’t compare to the feeling of having another human being pressed up against you, feeling their warmth, their hands on you, their lips, their taste, just being enveloped by the person you love… that’s what makes it so special.’

      That’s what had made yesterday so special for me. Feeling him naked against me like that… I could’ve probably come from just that without any penetration.

      ‘A dildo can never replicate that. It gives pleasure—it feels really good when it rubs over your prostate. Right then it doesn’t matter if it’s a dildo or a real dick, you just want to chase that orgasm. And the orgasm itself is great. But it feels kind of lonely afterwards when you don’t have anyone to cuddle with. When you’re all alone in the bed and the dildo’s done its purpose.’

      He hadn’t moved at all as I spoke, probably sorting through everything I’d said.

      ‘Cuddle I can do.’

      I blinked.

      ‘Like in general? Or…’ Did he mean what I thought he meant? ‘You want to cuddle me after I’ve used the dildo?’

      ‘Yeah, I could do that,’ he answered immediately.

      I licked my lips as I digested this.

      ‘Oh-okay.’ Did that mean he would be okay with me using the dildo in our bed when he was in it?

      ‘But if you want to have sex, real sex with another person and not just a prop,’ he started then. ‘I can do it. Maybe it could be your birthday present or something.’

      Now I couldn’t stop the snorted laugh that left me.

      ‘Sex as a birthday present?’ Silver and Kian and Chad would laugh their arses off at this, but… ‘That’s fine with me. If you want to give me sex for my birthday, you’re free to. But only if you really want to—or else you can just get me a normal present. I won’t mind.’

      He chuckled slightly.

      ‘I don’t want that for my birthday present though.’

      ‘You won’t be getting it either.’ I rubbed his chest affectionately. ‘Maybe if you begged. But only maybe.’ I pressed my face into his chest, smothering my smile.

      ‘Yeah, that’s not ever going to happen.’ I heard the smile in his voice as well. ‘Me begging, that is.’

      ‘Doesn’t sound like you, no.’ I nuzzled his chest with my nose now, feeling clingy and affectionate and happy.

      I still felt a little uneasy with him offering sex when I knew he didn’t care for it, but it wouldn’t happen again anytime soon, so I’d deal with it later. For now we were good.

      He tightened his arm around me again—and then turned over onto his side so we were all-out hugging.

      I brushed my lips over his cheek.

      ‘I love you so much,’ I whispered. ‘Two years ago I never thought I’d have this. I’d never had a single friend, much less a boyfriend. Now I’ve got several friends—and you, all to myself.’

      ‘The friendships are all you though.’

      ‘No, they’re not. If I’d never met you, I wouldn’t have made friends of any of them.’ I’d met most fo them through him, after all. Silver was his best mate, Kian was Silver’s boyfriend. He worked with Leslie and Spencer, and Chad was the nephew of his boss. Who was also my mum’s girlfriend—but they never would’ve met if I hadn’t met Damian either.

      The only friend I could’ve made without meeting him would be Tyler, but if I hadn’t had Damian in my life back then would I have been able to handle Mal’s death at all? If he hadn’t been in my life, I might’ve just killed myself to get the hurt over with back then.

      ‘I think we’re good for each other.’ I slid my hand up his neck to play with the short hairs in the nape of his neck. ‘You help make me a little bit more stable. You give me love and thanks to you I’ve got several friends. And I make you a tiny little bit more sociable.’

      He chuckled.

      ‘That sounds about right. And for the record, I really love you too. I wouldn’t have done any of this if I hadn’t. I wouldn’t have done it with anyone else ever, I think. You’re just special.’

      My heart squeezed in happiness. I wasn’t sure I believed him though. If we’d never met… he still could’ve met someone else to fall in love with. Someone not as messed up as me. But I was glad he’d stopped that night and offered me a place to stay. Both our lives had changed for the better that night.

      And it was all from him acting all out of character.

      I couldn’t even begin to describe how grateful I was that he hadn’t left me there on my own in the rain.

      Damian

      Josh was so relaxed in sleep. His face was calm, lips parted every-so-slightly. One arm was tucked under the pillow, under his cheek. The other rested parallel to his chest.

      He only wore a T-shirt and his scars were in full view—but I didn’t mind them. I never had. He was my Josh, and his scars told a story of pain and survival. He’d survived so much. He was still here.

      And today we’d been together for two years.

      They hadn’t been an easy two years… but I’d sure been happier these last twenty four months than I’d ever been before I met him.

      When considering that, was sex once in a while really such a big deal? I wanted him to be as happy as I was. He shouldn’t have the be the one to give up sex. A relationship was give and take, wasn’t it? I’d proven I could do it. If I hadn’t been able to, that would be another situation all together, but… we had had sex. There was nothing wrong with me down there. It was all in my head.

      And yes, it was boring and unnecessary and I didn’t see the point… but it hadn’t been bad. I hadn’t been repulsed, which some who identified as asexual was according to Google. It was embarrassing, yes, but I could work through that so Josh got what he wanted sometimes too.

      It was selfish to refuse him sex with another person when I didn’t really care. It wasn’t so bad having sex with him. He’d enjoyed it—and I’d enjoyed seeing him enjoy it.

      I stroked a hand through his hair. He still hadn’t cut it and it was getting really shaggy now. It stuck up in the back, all ruffled, so he must’ve had moved around during the night.

      He made a small sound in the back of his throat and his eyes moved behind his eyelids.

      I leaned over to kiss his cheek.

      ‘Happy anniversary,’ I said in a low voice.

      ‘Mmm.’ He stretched out and I pulled back to my own side of the bed to watch him as he yawned and rubbed at his eyes. When he turned over on his side again and looked at me, he was pretty much awake. ‘Happy anniversary.’ He smiled sweetly. ‘Two years… who would’ve thought that?’

      I reached for his hair again, tangling my fingers in it.

      ‘I wouldn’t have thought that two years ago.’

      ‘You weren’t very sociable back then.’ He put his hand over mine, stroking my skin softly with his fingers.

      ‘I’m not very sociable now,’ I pointed out drily.

      ‘Mmm, true.’ He sighed and closed his eyes, hand still caressing the one I had tangled in his hair.

      I licked my lips nervously.

      ‘Since it’s our anniversary today, we can—you know—if you want.’

      His eyes blinked open and he stared at me.

      ‘Can I make a counter-offer?’

      ‘Uh—’ What? Was this a business transaction? ‘Yeah, sure.’

      ‘How about you just—’ He bit down on his bottom lip, gaze straying. ‘You could try wanking me off?’ He finally looked at me again then, eyes wide and sort of… nervous. ‘That way you don’t have to get naked. Or have actual sex. And I’ll—I’ll get to come anyway, so I’ll be sated.’

      Wanking him off…

      That would only involve my hand. On his dick.

      I’d had sex with him. Just using my hand shouldn’t really be a big deal compared to that. That’d involved nakedness and penetration and bodily fluids and lube and everything. This… this should be relatively easy.

      ‘Oh-okay.’

      I had no idea what to do now though.

      Part of me was relieved I didn’t have to get naked and hard, but if we’d done that I would know what to do. We’d already tried it. But just using my hand… I’d never done that before. I didn’t have anything to compare too—not even to what it felt like on myself.

      ‘Damian.’ He smiled and scooted in closer. ‘This… is easy. Compared to anything else, this is a piece of cake.’ He grabbed my hand now, the one still tangled in his hair, and slowly moved it down his body.

      I swallowed heavily—but let him steer my hand without resisting.

      He watched me intensely as he slid both our hand under the hem of his pyjama bottoms. He was already hard, dick straining against the tight boxers he wore and he lined my palm up to press against the length of it.

      ‘Does it feel weird?’

      I nodded jerkily, unable to quite look at him now, instead staring down at where my arm disappeared under the duvet.

      ‘Want to get rid of the duvet?’ he asked, clearly reading my mind. ‘Or is it better for you if you don’t have to see?’

      ‘Take it off.’

      I had to see if I wanted to learn—and it wasn’t like I had any problem with watching him naked. I was studying to become a doctor; I couldn’t really have issue with seeing anything, anywhere, on anyone.

      But this wasn’t like that. This was my boyfriend. And I couldn’t be clinically unattached to him no matter what. Sure, I wouldn’t get aroused no matter what, but I wanted to please him, wanted him to feel good…

      He kicked the duvet down.

      I flexed my fingers and in the process pressed my palm further against his dick. My fingers also brushed against his balls.

      ‘Should I take them off as well?’ He indicated his pyjama bottoms.

      I nodded—and removed my hand so he could do that. He kicked them off as well, now only lying there in his tee and boxers. They were black, thin, his erection clearly outlined.

      ‘This too?’ He touched the waistband of said boxers hesitantly.

      No big deal.

      I’ve already seen him naked.

      I’ve fucked him, all naked, all over.

      I nodded again.

      He didn’t kick his boxers off though, just pulled them down enough to free the essential parts.

      ‘You’ve never done this before, right?’

      He already knew the answer to that, so I didn’t know why he asked. Instead of answering, I put a hand on his stomach, inching it down to brush my fingers over the hard length. Then I thought to hell with it and wrapped my hand around him.

      He drew in a sharp breath, then slowly let it out.

      ‘Now what do I do?’ I asked, afraid to do something wrong.

      He cleared his throat.

      ‘You can squeeze a little tighter—just a bit—and then stroke down.’ There was a slight intonation at the end there, as if he asked a question instead of telling me.

      I did as told. The foreskin revealed a flushed mushroom head as I stroked it down, hid it again as I stroked up, and when it was revealed again a drop of pre-come leaked from his slit.

      He chewed on his bottom lip.

      ‘You can go quicker. If you like.’

      ‘It’s a bit awkward.’ The angle was all wrong. ‘It’s my left hand.’

      ‘Oh.’ He pushed up on his elbow, then straddled my lap for a second before he lay down on my other side.

      I stretched my left hand out for him to rest on, and when he did, I wrapped it around his shoulder. We were close now and I wrapped my right hand around him instead. That was much better, angle-wise and all. It still felt weird to hold an erect dick in my hand. Weird to stroke him off. But he liked it, that much was clear.

      He’d buried his head against my neck and his breathing had sped up.

      ‘Does it really feel that good?’ I asked against his hair.

      ‘Ye-yeah,’ he stammered.

      It was kind of… fascinating, in its own way. With him, anyway. It was only mortifying when I caught certain other people in the act.

      ‘Am I doing it right?’ I was just stroking up and down in quick succession. What the hell was so good about that?

      He only nodded jerkily.

      ‘Squeeze a little more. Twist a bit—ah!’

      When I’d done as he requested, I kissed his temple before resting my cheek against his.

      His dick was all kinds of slick thanks to pre-come. It made sort of squishy sounds as I stroked and it was sticky, but all I focused on was Josh’s hot body against mine, how his chest rose and fell as he panted, the feel of his hot breath puffing against my neck.

      His arms went around me and he clutched at my tee, hips bucking into my hand. Then, without any warning, he came—coating my hand and both our tees.

      I hesitantly released him, not sure if it was the right thing to do or not. He’d come, sure, but should I continue to stroke him? Or would the orgasm make him too sensitive?

      He pressed up snug against me—putting my inner worries to rest somewhat—and I wrapped my arms around him too, squeezing him tight. It was only then I realised one of my hands were full of semen… but he was so warm and pliant and comfortable against me I tried to push that niggle away.

      There were limits to how long I could keep a hug going though, and when he didn’t seem to let go anytime soon, I slackened my own grip.

      ‘Josh?’

      No answer.

      His breathing was slow and heavy.

      He fell back asleep.

      I smothered a chuckle because really. That was a cliche if ever there was on. Falling asleep after orgasm, standard male stereotype. At least he was adorable.

      ‘Love you.’ I kissed his temple again and settled for some more sleep myself. I wasn’t particularly sleepy—I was used to being up early—but I could doze here with him for a little while.

      It was a Saturday—and we’d been together two years today, after all. That certainly deserved a lie in and cuddle in bed.

      I wished I could wash my hand though… but our tees were ruined anyway, so I discreetly rubbed it off on his since it was closest. Then I wrapped my arms around him again and just held him tight.

      I’d do anything for you, Josh.

      Even sex—once in a while.

      I was secretly glad I hadn’t had to get naked and perform again today, it was only a week since we’d done it our first time. I would do it again—maybe for his birthday, as we’d sort-of agreed on, half-serious, half-joking. But this, wanking him off… this I could do more often.

      But only because I love you.

      Because he was the only I trusted with this. The only one I trusted not to step over my boundaries. He might be emotionally unstable and good at making big deals out of trifles… but he was also pretty good at understanding me.

      I want to spend the rest of my life with you.

      That might be too early to say, having only been together two years and being only twenty… but I knew it was true. He’d buried so deep under my skin I could never be rid of him. I never wanted to be rid of him.

      He was it for me.

      My sweet, adorable, scarred, broken Josh.

      Josh

      
        
        So I wasn’t all that eloquent this morning… but I hope I got my point across. That sex doesn’t have to be penetrative every single time. We just had sex—because a hand job is sex too. Maybe not everyone thinks so, I don’t know, but as long as you do something sexual with another person… it’s sex.

        The hand job was good. I got to feel his hand on my dick. How wonderful is that? He stroked me off. A bit clumsily, maybe, but he’s never done this before. I couldn’t have expected anything else.

        And he’s open to doing this more often than actual penetrative sex.

        Guess what?

        I’m happy with that. It’s more than I ever thought I’d have. It’s just… like a cherry on top. I was happy before he suddenly started worrying about sex. That came sort of out of left field, to be honest.

        But I think we’re in an even better place now?

        Yeah, we definitely are.

        Better place, better understanding, a better relationship.

        I love him so much I worry sometimes. Worry about what will happen to me if he figures out he doesn’t want this anymore. Worry about what will happen if this love just continues to grow… because it’s pretty all-consuming now, and if grows even more there just won’t be any space for it.

        Yes, I worry sometimes… but mostly I’m happy. If there’s one thing in my life I’m sure of—and let’s face it, it’s not much I am sure of—it’s him. It’s us. We belong together.

        We might not be completely compatible, but that doesn’t matter. We are made to be together and we’re making it work. Being all grown-up and reasonable about it and all. Compromises… it’s a good thing that.

        Other people might think our relationship is weird.

        But you know what? It works for us. We’re happy together. We love each other. We don’t need anything more than that.

        We’re happy just like we are.

        And that is our strength.
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      Josh

      Chad, Tyler and I spilled out of the pub. The streets were dark at this time of night and we stumbled a little as we might’ve had too much to drink.

      ‘Bloody Wynn,’ Chad growled next to me. ‘Abandoning me earlier. We were supposed to walk home together.’

      ‘You’re the one who didn’t want to leave,’ I pointed out.

      I should’ve left earlier too, truth be told, but we’d had such a good time. And it wasn’t often I got to hang out with Tyler lately either—he was always busy studying or working.

      ‘But he didn’t have to leave me,’ Chad whined. ‘He’s used to working nights. He’s a bloody bartender, after all. I don’t get what his deal is.’

      He had been more subdued than usual, maybe. Not that that said much because Wynn wasn’t fond of speaking or showing emotions.

      I still didn’t know him, and I’d known Chad for going on two years now. As Chad’s best friend, Wynn was always in the periphery, but that was it. He didn’t get involved with anyone but Chad.

      ‘I guess I’ll just make my own way home then.’ He groaned as if this was a big inconvenience for him. Then he brought his hand to his forehead, mock-saluting us. ‘See you later.’

      I waved in farewell while Tyler only nodded.

      ‘You all right?’ I asked him as we continued down the street. We were headed the same way for now, so we still had some more time to chat.

      ‘Yeah.’ He gave me a brief smile. ‘Just one exam left and then it’s the summer holidays. Another year to go, and then three years of hard work finally pays off.’

      ‘Good for you.’ He’d gone into nursing after I first met him, specifically mental health nursing. ‘Maybe you’ll be my nurse sometimes when I’m sectioned.’

      He snorted.

      ‘Don’t say when. If. Much better. It’s not set in stone that you’ll ever be sectioned again.’

      ‘Kind of is.’ I knew myself enough for that.

      I was just being realistic.

      Yes, I had good periods, like now, but they never lasted. Something always happened to drag me back down and under.

      Whenever I tried to do good—to stop cutting, to be more emotionally stable—I always messed up. It was best to simply acknowledge that I would fail. That way the disappointment wouldn’t be so bad.

      The only thing I had still to mess up was my relationship. Though that was a struggle sometimes too.

      If it hadn’t been for Damian and his unending patience, I would’ve wrecked it a long time ago. That was me, or my disorder, something. I wrecked everything. Reacted to everything with feelings that were far too over-the-top.

      But Damian was patient, and that… that was the only thing I had. Him. Us.

      ‘Don’t be so hard on yourself.’ He clapped my shoulder good-naturedly. ‘You’re doing well.’

      ‘For someone with a debilitating mental illness living on benefits you mean?’

      ‘Now you’re just being negative.’ He bumped my shoulder with his.

      I chuckled and turned to try and shove him in return, but he was bigger and broader than me, so it didn’t really work.

      Something caught my eye behind us. Someone was walking… but they’d stopped now that we’d stopped. They stood in the dark so I couldn’t see who they were, but people coming up the pavement from the other side walked past us.

      Then the shadowed figure turned down a side-street and was gone.

      I blinked.

      Strange.

      ‘Umm…’ I shook my head.

      ‘What?’ Tyler glanced behind us.

      ‘No, it’s nothing.’ I stared walking again, but couldn’t help but glance back from time to time. That had been sort of… eery. Not that it should—lots of people were out and about even this late. We lived in London, after all.

      ‘How’s the writing going?’ he asked then, bringing my focus onto something that always held my interest.

      ‘It’s okay. Just a hobby, but… I post it online sometimes, on free sites, and people seem to like it.’

      ‘That’s good.’ He grinned. ‘Maybe you should publish it?’

      ‘Publish it?’ I stared up at him. ‘Myself?’

      ‘Yeah.’ He nodded enthusiastically. ‘Ebooks are gaining popularity. There are sites you can put your books up on and get all the royalties after they take their cuts.’

      I narrowed my eyes suspiciously.

      ‘How do you know this? Are you secretly writing stories and publishing them?’

      He snorted now.

      ‘Hah, no, I wish. I’m not very good at writing. I’m not creative enough. But this girl on my course does it. I heard her talking about it the other day. She writes straight romance, though. That’s not really your thing, is it? But there’s still readers out there for other things too.’

      I didn’t touch straight romance, no… but some of my stories had romantic elements. I tended to work through my issues through writing.

      It was sort of like therapy. I wrote about characters who’d been abused in their childhood, or when they were teenagers—or both. People who self-harmed and were mentally ill. And many of them found love even though they struggled. Like I had.

      I wanted to show there were hope for us, no matter how messed up we were.

      ‘And the blogging?’

      ‘That’s going well too.’ I’d started blogging last year, mostly about my borderline personality disorder and how life was like for me. How I tried to deal with it. How I struggled. What I remembered from my childhood and teenaged years, though never in much detail.

      Nowadays my written journals were usually reserved for things I couldn’t write about in a public forum, like my love life and sex life. Damian didn’t want his sexuality and our private business aired out there, and I respected that.

      That didn’t mean I didn’t write fiction about it though. And he’d never said anything about that, so…

      ‘Well, this is where I’m going.’ He pointed left down a side-street.

      ‘Oh, yeah, of course.’ I hadn’t realised we were at the post where we had to separate yet.

      ‘Think about what I said though.’ He winked. ‘You can still learn some money even if you’re in benefits, right? I mean, obviously you lose them if you earn too much, but if you live off your writing, wouldn’t that be kind of cool?’

      It… would. It definitely would.

      ‘I’ll think about it.’ I nodded. ‘Thanks.’

      ‘No problem.’ He lifted his hand in a wave. ‘See you. Don’t be a stranger.’

      ‘That’s my line. You’re the busy one out of the two of us.’ I waved too and then continued on my way. It was still another ten-minutes till I was home.

      My neck prickled.

      I looked behind me, but there was no one there.

      Now you’re just being paranoid. Because of that guy earlier.

      It was probably nothing anyway.

      Maybe he’d just stopped to check his phone or something. I did that sometimes.

      Or maybe he hadn’t been sure where he’d been going so he had to stop to gather himself.

      Both were perfectly reasonable explanations.

      They didn’t make me feel better though.

      I started jogging and though I wasn’t in the best physical form, I made it home in half the time it would’ve taken me if I’d walked. I was winded and sweaty, but it was worth it not to feel that creepy prickling at the back of my neck.

      The flat was dark as I entered.

      Damian must’ve gone to bed hours ago. Silver and Kian too, since I didn’t hear a single sound.

      I tried to be quiet as I clicked on the lights in the living room and moved over the floor towards the bathroom. I took the quickest shower ever, due to not wanting the sound of the water running to wake anyone. I was too sweaty not to shower, so it had to be done.

      Once out I realised I lacked clean clothes, so I dumped the old ones in the hamper and simply wrapped a towel around my waist as I padded back out into the living room. My whole upper body was on full display, but since it was the middle of the night I felt pretty confident no one would see me. Not that it mattered if anyone did—they’d all seen it before anyway.

      The curtains were wide open though and I inched over to close them. Not that I thought anyone would be out on the pavement looking in on me in the middle of the night, but still—

      Someone is out there.

      The thought struck me as I stood there, my hands hesitating on the curtains as I peered out into the darkness.

      Someone was standing there, I could just make out the black human shape against the darker black of night.

      Looking in our window?

      Cold trickled down my spine, chilling me, making sure fear well and truly implemented itself in me.

      I jerked the curtains closed. They were thick and heavy, so no one could look inside now. I hurried over to the door to check it was locked, just in case. Not that I thought someone would break in.

      Or would they?

      Something itched at the back of my neck, the hairs stood on end, like someone was there, watching me. Exactly like I’d felt after Ty and I parted ways earlier.

      The curtains were drawn now though, and I knew I was the only one awake in the flat, so it wasn’t possible. Still, the body felt what the body felt, and it spooked me.

      I peeked out the peep-hole, but the hallway outside was empty. One would need a key to get in the front door, so there wasn’t just this one in the way of a possible burglar, but two.

      I inched my way past the living room windows again, debating taking another peek outside, but if the black shape was still there I didn’t want to know.

      Instead I shut off the lights and headed into the bedroom.

      Damian was sleeping on his stomach, facing the wall. That was usually my side of the bed, but when I wasn’t in it he always seemed to gravitate to my side. It was sweet, but it also left me feeling guilty because I should’ve been in bed with him.

      He had long days at school, so we didn’t have much time to spend together during weekdays. I should’ve been here and gone to bed with him. He had insisted I go out and have fun though, so there was that.

      I quickly grabbed boxers, pyjama bottoms and a tee from the closet, dropped the towel to get dressed, then crawled into bed next to him. I couldn’t see him in the dark, but just knowing he was there, breathing next to me, was enough to relax me.

      But it didn’t help in calming down my mind. That dark human-shaped form outside… I was certain it had looked in our window, but then again… our flat wasn’t the only flat in the building. Not to mention the buildings on both sides.

      He could’ve been looking in on any of them—if indeed there even had been someone out there.

      Reaching out, I put my hand on Damian’s back, feeling the warmth coming from him. It rose and fell slowly as he breathed. I wasn’t good by myself, but with him there next to me I was stronger. Mentally anyway, but to me that was the strength that counted. It wasn’t like I had that much upper body physical strength—making sure I was doing okay mentally was a lot more important than buffing up at a gym.

      Damian had to be up early for school, so I didn’t want to wake him by scooting in closer. He wasn’t the heaviest sleeper, it didn’t take all that much to wake him up. But I’d become quite good at not disturbing him during the almost three years we’d been together now.

      All I had to do was not make noise and keep my distance when I finally went to bed. If I rolled in close and touched him he was more likely to react. If I kept my distance all was good. Like now. Even with my brief touch on his back, he didn’t so much as grunt.

      Maybe he’s tired.

      He was right smack in the middle of exams, after all.

      I love him.

      That was the only thing that was clear to me.

      A big part of my personality disorder was intense, problematic relationships. But him… Three years now, and he was as patient now as he’d been back when we met. Without that patience… I really would have wrecked us a long time ago.

      I could frustrate a rock sometimes, I was perfectly aware of this. But when my emotions were out of control… I couldn’t help myself.

      But not him. I never frustrated him. Not much, anyway. At least I had him, no matter what.

      

      ‘Mmmm.’

      I woke up feeling warm and good and safe. Damian was behind me, chest close to my back and with one hand thrown over my hips.

      His breathing wasn’t the deep one of sleep anymore, so I could tell he was awake. As I stretched my legs out, his arm pulled me in tighter so he could hug me close.

      ‘Feel good?’ His voice was still rough from sleep, so he couldn’t have been awake for long.

      ‘Yeah.’ I sighed contently. He was all warm and hard and breathing against me, and nothing made me feel more content than that. Nothing could really compare to the time we spent in bed like this, spooning, hugging, resting, whatever… not even my messed-up mind could ruin this.

      He wasn’t entirely awake though, as evidenced from the way his breathing started to deepen again. He was falling back asleep.

      I lifted my head a bit to look over my shoulder at him. His eyes were closed, black hair ruffled.

      So peaceful.

      I stroked my palm over his arm, smiling. He had no trouble going to sleep, whereas I, when I was first awake, couldn’t go back to sleep again if my life depended on it. Or like at night, when I simply couldn’t go to sleep at all for no apparent reason.

      I kissed his cheek, got a low, unintelligible sound in return, then I slid out of bed. I tried my best not to bother him. It was still early, and in a little while he had to head to school, but until his alarm started blaring I’d let him sleep.

      After a hot shower, brushing my teeth and dressing in comfortable clothes, I headed into the kitchen. I had lunch with Mum today, but considering how early I was up, I could just as well have a good breakfast too.

      I had a healthier diet nowadays than I’d had back before I met him. Healthier as in eating regularly—it wasn’t like I was eating a lot of greens and whole grains. I wasn’t the best cook either, so that might have a lot to do with it. Breakfast ended up being just toast, like usual, but at least it was nourishment. I was still thin, but I’d gained some weight and muscle tone in the three years that had gone by since my stepfather had finally been put away. Since I’d met Damian.

      I was on the sofa, the telly on low sound, and only halfway through my toast when Damian came out of our bedroom. He gave me a sort of half-wave before disappearing into the bathroom.

      I nibbled some more on my toast and switched channels. It was too early to find anything worth watching.

      Now he was up though, I could go pick up my laptop, which I’d forgotten to take with me when I left the bedroom earlier.

      The telly was off and the laptop open when Damian emerged freshly showered and groomed from the bathroom.

      ‘Morning.’ He sat down beside me and leant over to kiss my cheek.

      My lips instantly tipped up into a smile.

      ‘Good morning.’ I leant into him, resting my head against his. ‘Do you have another long day ahead?’ He always had nowadays.

      ‘Actually, no.’

      I blinked at him in surprise.

      He smiled wryly.

      ‘Today’s the last written exam. It’s only three hours. Then next week is the Exam Board, and then three weeks holiday.’ He stretched, sighing. ‘I need three weeks of holiday now.’

      ‘You’re over halfway now. In your medical degree anyway. Two years to go.’ I was so proud of him. He did so well in school, top grades even in medical school. Whereas I hadn’t even attempted more studies after I finished my A-levels. I’d applied for uni, but… Vincent and I had agreed it hadn’t been right for me. I’d barely been able to finish my A-levels after all. Uni was even harder, more stress, and it would thoroughly mess me up.

      So for now… I was on benefits. I wasn’t stable enough to work even if I wanted to. My good periods were good, but the bad ones… they were hard, they lasted longer, and usually landed my arse in a hospital somewhere. The stress, the expectations… it was too much. I couldn’t handle it. And if I couldn’t handle school, then what could I handle?

      ‘What’re your plans for the day?’

      ‘Lunch with Mum. Other than that…’ I shrugged. When did I ever have plans, besides lunches with Mum and therapy? Both single and group therapy. I was mostly quite busy, come to think of it. It was certainly more than enough for me to deal with.

      And hanging out with friends, that took time and energy as well. Everyone either worked or studied though, except Chad. We were the two mental cases living on benefits because we were too ill to function normally.

      He nudged me as he put it around my shoulders.

      ‘When I get home later today, we can do something special together. Go out for dinner, or order in. Just you and me.’

      ‘What about Silver and Kian?’ Surely they would be home too.

      ‘Silver said something about dinner with Vincent yesterday.’

      Right, Vincent. Silver’s brother and my psychologist. The world had some funny coincidences sometimes.

      ‘That sounds nice.’ Spending some good quality time with him, just the two of us, was a wonderful thing. I lived for those moments, every moment with him—it was the only part of my life that made any sense.

      My gaze fell on the curtains, still drawn over the windows. Had there really been someone out there last night? It seemed a bit silly now, in the morning, in daylight. But my feelings weren’t something I could control. I knew they were unstable, I knew paranoia could be a side-effect, so I probably had imagined it.

      I hoped.

      

      It was a crisp spring morning outside, but dark, heavy skies in the distance promised there’d be rain eventually. Not that that was unusual—we lived in London, after all.

      The streets of Soho stretched out in every direction, and I took the one leading to Harriet’s Café. For three years now, ever since I’d met Damian, it had been our usual place for lunch.

      It was also where Mum had met Harriet—a wiser choice in partner than Andrew had ever been. She was sweet, kind, and obviously adored Mum. She’d never use her just so she could get to mum’s kid—me—to abuse and do with as she wished. That was all Andrew, that sick tosser.

      But I didn’t want to think about him. My mind went to really dark places when it came to him.

      I gripped both my forearms, but I couldn’t actually feel the scars outside both my jumper. They were there though, all over my arms, covering the skin that had once been smooth.

      Once…

      I couldn’t actually remember a time when they had been. Likely I’d repressed it, along with a lot of other stuff that had happened to me. Maybe stuff that was worse than what I did remember, and what I could remember was horrible enough on its own.

      But no thinking of Andrew!

      If I fell into the darkness of what he had done, how he had ruined me, it would be a struggle to get myself back up. A struggle that mostly ended in the use of a razor. And I’d been harm-free for three months now—ever since I got out of my last hospitalisation. I wanted to keep it that way. I really did.

      It didn’t take me long to arrive at Harriet’s, and the bell jingled as I pushed the door open.

      Mum was already there, sitting at a table with Harriet, the two of them bent close in a whispered conversation. They didn’t look particularly happy.

      I hoped everything was okay between them. Mum had been happier the last three years, ever since I brought her to the Café for the very first time so she could meet Damian. If it hadn’t been for me, she never would’ve met Harriet.

      The tingling of the bell drew Harriet’s attention, as she was sitting facing the door, clearly paying attention to her customers. And, I reckoned anyway, she was working. She smiled slightly, but it was tight, and she rose and walked away before I even reached the table.

      A ball of dread settled deep in my gut.

      ‘What’s that all about?’ I stared after her. ‘I don’t mind her joining us. I never have.’ If Harriet had a slow lunch hour, she always joined us for lunch. However, lunch tended to be the busiest time in the Café—except not today. There were only a few other people in the room, besides us.

      Did they have problems, Mum and Harriet? Just the thought made my blood run cold. Mum had been so happy ever since they’d got together…

      ‘I know, Joshua.’ Mum looked up at me and her expression was grim. It made me even more worried that something really was wrong. ‘I asked her to leave us alone. I need to talk to you.’

      I frowned as I sat down on the chair opposite her.

      ‘What’s the matter? Is something wrong between you two? Are you all right?’

      ‘I’m fine, Joshua, it’s not me.’

      My frown deepened.

      ‘Is it Harriet? Or Grandma? Or anyone else?’

      Mum shook her head before fixing her eyes on me again. They were green, just like mine were.

      ‘It’s about Andrew.’

      My blood really did run cold now, to the point I could feel it freeze in my veins. From the grim expression on her face, I knew whatever she had to say would not be good for my state of mind.

      ‘What is it?’ I could hear how my voice shook.

      No one had ever scared me more than Andrew did, and the fear hadn’t diminished much by the fact that I was now an adult and had been ever since they put him away.

      When the subject of Andrew came up, I still felt like the fifteen-year-old kid who didn’t know how else to end the torment I was subjected to, other than killing myself.

      Mum closed her eyes briefly. She seemed to struggle with what to say, but when her eyes opened again there was a determination in them.

      ‘He’s been released on licence.’

      My heart stopped beating.

      ‘But—He didn’t confess! He was supposed to be incarcerated for all eight years.’ He hadn’t been given any leniency, because he’d never admitted  his wrongdoings.

      Mum leant over the table, taking my hands in hers and squeezing.

      ‘The system isn’t fair—’

      ‘It’s bollocks!’ My chest was tight. I didn’t know if I wanted to rage or cry—probably both. ‘It’s not fair.’

      ‘But Joshua, he’s on licence. They keep track of him. He won’t come near you ever again, I swear.’ She stared at me, hard, trying to make me understand her words.

      I did understand them.

      But still…

      ‘What about when he’s served his entire time? When they’re not keeping an eye on him anymore? What’s to stop him from seeking me out then?’ Just the thought of seeing Andrew again had me trembling from head to toe.

      Mum frowned.

      ‘He’s not going to risk going back to prison.’

      I wouldn’t be so sure of that.

      ‘He wants revenge.’ No one knew Andrew better than me. For ten years I’d been his personal toy, to do with as he pleased. I knew just how vicious and sadistic he could be. My body still bore scars from his treatment, besides the ones I’d inflicted on myself. ‘Mum. I sent him to prison. He’s punished me for a lot less than that.’ My eyes brimmed with tears as I tried to make her understand just what Andrew was capable of.

      My last sentence got to her. I could tell from the way her frown fell away to be replaced by guilt. Guilt for never having noticed.

      ‘Is he here in London?’

      London was big, but if Andrew was set on me, he’d find me.

      Maybe he already has.

      The dark shape on the street the night before flashed inside my mind.

      ‘Joshua—’ That was answer enough, her not wanting to confirm it, but I needed to hear it.

      ‘Mum!’

      ‘Yes.’ She closed her eyes. ‘Yes, he’s here. But I don’t know where. I only know he’s out.’

      I pulled my hands out of her grip and put them in my lap, clenching and unclenching them. My body trembled, my mind whirled.

      ‘Joshua…’

      ‘I can’t!’ I stood so abruptly my chair toppled over. It didn’t really matter though, not as long as my path to the door was clear.

      ‘Don’t do this, Joshua.’ Mum stood as well, her whole body tense. ‘Please. Calm down. Let’s eat.’

      ‘No.’ I shook my head, eyes darting around.

      Andrew’s out. Out on the streets.

      He was a sadistic, sociopathic abuser—and I was the one who’d put him in prison.

      ‘How could you let this happen?’ I pressed my palm to my temples, emotions warring inside me.

      ‘Joshua, please…’

      I wasn’t just afraid of Andrew—I was terrified. I wasn’t sure if that was me being borderline or not, what with the disorder making me feel more intensely than normal people.

      Andrew had hurt me, beaten me, broken me, wounded me—and I’d been shattered all over again during the trial, having to see him sit there, without a single trace of remorse. Having to tell everything while he kept insisting that I was the liar.

      I’d told nothing but the truth.

      He was the liar, unable to stand up to the things he’d done. He’d ruined my life… and he hadn’t felt so much as a sliver of remorse for it. I’d felt his eyes on me, cold, hateful, full of rage, through the entire trial. I didn’t believe for a second he’d continue with his life as if nothing had happened. He’d be back to hurt me again. I knew it!

      ‘Joshua!’

      Mum’s voice called after me, but it was of no matter. I was out of there, running for my bloody life.

      How could the system let someone like him go? Didn’t they realise he was going to do the very same thing he’d been sent to prison for again?

      Andrew thrived on the abuse, on the pain, on the power… he’d never give it up. If not me, he’d find someone else. Someone else who was unable to fight back, unable to get out of it, who didn’t have anyone they could tell…
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      It was dark outside when I finally ventured home. I’d been walking aimlessly around  central London, trying to sort myself out. It hadn’t worked. All I could think of was Andrew, what he’d done to me, and what he would do to me once he got to me.

      I didn’t know the time. I’d turned my phone off once I’d stopped running, because I didn’t want Mum to keep ringing me.

      Three years…

      It had only been three years. How could they have let him out already? He was a danger to any kid he got a hold of. He shouldn’t ever have been let out on the streets again. Didn’t anyone realise…?

      The streets were all but deserted. I didn’t meet many people once I neared home. The sound of my trainers was the only thing I heard—the only thing that existed—as I continued along the pavement. The cars that passed didn’t even draw my attention. They weren’t important.

      What was important was that the legal system had let a dangerous person out on the streets, where he could target and hurt whoever he liked. And me—he would definitely hurt me. I wasn’t a child anymore, but he’d been obsessed with me… He was a paedophile, but if that obsession was still intact, it likely wouldn’t matter that I was an adult now.

      The hairs on the back of my neck stood up all of a sudden. My whole body tensed. Someone was behind me. I couldn’t hear anything but traffic and my own trainers hitting the pavement, but I knew it with a ringing certainty.

      I dared a quick look over my shoulder. No one there.

      I faced forwards again. Two people were coming towards me on the opposite side of the road, but they were young. Their voices started to carry as they came closer: a bloke and a girl. Nothing to worry about. But the hairs at the back of my neck were still on full alert.

      Someone was behind me, and that someone was watching me.

      I quickened my pace. It wasn’t long before I reached our building, and my hands shook as I fished my keys out of my pocket and stuck the right one in the lock. A click and it was open, and I all but ripped the key back out before slipping inside and slamming the door behind me. A flick of my wrist and it was locked again.

      No one could follow me inside now.

      I ran over to our door, unlocked that one, and slipped inside again, only opening it as much as needed to fit me in-between it and the wall. I locked this door safely after me too, then collapsed on the floor in a heap.

      My breathing was laboured after the running—but it was nothing compared to the pain. The pain of the memories. The pain of Andrew. The pain of remembering. The pain of knowing. Of knowing he was out there, that he was free, once again. Free to do as he wished, free to ruin more lives.

      That’s what he did. He ruined lives. There was nothing at all good about him. He was evil, sadistic, a psychopath who thrived on inflicting pain. Who thrived on humiliation and power and violence.

      I wrapped my arms over my head, whimpering into the carpet.

      If I’d never put him in prison, he never would’ve had cause for revenge. But if I hadn’t put him in prison, he would’ve continued doing whatever he wanted with me. For longer than the ten years he’d managed to do so undetected.

      Or maybe I would’ve succeeded in killing myself on my second try, because I didn’t doubt for a second I would’ve tried again if I hadn’t come clean to Mum—if she hadn’t believed me.

      I would’ve tried again and again and again—until I succeeded. Because I hadn’t been able to take it anymore. Not any of it. I’d been used as his punching bag and pleasure slave for as long as I could remember.

      How could they let someone like that go free? He’d started molesting me when I was a child. I couldn’t remember a time when he hadn’t used me for his own pleasure. When I wasn’t deathly afraid of nights because that was when he came into my room. In the beginning, anyway.

      I pushed up on my hands and knees and crawled to the end of the carpet, then used the wall to help me up into a standing position. My emotions weighed me down so much I had trouble keeping myself on my feet.

      I wanted to scream, to cut myself—but none of it would make it better. None of it would put Andrew back in prison, where he belonged. None of it would make proper justice be served.

      ‘Damian…’ He was asleep. He must be, because the flat was as dark as it was outside and all was silent.

      I stumbled into our bedroom, hoping he was asleep, because if he wasn’t there it wouldn’t end well for me and my skin.

      But he was there. Sleeping peacefully.

      Or maybe not so much. He was on top of the sheets, still in his clothes.

      He’s been waiting up for me.

      Guilt washed over me as my knees hit the mattress, but it didn’t stop me from reaching out and shaking him.

      ‘Damian. Damian.’

      He groaned, slapping at my hand.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Damian, please. I need you.’

      He stilled for a second, then rolled over onto his back so he could peer up at me.

      ‘You’re home.’

      I sniffled and crawled fully onto the bed, curling up next to him.

      ‘I need you. I just need you.’

      ‘Hey.’ He sat up, embracing me. I fell into his arms and buried my face against his neck and shoulder. ‘I’m always here for you, you know that.’

      I clutched him close, but it wasn’t enough. We weren’t close enough, so I moved to straddle his thighs, arms locking tight around his neck as I once again buried my face in the crook of it.

      ‘I’m sorry I woke you. I just need you so badly.’ To think that this morning I’d woken up feeling good, and now I was anything but.

      ‘I don’t mind, Josh. It’s better than you resorting to cutting.’ He rested his cheeks against my hair. ‘I’m so proud of you for being harm-free for three months, you know.’

      Proud…

      ‘I know you are.’ I whispered it, breath fanning over his sleep-warm skin. I knew very well he was proud of me for not resorting to cutting for so long. ‘You should go back to sleep. You’ve got school in the morning.’ I said it, I meant it, but I couldn’t let him go.

      ‘I was waiting up for you.’ Now he sounded guilty. ‘But obviously I fell asleep.’

      ‘Why’d you wait up for me?’ Then I remembered. We’d been supposed to spend some quality time together, without our flatmates around. ‘I’m sorry. I forgot. I’m so sorry.’ His guilt was  nothing compared to mine. It consumed me.

      ‘Josh…’ His arms tightened around me. ‘You honestly think I wouldn’t wait up? Your mum rang me, you know. I’d forgotten to turn my phone off silent—but when you never came home, I remembered to turn it back on, and she got a hold of me. All day you’ve known this, and I didn’t find out until only hours ago.’

      Of course Mum would’ve rung him when I never answered. And of course he kept his phone on silent at school. He was busy, he had a lot of studying, and he couldn’t let his phone disrupt him. Not when I’d been in a good mood this morning. There was no harm to be done then, to keep his phone on silent and not check it.

      It was just that harm had already been done…

      ‘Do you want to lie down?’

      I nodded jerkily and he gently pushed me down on the bed. When I was lying on my side, with my back to him, he scooted in close and wrapped an arm tightly around my waist.

      ‘It’ll get better, Josh. Just give it time.’ He kissed the back of my neck, making me shudder. No matter how bad I was feeling, having him so close, being so intimate, it was good. ‘He won’t get to you.’

      I drew in a shaky breath, but didn’t say anything.

      He didn’t know. How could he possibly know it would get better? I’d been getting better the past three months, but I always seemed to revert.

      And now… now it was impossible. Now Andrew was out there, possibly—no, definitely—out for revenge.

      He must want it. He couldn’t have changed so much the past three years. Well, the past five, considering he’d been kept out of my life ever since I woke up in hospital and told Mum.

      The man I knew, the sadistic pervert who’d ruined me, he’d do anything he could to punish me for what I’d done. Prison couldn’t have changed him for the better. I wholeheartedly believed he couldn’t change. He’d always been out to hurt me—and he would still be out to hurt me, no matter what anyone said.

      I turned around in Damian’s arms, pressing up close to him.

      ‘I love you so much.’

      ‘I love you too.’

      I should tell him. About my feelings, just how intense they were. About Andrew and my absolute certainty that he was out for me. About the dark shape outside the window last night—oh god!—and someone following me home now, except I hadn’t actually seen anyone.

      But he had enough on his mind. He was in medical school, studying to become a surgeon, and he had enough on his plate.

      Besides, I was twenty-one years old. I should be able to take care of myself by now.

      Except I was exceptionally bad at just that.

      

      
        
        ‘No—st-stop, no!’

        I was pressed down into the bed and hands were grabbing me forcefully. My body ached from the rough treatment. I was hurting, I was being hurt, it hurt so bloody much! I was always hurting, it kept happening again and again and again… and I didn’t want it to happen, I wanted him off  me, I didn’t want to lie there naked in my own bed with him atop me, forcing me…

        ‘No! Ge-get off me!’

        I tried to push him off, but he was too heavy and I was too weak. I was too weak to do anything but lie there and take every hurtful touch. I had to lie there and take the harsh words, the slapping, the beating, the grunting when he forced himself on me.

        Panic shot through me as my legs were shoved apart and he forced his way down in-between them.

        ‘No!’ I screamed, only to have a big, rough hand come up to cover my mouth. The hand was so huge it was covering my nose as well and I couldn’t breathe. I flailed my arms, which he’d let go of in order to cover my mouth. I hit something, someone, but he didn’t move away from me. Instead he pressed down further and I wanted to scream again, but I couldn’t because that hand was shutting off my airways and I couldn’t breathe…

        

      

      ‘No!’

      I shot up into a sitting position. The duvet tangled around my feet and my clothes clung to my damp skin. My heart beat wildly and my breathing was ragged. I bent over, hands buried in my hair as I fought the tears and the sobs. I pulled violently on my hair, hoping the pain would hold the tears in check.

      ‘Damian…?’

      The bed next to me was empty and reality slowly sank back in. Damian was already at uni.

      I’d slept in, slept longer than I used to. Usually, if I didn’t wake up long before him, I woke up alongside him. But I’d slept in, which meant he wasn’t here.

      He wasn’t here to wake me from the nightmare, he wasn’t here to hold and calm me down…

      My breathing sped up again and I crawled to the end of the bed. Even though my body was drenched in sweat from the fear the nightmare had brought back, the chill in the room was creeping in on me.

      I stumbled onto the floor and stood there for a while, lost as to what to do next, before I fled to the bathroom. Unlike the bedroom, it was warm and I didn’t even bother turning on the lights as I sank down on the heated floor, lying on top of the soft, fluffy rug.

      I curled one hand in front of my face and, though I couldn’t see it, knew exactly how it looked: deformed by scars.

      Without realising it, my other hand had started scratching at my scarred skin.

      Quickly, I pulled it back and started rapidly snapping the rubber bands I always wore around each wrist now. I hadn’t cut myself in three months. I couldn’t slip up now, not after so long.

      How could I face anyone if I slipped up again? How could I face Damian?

      Proud…

      The images from the nightmare flashed in my mind. I covered my face with my hands and forced down the shriek that threatened to leave me.

      My arms were itching. I wanted a razor, I wanted to cut, I needed to cut. After all these years, I was still plagued by the nightmares. It was six years ago now that I’d tried to kill myself and Andrew’s abuse had finally ended. Six years and it was still ruining my life.

      He was still ruining my life. And now he was out.

      Why couldn’t the nightmares ever stop? Why couldn’t I ever be free from Andrew and the abuse I’d suffered at his hands for almost my entire childhood? Why couldn’t I ever get over it so I could live a nice, normal life? Why did I have to be so continuously messed up?

      Whenever I thought things were finally going well, when I’d gone three months without cutting, the nightmares returned full force to slap me right across the face. And now his release hit me like a sledgehammer.

      The tears were falling now and I didn’t even bother wiping them away. There was no point; they were going to fall anyway. Instead I clenched my hands in against my chest. I had to resist the temptation to search the entire bathroom for a razor or to scratch myself until I bled, something I had resorted to so many times in the past I couldn’t even  count anymore.

      Blood calmed me down like nothing else did. Seeing it trickle over my scars, struggling to find a path through the deformed, scarred skin… it was fascinating, it was addicting, it was something I’d needed for so very long. Something I still needed.

      I was shaking from anxiety and restraint and tears were constantly pressing behind my eyelids. I was sweating too, and it was a cold sweat that left me feeling chilly all over. I was hanging on by a thread. Now there were only a couple of thin, frail threads left and I was slowly losing the battle. I couldn’t hang onto them.

      Why should I?

      I was alive today because cutting had helped me deal. If it hadn’t been for that… I doubted I’d be alive and breathing and panicking today.

      I pushed myself up as the tears overflowed, trailing down my cheeks. I all but ran to the kitchen, grabbed the first knife I could find, then darted back into the bathroom again. I locked the door after me, even though I was the only one at home. Or so I hoped anyway. Damian would be at school, revising, for most of the day, and both Silver and Kian had jobs.

      The wood was hard against my back as I leant against it, trying to will myself to leave the bathroom again, but I couldn’t. Couldn’t possibly leave. I needed… needed release. Needed it so badly I trembled with it.

      When I managed to get the trembling slightly under control, I stumbled over to the bathtub and climbed inside. It was safe in there, small enough to fit me lying down, and the sides shielded everything else from view.

      I pulled my jumper over my head, leaving me in a T-shirt. I put the knife down in front of me, close to the drain. It was sharp. It was just what I needed. Just what I craved. Just what could give me that blessed release.

      Andrew.

      Andrew…

      He shouldn’t be allowed to be out. He was dangerous. Didn’t they realise that?

      I squeezed my eyes shut as a sob escaped me, and I pressed the blade of the knife down into my scarred and mutilated skin, drawing blood for the first time in three months.

      I didn’t think I’d ever been able to go three months without cutting before.

      Andrew’s eyes…

      Whenever they’d met mine during the court case… they’d been so cold. Promising revenge. London might be big, but if Andrew wanted to get back at me for his incarceration, then he bloody well could.

      How could I know he hadn’t found me already?

      He might be watching me, might’ve been following me. Because someone had been watching, and someone had followed me.

      What if he knew where I lived? I was so sure the person outside had been looking in our window.

      What if he came knocking on the door when I was home alone? Nothing would stop him from breaking it down and having his way with me. Nothing at all. I might be a grown up now, but if I was faced with him… I’d be just as powerless to defend myself as I had been when I’d been a kid.

      Someone was out there watching.

      Someone’s followed me two nights in a row.

      Fear laced through me.

      Opening my eyes, I stared down at my left arm. The blood was trickling already. Some stained my jeans, some dripped into the tub itself. The stark red colour next to the white of the tub… such a contrast. Such beauty.

      They let him out. I can’t believe they let him out.

      I cut again, and again, and again. I cut until my entire forearm was covered in red. My jeans were completely ruined; the tub was dotted red—more red than it was white by now.

      Tears ran in a steady stream down my cheeks and sobs wracked my body. My right hand was shaking and covered in the blood it had drawn. The knife was slippery in my fingers, but I couldn’t stop cutting. It had been so long since the last time…

      ‘I’m so proud of you.’

      Damian’s words echoed through my mind.

      Damian!

      The knife clattered to the bottom of the tub as I curled in on myself. I went to cover my face with my hands, but then realised they were covered in blood, so I settled on burying my face against the scarred skin on my right arm, which I hadn’t cut  yet.

      One piece of bad news and I was back to being a mess. I wasn’t doing any better at all. I was the very same mess I’d been my entire bloody life. Since Andrew had literally fucked me up.

      ‘Proud of you…’

      How could Damian even stand to look at me now? I’d slipped up after three months and for what? For Andrew. Like I always did. Everything was always about Andrew. He kept on messing up my life when he wasn’t even part of it anymore.

      I tried to stop the blood with my right hand, but it kept on trickling. I’d cut too much, too deep, and no matter how hard I pressed, I couldn’t stop it.

      ‘Oh god, no. No, no, no, no.’

      I’d lost control.

      I fished out my phone from my other pocket—I’d fallen asleep in my clothes apparently, and it’d been in my pocket—and I turned it on with a fumbling hand.

      Once it was on I went into my recently-called list. Damian was on top. I could ring him, but he was at school so not likely to hear it unless he checked it just as I rang. I could ring Mum, and she’d drop everything for me, like she always did.

      Guilt gnawed at me. How long was I going to keep inconveniencing everyone close to me?

      I clicked on the second option.

      ‘Joshua?’

      ‘Mum,’ I cried into the phone. ‘I cut again.’

      ‘Wha—’ She sounded confused for a moment. ‘Joshua, what happened? What’s the matter?’

      ‘I cut!’ I bent over, placing my phone against my ear and shoulder as I tried to press down on my arm again. It didn’t do any good. I couldn’t reach all the cuts—they were all over. ‘Mum, I cut too deep.’

      She drew a sharp breath.

      ‘Keep pressure on it. I’ll be right there.’ Only a click alerted me to the fact she’d hung up.

      I rested my forehead against my knees, crying loudly. The pain from the cutting helped calm my emotions a bit, but not nearly enough. Everything was still so overwhelming, and on a constant loop in my mind.

      I rocked back and forth as I cried and the blood kept trickling from my arm, messing up the tub, me, everything. Maybe I’d just bleed out and that would be that.

      No!

      I couldn’t do that to Damian. Not to Mum either. I couldn’t die. I had so many people I cared about, people I didn’t want to leave. Living hurt, but at least I had them close to me. My family, Damian’s family, my friends…

      I must’ve sat like that for a long time because next thing I knew someone was banging on the front door. Keys rattled, door was opened then closed. More banging on the bathroom door.

      ‘Joshua! Open up.’

      It took me way too long to push myself up and stumble over to the door, but I managed it. I turned the lock so she’d be able to come inside, then collapsed down on the fluffy rug in a fit of hysterics.

      ‘Joshua!’ Her hands cupped my face, tilting it up so I faced her. She swam in front of my eyes, in and out of focus. ‘Jesus. What have you done?’

      ‘I’m sorry!’ I crumbled again into fits of sobs.

      ‘No, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. I’m not blaming you.’ Her hands left my face and she walked away, but she was soon back with a wet towel she pressed against my bleeding arm. ‘You need sutures. We have to go to A&E.’

      A jerky nod was all I could manage in response. I knew I’d cut too deep, I knew wrapping it up wouldn’t stop the bleeding.

      She cleaned what she could, though new blood kept trickling, so it was impossible to get it all off. Once she was satisfied—or frustrated enough—she wrapped gauze tightly around my arm so it would hopefully hold until we got me to the A&E, where they’d stitch me up.

      ‘Up you go then.’ She wasn’t as tall as me, except when she was wearing heels, but she was still strong, and she managed to pull me up on my feet without much help from me.

      I wanted to thank her, but my throat wouldn’t produce sound. My tongue was stuck to the roof of my mouth. I was terrified, humiliated, and ashamed. I’d slipped up so badly I had to get sutures—it had been months since the last time I’d had to go to A&E for that. Four months now—and that time had ended with me back in hospital for a month.

      And once again, it was Mum helping me. Like she always did.
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        I heard mum’s heels click against the linoleum floor, and I glanced around the corner to check if she was alone. She was—and she was pacing, eyes locked on a document she held in her hands.

        ‘Mum?’ I shuffled into view, the sleeves of my jumper drawn down so much the hem was bunched in my palms. I hunched over, nervous and afraid.

        ‘Yes?’ She kept on pacing, kept on reading that document. Whatever it was.

        ‘Isn’t Andrew home?’

        ‘He left for a business meeting this morning. He’ll be gone a couple days.’ Back and forth over the floor, eyes glued to the paper.

        ‘Mum…’ My body ached from the night before, it bore the evidence of his perversions. If she’d just look at me, she’d see my lip bore it as well.

        ‘I don’t have time right now, Joshua. I have to prepare for this.’

        It was like a black hole appeared under me and sucked me in.

        She doesn’t have time… No time for me.

        ‘I’m sorry. I won’t bother you.’

        She made a sound, but I wasn’t sure what it was supposed to represent. Maybe relief at me leaving her alone to do whatever she needed to do for work.

        ‘I’m sorry.’

        ‘I’ll see you tonight.’ She brushed past me, not even so much as glancing my way.

        It was like I was standing there with a gaping hole in my gut, spilling blood and intestines all over the floor. She wasn’t interested in listening to me, to hearing what I had to say. She couldn’t even look at me.

        How could I ever expect her to believe me when she wouldn’t ever give me the time of day? Not a hug, not a squeeze on the shoulder, not a look. She didn’t care what Andrew was doing to me, what he’d done for so long. Maybe she knew? Maybe she’d always known… She didn’t care about me.

        I was nothing to her.

        I’d tried approaching her and been dismissed. Because her work was more important than me. I was nothing to her, nothing to anyone, except for Andrew—

        Who used me for his own pleasure.

        That was all I was—all I ever would be. I’d never get away. Not when even my own mum couldn’t give me the time of day so I could tell her. If she did give me the time of day, I doubted she’d even believe me.

        Best to keep it hidden, deep down, like I had for so long. Best not let her know. Best to just let Andrew have his way, so it’d be simpler for me. Best to just give in.

        Because I was nothing.

        I had no one.

        

      

      Sitting in an exam room waiting for a doctor to deign to come in wasn’t a good feeling. I was cried out, ashamed, and being left to wait for someone to have the time to deal with me was humiliating.

      My arm burned from my own treatment earlier, but that pain was nothing to the humiliation I felt at having slipped up so badly.

      Being stitched up was almost a relief, because it brought more pain, but the pain I'd inflicted on myself was being repaired. Well, not repaired, but at least sown back together so I wouldn’t bleed out.

      Mum, who’d had to wait outside while they fixed me up, jumped up from her chair the moment she saw me coming.

      ‘How are you?’ She stared anxiously at my arm, where the new bandage was covered by my jumper.

      ‘Stitched up.’ That likely wasn’t what she wanted to hear, but I couldn’t lie to her either. I couldn’t say I was good when I was anything but.

      ‘Come on, Joshua. Let’s get you home. You need rest. And you need to change clothes.’

      She was right about that. My arm and hair wasn’t the only ting covered in blood. I probably looked like I’d come right from a massacre.

      And I had, hadn’t I? A massacre of my own skin.

      I trailed after her outside, cradling my stitched-up arm close to my chest.

      We didn’t speak as she drove towards home. I sat with my head resting against the cool glass, and she was busy steering the roads in the rain. I hadn’t even noticed the rain until now.

      When we got back to the flat, Mum came inside with me without a word. I was secretly grateful because I didn’t trust myself on my own. Not now. Not with my mind a mess—and with the bathroom an even bigger one. If I’d been alone, I could’ve very well gone back in there and done the same to my right arm as I’d done to my left.

      ‘Oh my god, the bathroom.’

      Mum looked at me, at my horrified realisation.

      ‘I’ll clean it. Don’t worry.’

      I nodded jerkily, grateful she volunteered for the task.

      ‘Come on. You need to get changed.’ She wrapped an arm around my shoulder and steered me towards my bedroom. ‘I’ll clean the bathroom while you do that. Don’t worry.’

      It didn’t take me long to change into joggers and one of Damian’s big, comfy jumpers. One of those with a hood. He wasn’t all that fond of them, except using them at home, but I loved burying myself in them. I loved that they were too big on me, that they seemed to swallow me. They were his and they were a comfort whenever he wasn’t around. They were when he was home too, obviously, but they could never be as much of a comfort to me as being close to Damian was.

      I went over to collapse on the sofa, curling in on myself.

      Mum came out of the bathroom with the knife, disappearing into the kitchen with it. I heard the sink run, heard her wash it, then silence for a minute before she came back to sit down next to me.

      ‘In all honesty, Joshua, I feel like I never should’ve told you.’

      My blood ran cold.

      ‘Of course you should have.’ What if she never had? What if I never knew he was out there again? ‘I’d rather know and be a mess, than to have to suddenly see him or have him appear in front of me. At least now I know he’s out there.’ I knew who was stalking me.

      ‘He won’t come near you, Joshua. You hear that? If he so much as looks in your direction, I’ll have him hauled off to prison again.’

      ‘But Mum—Even if he doesn’t come after me—he’ll still hurt someone else. Three years in prison won’t change the fact that he’s a sadistic tosser who gets off on kids.’ I was shaking, trembling from head to foot.

      ‘He’s only on licence. They’re keeping an eye on him. If he does hurt someone else, he’ll be locked up again. For a lot longer this time.’ Mum sighed again. ‘Sadly, there’s not much I can do about preventing him from hurting anyone, Joshua.’

      ‘It’s not fair.’ No one should have to go through what I’d gone through.

      ‘Nothing ever is.’ Mum had a far-away look on her face, then she shook it off. ‘Are you hungry? I’ll order us some takeout.’

      I nodded quickly, though my stomach was likely too knotted up with pain and worry and bad memories to eat anything.

      Mum rose to make the call. I didn’t know what she planned on ordering and I didn’t really care.

      My eyes went to the windows. The curtains weren’t drawn. The light from outside—what there was of it, anyway, what with the grey, dreary weather—filtered in.

      It felt… wrong that it was still day. It should be dark now. It felt like the whole day had gone by, but it had only been a few hours.

      I squinted at the windows. I couldn’t see anyone out there now. Couldn’t see a shape out there, looking right into our living room. Couldn’t see a person look in, though a lot of them walked past. Maybe I hadn’t really seen something that night, either. Maybe it was just a figment of my imagination. Maybe I’d simply been tired. There were a lot of explanations—better ones than Andrew’s stalking me.

      Surely it couldn’t be him.

      But the fact that Mum was here… that made me feel a lot better. Because no matter what I tried to tell myself, I wasn’t at all sure.

      I was sure I’d seen someone the night before last—and my gut told me it had been Andrew. But who would believe me if I told them? Everyone was convinced he wasn’t going to risk more prison time by coming near me again.

      They didn’t know him. Damian had never met him, and Mum didn’t know him either. He’d put on an act all those years for her. I was the only one who knew what a monster he really was.

      And I knew I wasn’t safe.

      I knew he was out there, biding his time. That he’d want revenge.

      

      The shame of sitting in A&E wounded, bloody and waiting to be stitched up, was nothing compared to the shame I felt once Damian came home.

      He was early, a lot earlier than usual, home before both Silver and Kian, which was quite unusual these days.

      I bent my head down, not able to face him.

      ‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.’ I tried to fight the pressing tears, I really did.

      ‘What are you sorry for?’ I could hear he was bewildered. Of course he was.

      He had no idea.

      Yet.

      ‘Josh?’

      Mum moved away from me, and Damian took her seat.

      I still couldn’t look at him. His hand gently touched my arm, just barely brushing the fabric of the jumper.

      ‘Why’d you cut again, Josh? Three months…’

      ‘I know it’s been three months!’ I hadn’t planned on yelling at him, but it erupted from me like lava from a volcano. ‘I know I failed. Like I fail everything!’

      ‘Josh, I never said—’ We were so close his knee and thigh rested against mine.

      ‘He’s out,’ I whispered, anguished. ‘He’s out on the streets. Right out there.’

      ‘Josh…’

      Sobs overcame me, big ones that hurt and took my breath away.

      ‘I’m so sorry.’

      He tipped me sideways so I could rest my head on his shoulder.

      ‘You’ve got nothing to be sorry for.’ He whispered it close to my ear. ‘I know better than anyone what his actions are still doing to you.’

      He should know, considering he shared a bed with me. He woke me up from the nightmares whenever they were particularly bad—except when he wasn’t there.

      I hate late mornings.

      Every morning he wasn’t there in the bed with me, was the worst morning in my entire existence.

      ‘If he gets hold of me, he’ll hurt me again. And if not, he’ll hurt someone else. No matter what, I can’t even bear to think about it.’ I sniffled, curling my arms up against my chest, feeling the sting of pain as I pressed them close. ‘I couldn’t take it, so I cut. I cut deep.’

      His arms around me tightened, a tell-tale sign he was distressed.

      ‘How much? How much did you cut?’

      ‘Over all of it.’ All the old scars. ‘On my left arm.’ At least my right one was unscathed—or as unscathed as it could be, being completely covered in old scars.

      ‘Did he see anyone at the hospital?’ This question was directed at Mum.

      She didn’t answer verbally, so I assumed she shook her head.

      ‘If I’m going to see anyone, it’s Vincent.’ I didn’t want to speak to anyone else. He’d been with me ever since my suicide attempt, six years ago now. He knew everything about me. ‘Only Vincent. He’s the only one who understands.’

      I didn’t know what I’d do if he ever quit practicing, or if he moved, or if he for some reason or another couldn’t see me again.

      ‘I’m so sorry.’ I couldn’t stop saying it. I’d failed again.

      When would I ever stop failing at every single thing in my life? I wasn’t good for anything.

      ‘Josh.’ He squeezed my shoulder, hugging me tightly. ‘You don’t have to apologise to me. Not for anything, not ever.’

      Of course I do.

      I messed up—he had to deal with it… of course I had to apologise. Once again I’d let Andrew drag me back down into despair, even after all these years…

      ‘You’ve got blood in your hair.’ He touched said hair, then broke the hug and stood. I heard him walk away.

      I hunched on the sofa, listening anxiously to what he was doing. Was he leaving me? But no… He came back with a wet cloth. The water was warm, he’d made sure it wouldn’t be cold, as he washed the blood out of my hair.

      I hoped he got everything—I didn’t relish sitting there with blood all over me.

      Though I had walked into A&E with blood all over me, clothes and all, so what did it really matter if I sat like this at home?

      The front door opened, and both Silver and Kian spilled inside, joking and laughing with each other. They were so easy-going with each other. Damian and I had never had that. I had issues too big to ever be so carefree.

      Their smiles faded simultaneously as they got a good look at me, and the cloth Damian was using to wash the blood out of my hair.

      I looked away. I couldn’t face seeing more disappointment.

      ‘Hey, lads.’ It was Mum greeting them.

      I was too busy staring at the black telly. I didn’t know what else Damian was doing, besides scrubbing my head with the wet cloth.

      ‘What’s happened?’ That was Silver. He sounded worried.

      Well, he should be. He’d been living with me for three years, he knew how it usually ended. Hospitalised, until I got better. Then a period of all being well, before the downward spiral started all over again.

      It was the same bloody pattern every bloody time.

      It never stopped.

      ‘I’ll tell you later,’ Damian said and I figured he must be silently communicating with Silver. They’d been mates a long time—they knew each other well. And Silver didn’t say anything else because he understood.

      ‘You can just tell them. I’m going to take a shower.’ I felt dirty. Shamed and humiliated.

      Mum grabbed my unharmed arm as I stood.

      ‘Careful of the stitches.’

      ‘Yeah, I know. I’ve done this before, you know.’ I whispered it, it wasn’t an accusation or anything like that, but she drew in a sharp breath anyway.

      Go me.

      Reminding her yet again what a mess I was—what he’d made me into.

      The bathroom was warm and empty and any traces of blood was gone. I didn’t know if it was heaven or hell. Maybe both.

      When I was with people, I wanted to be alone. When I was alone, I wanted to be with someone.

      The bathroom was the most triggering room in the flat.

      This is where I always end up, curled on the floor or in the bathtub, arms cut up, blood all over, knife or razor at the ready…

      I kept my injured arm braced against the wall as I showered. The shower head faced away from it, the hot water hitting me anywhere but that arm. The gauze was relatively dry when I got out, only a few damp spots.

      I dressed in the clothes I’d only changed into a few hours before. Comfort clothes, though they weren’t of much comfort now. Maybe Damian would be, especially if we were alone.

      They were all out there when I finished. Talking about me, which was obvious from the way they stopped talking once the bathroom door opened. What had they been saying about me?

      ‘I’m going to bed.’ I couldn’t face them anyway. I wanted to be alone, after all.

      Silver’s attention moved away from me, instead he focused on Kian. He made a motion with his head towards the kitchen, and Kian nodded briefly.

      ‘I’m sorry, Josh.’ Silver’s grey eyes met mine.

      I looked down, unable to make eye-contact. Gave a tiny nod.

      ‘I’m sorry.’ That was Kian, his voice lighter, more high-pitched than Silver’s deep one.

      A tiny nod again. Still staring at the floor.

      They headed into the kitchen, leaving me with just Damian and Mum for company.

      I was grateful to Mum for all she’d done, for coming to help me no matter what she’d been in the middle of, and for staying with me. But right now all I wanted was Damian to myself.

      Mum must’ve sensed it. Or read it on my face or in my body language or whatever.

      ‘You’re in good hands now. I’ll leave the two of you alone.’ She came over and hugged me, something she only did when things were really bad. She wasn’t much of a hugger, never had been, but after finding out about Andrew she tried her best. Like I did. We both tried our best in a shitty situation.

      ‘Thank you.’

      For everything.

      ‘There’s nothing to thank me for. I’ll always be here for you.’

      Was she ever going to stop being guilty for never noticing? That was probably as likely as me forgetting what had happened to me. We’d both have to live with it for the rest of our lives. Be messed up about it.

      She left.

      Now there was only Damian, and I finally dared lift my head. He was studying me, all silent and thoughtful.

      ‘Say something.’ I couldn’t stand silence. Not now. Not when I’d messed up and I didn’t know what would happen next. Would this be the time he’d had enough?

      ‘I wish you’d rung me.’

      More guilt.

      ‘You were at uni.’

      ‘I had my phone on.’ He came closer, put his hands on my shoulder. ‘Andrew’s been released from jail… You really think I’d keep my phone off right now? I know how much the thought of him still haunts you. I wanted to be available in case you needed something. Besides, it’s only revision now. For the Exam Board next week. I don’t have actual lectures.’

      ‘I didn’t know.’ I bent my head again. ‘You didn’t say.’

      He drew me into an embrace.

      ‘I didn’t think I had to.’

      I lifted my arms slowly, almost hesitantly, and then I was clinging onto him for dear life. Like he was the only thing that could keep me grounded, that could keep me in the here and now, and not fall further into that endlessly black spiral.

      ‘You want to go to bed?’ He said it against my ear, his cheek resting against mine.

      ‘You’ve just come home. You haven’t eaten or anything.’

      ‘Doesn’t matter.’ He steered us in the direction of the bedroom. ‘Come on.’

      I was too weak to argue with him about it. Too selfish, maybe, because all I did want was to have him in bed with me.

      He changed into his comfy clothes when we got into the bedroom while I sank down on the bed, watching him.

      He really had a nice body, all tall and broad and toned.

      It was too bad I never got to see it much.

      The both of us always slept in clothes, even after the few times we’d had sex. Last time had been back in January, on my birthday.

      ‘What?’

      He’d caught me looking.

      ‘Nothing.’

      ‘You were thinking hard about something.’ He came over to stand in front of me.

      I looked up.

      ‘Just admiring the view.’

      His eyes narrowed a fraction. I didn’t know if he didn’t understand my meaning or if he didn’t appreciate it. I’d said it to him before, we’d been together three years after all, but he always seemed to wriggle out of the topic, changing it.

      He bent over, hands grabbing both sides of my face, and then he kissed me.

      If anything could get my mind onto something else, it was kissing him. It was something that didn’t happen all that often either—though in relation to sex it was relatively frequent.

      I knew he loved me, but he wasn’t interested in intimacy. Not sex, which he was completely uninterested in. He only had it with me because I wanted it. He didn’t dislike kissing though, but I definitely cared more for it than he did.

      What I definitely didn’t care for was him standing while I was sitting. I wanted him on the bed with me, so I leant backwards, and he followed without breaking the kiss.

      He landed on top of me, and considering everything that had happened to me during my childhood, the feel of another man on top of me should’ve made me panic. It didn’t, not with him.

      I wanted him, but he didn’t want me, not in quite the way I craved him. Not as often as I wanted it.

      I knew it, and he knew it, and we managed.

      He’d suggested last year I could have sex with other people if I wanted, but I had no desire for that. It was only him, so when he didn’t want to do it, I managed with my right hand. Or left, whichever worked at the time. Sometimes, rarely, though not as rare as sex itself, he offered his hand to help me out.

      It was often in my good periods all the sexual stuff happened though. And they didn’t come around often and sure didn’t stay that way for long.

      Besides, sex had never given me anything good in my life. Especially not with Andrew, but never really with the one-offs I’d indulged in either. But life with Damian, with sex once or twice a year if I was lucky, was as good as I would likely ever feel.

      He broke the kiss and rolled over, so now we were both on our backs, shoulder to shoulder.

      ‘Will you ring me next time?’

      ‘Next time I need to go to A&E?’

      ‘Well, yeah, but I meant generally. Whenever you need to.’ He grabbed my hand, twining our fingers together. ‘I’ll always be here for you, no matter what else I’ve got to do. You and your health come first.’

      That was sweet of him.

      I rolled over, rested my head on his shoulder and put my stitched-up hand on his chest. He had a scar hidden underneath that T-shirt, a big one going from shoulder to hip. It was part of why he never showed much skin around me—and especially not around anyone else.

      ‘I will.’ Unless I wouldn’t. I was aware of how I could be, about what came with my disorder. Unstable emotions, impulsiveness… plus a whole host of other things, but those were the big ones with me.

      Oh, and the self-injury part too.

      And apparently paranoia. But I was ninety percent sure I wasn’t paranoid. That he was stalking me.

      ‘Good.’ His arm curled over my back, hand gripping my shoulder.

      I drew in a deep breath, then slowly let it out. Laying like this was good. Me and him, together. Nothing could hurt me here in bed, with only the two of us. Nothing but nightmares, anyway, there was no stopping them. They came whenever they felt like it and there was nothing I could do to stop it.
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        ‘Hi, Joshua.’ The cold voice came from behind me, the goose bumps flashing down my spine as all thoughts disappeared from my mind. Strong hands grabbed me, pulled me further into the house.

        I stumbled and crashed to the floor as he shoved me through my bedroom door. I tried to catch myself with my hands, but my wrists gave out and the meeting with the cold floor was painful.

        Andrew stepped inside after me and as I heard the door close, I knew this was it. There was no getting away from him. Not that I ever could, but I always hoped I would, anyway.

        I lay still on the floor, my eyes squeezed shut and arms folded underneath my chest. He sighed in annoyance, then reached down, grabbing the back of my shirt and yanking me back up.

        He slammed me up against the wall, and I couldn’t help the pained grunt that left me. His free hand came up, closing around my neck, tightening dangerously. He smirked at me as my eyes flew open, the tears welling involuntarily as I struggled to breathe.

        ‘Tell me, Joshua.’ He was snarling now. ‘Where’ve you been all night? I’ve been waiting for you. You never showed up.’

        His grip loosened enough for me to answer.

        ‘Didn’t know I had a curfew.’ It came out strangled, hoarse, and then I gasped again as his grip tightened back up. This would leave a bruise—if it didn’t leave me dead of asphyxiation first.

        ‘Don’t be smart with me!’

        ‘Let me go!’ I clawed at his forearm in a vain attempt to try and fight myself free. I was losing my breath fast, he was clutching my throat so tight—

        ‘Tell me where you’ve been!’ He loosened his grip again.

        ‘Partying! I’ve been out partying!’

        ‘Is that the truth?’ He asked it in a low, dangerous tone. ‘Just partying?’

        ‘Yes! It’s the truth!’ It wasn’t. Not by a long shot. But if I hurled it in his face now I’d gone and had sex with someone else, he’d kill me for sure.

        ‘I don’t know if I believe you.’ His grip tightened again. ‘I don’t believe you at all, you little twat.’ With that, he stepped away, hand falling away from my throat.

        I ducked forward into a severe coughing fit, and now it was my hands at my neck, touching the skin lightly, feeling the damage.

        ‘Good little liar you’ve become, hmm?’ He came back up close to me, hands pulling at my clothes.

        The tears fell then, running freely down my cheeks as I realised I wasn’t going to get away. That he wasn’t going to back off. But I didn’t fight; I never fought it, because I just wanted it to end. The more pliant I was, the quicker he was out of my bed and back in his own.

        But it only served to make me hate myself more.

        

      

      ‘Josh?’

      ‘No!’ I groaned, rolling away from the shaking. ‘No, please!’ Not again, I couldn’t take another round.

      ‘Josh!’

      A warm hand cupped my cheek, stroking lovingly.

      He never does that.

      ‘Josh, come on. Wake up.’

      The voice was close to my ear and then a cheek rested against mine. There was light stubble on it, and it was all very familiar.

      ‘Damian.’ I reached up, tangling my fingers in his hair, holding him down tight against me.

      ‘Yeah. You’re okay now. You were only dreaming.’ His arms slid around me.

      I drew in a shaky breath. My throat felt raw, hurting, like I truly had just been choked. I wondered if I got up right now to look at myself in the mirror, if there would be bruises there.

      ‘Shhh.’ He rocked us gently, something that always tended to calm me down whenever I woke up from one of my nightmares.

      I turned in his grip, and though it was too dark to see him, I folded in close.

      ‘I’m sorry I woke you.’ The fabric against my cheek was definitely a T-shirt, his favourite piece of clothing to sleep in.

      ‘Nothing to apologise for.’ His arms were still around me, his palms splayed over my back. He made me feel so calm, so good, so safe whenever we lay like this.

      I hated when I woke him up with my nightmares. At the same time I was also grateful, because I didn’t have to wake up on my own in a panic when the nightmares got too bad.

      ‘Do you want to talk about it?’

      ‘No.’ I shook my head. ‘It’s the same. He was choking me and—well. Yeah. You know.’

      Damian tensed up at my words, likely because he could very well imagine it after being with me for so long. Even if he was indifferent to sex, and had never done it with anyone but me, it was still easy to picture.

      In the beginning, before I’d properly understood that he never wanted to have sex with anyone ever, not just me, I’d tried to push him sometimes. It never ended well. He was absolutely sure of himself, that he’d never want it, that he didn’t even have a flicker of curiosity.

      It had been weird to get used to the no-sex in the beginning. I’d been sexualised at a very early age—it had almost always been a part of my life. And everywhere I turned, I was bombarded with it. Everyone who was in a relationship had sex—if they didn’t, something was very wrong.

      But we… we never had it. We never would. And yet our relationship was a strong one, no matter how people kept on about how sex was an important part of an intimate relationship.

      Then, last year, he’d changed his mind. We’d tried sex. I’d thought it’d been great, he’d been entirely underwhelmed. But he was willing to do it with me on special occasions, like my birthday.

      It was more than I’d ever thought I’d get with him. I was happy with the situation as it was now. I’d be happy even if there were no more sex. Just being with him, being close like this, was enough.

      ‘I love you.’ I whispered it against his T-shirt. ‘I’ll try not to slip up again.’

      ‘Josh.’ My name came out a sigh. ‘Don’t make those kinds of promises. It only makes it worse for you when you do slip up.’

      ‘You think I will?’

      ‘Yeah.’ Delivered in a short, clipped tone. Like he was absolutely certain of it. But I couldn’t blame him. I always slipped up. I always ended up cutting myself again.

      ‘I love you too.’ He pulled me in tighter. ‘You ready to go back to sleep? I’m knackered.’

      ‘Yeah, okay.’ I had no trouble with sleep. I was half-asleep already, and with him there my nightmare faded into the background. He was safe, he was there for me, always, and he wouldn’t let anything or anyone hurt me.

      

      ‘Cooper asked me out tonight.’

      Damian glanced at me as we walked up to the door of his uncle and aunt’s house.

      ‘You should go out. Have some fun.’

      ‘You think so?’ I didn’t know if I was up to going out. My arm hurt, the nightmares and the memories still plagued me. I wasn’t in a party-kind of mood. I wasn’t even in a mood to have dinner with anyone else but Damian, but we’d already promised, so here we were.

      ‘Yeah.’ He rang the bell.

      ‘Do you want to come?’

      Please, say yes.

      ‘No.’ He gave me an apologetic smile.

      I hadn’t expected anything else. He didn’t like to go out at all. Most I could drag him to nowadays was the pub with our mates, but definitely not out clubbing. And definitely not with Cooper.

      Damian wasn’t much of a fan of his. Cooper was an acquired taste—one Damian had never learned to appreciate. Whether he disliked Cooper or Chad more was still up in the air. They probably shared first place on that list.

      The door opened, revealing Claire’s smiling face.

      ‘Come in! You don’t have to ring the bell.’ She said that every time, yet Damian kept ringing it every time.

      The house smelled of whatever it was she was making for dinner. Everything she made whenever we were over, was delicious. I smiled at the thought that whatever this was would as well.

      ‘What’re we having?’ I asked, perking up a little at the simple thought of food.

      ‘Roast.’ She beamed.

      Damian gave her a wry look.

      ‘Isn’t that traditionally for Sundays? I think you’ve missed a day this week.’

      She swatted his shoulder playfully.

      ‘Well, it’s good to change things up sometimes. Besides, today’s the day you’re coming for dinner, so I figured roast would be nice. It’s been a while since we last had it.’

      That was true. It was only here we had the traditional Sunday Roast, and it’d been a while since last time. Damian had been so busy with his studies. His exams were hard. He only had the Board Exam left now, and his third year would be over.

      Damian glanced at me, one side of his mouth twitching up a bit.

      ‘Dinner’s not quite ready. You can wait in the living room. Matilda’s in there, already.’ She hustled into the kitchen, where I could spot Ray chopping something at the counter.

      Matilda was sprawled on the smaller sofa, switching through channels. She glanced up as we entered, face breaking into a smile.

      ‘Hey, you.’

      ‘Hey, Matilda.’ I sank down on the bigger sofa, and Damian sat down next to me, nodding in greeting to her.

      The channel was on some kind of soap opera that I’d seen in my own channel-surfing , but that I didn’t know anything about. Not even the name. Once she turned back to the telly, she started switching again.

      ‘There’s nothing on. Evenings should be the best time for programmes, but no, it sucks.’

      It didn’t seem like she was talking to anyone in particular, so I refrained from answering and instead scooted a bit closer to Damian.

      He glanced at me, gaze searching.

      I tried for a smile.

      Keyword was tried, because I couldn’t quite manage it. Memories and nightmares kept on repeat in my mind and my arm hurt, and I just… Suddenly I just wanted to go home. Not even the smell of the food could keep my spirits up.

      But we’d promised we’d be here for dinner, and it wasn’t that often I got to meet up with Cooper—even if he now lived in London as of a couple of months ago—so I did want to meet with him. If only it didn’t involve clubbing.

      A timer rang in the kitchen, which meant that dinner would be about ready.

      ‘I’m going to the toilet before we eat.’ I pushed myself up from the sofa.

      Damian didn’t answer, just looked up at me. I managed a small smile this time before brushing past his knees.

      ‘Would you let Matt know dinner’s ready too?’ Claire stuck her head out of the kitchen as I made my way past the door.

      ‘Yeah.’ The toilet was on the first floor, and so was Matt’s bedroom. Ray and Claire’s, and Matilda’s as well, for that matter. Damian had shared the basement when he lived here, along with Claire’s sister, Chloe.

      I headed down the hall once I’d relieved myself and washed my hands. Loud music could be heard and when I knocked on the door there was no answer.

      ‘Matt?’ I tried tentatively, then raised my voice, since there was no reaction. ‘Matt?’ Another knock. Still nothing.

      Something big and ugly twisted in my stomach. If this had been me at his age, the fact I didn’t answer my door was cause for worry. I’d never noticed anything about Matt, but then I hardly ever spoke to the lad.

      I opened the door.

      He lay flat on his bed, staring up at the ceiling. The stereo was blaring some kind of rock music that sounded vaguely familiar. What drew my eyes in the few seconds before he noticed me was his exposed wrist and the utility knife tapping lightly against it.

      He sat straight upright, the knife falling to be mixed in with the sheets. The sleeve of his arm fell down to cover his skin. I wasn’t sure if it hid scars or not, all I’d seen was the knife and the pale skin. At least I hadn’t seen the kind of wounds and scars that I’d inflicted on myself.

      His eyes were wide as he stared at me.

      ‘Josh?’

      ‘Dinner’s ready.’ I crossed my own arms in front of my stomach, gripping the opposite wrists.

      That’s where it had started for me, shallow cuts that barely bled. And it had escalated from there, too. Just look at my arms now—all skin mutilated by my own hand, by razors I forced down into my skin.

      ‘I’ll be right there.’ He looked like a deer caught in headlights. Was this how I looked when I was caught doing something I knew I shouldn’t be doing?

      ‘Matt… If you need to talk—’ I was better at doing the talking than offering to be the one listening. It wasn’t like I was in any sort of position to be giving advice, considering I’d just slipped up, but still… If he was doing what I was sure he was doing, then I knew exactly what it was like.

      ‘I don’t.’ He leant over to turn off the stereo, which was perched on his desk, right next to the bedside table.

      I’d thought so too when I was fifteen. I’d thought no one would believe me, no one would take me seriously, if I spoke up.

      ‘It helps.’

      Matt looked back at me, eyes hard.

      ‘I’m fine.’ He glanced away, then back at me again, the hardness gone. Now he was wearing a surprisingly vulnerable look. ‘Don’t tell anyone. Please. I’m fine, it’s just… I only do it sometimes. It’s not deep. I’m just curious, really. Please, Josh, don’t tell. Not even Damian.’

      I didn’t like it, but I nodded. I didn’t want to invade his privacy by telling someone his intimate secrets. If he got worse… then I’d tell.

      But then again, I’d never actually cut to kill—except one time—I’d cut to live. Because if I hadn’t had my cutting, I wouldn’t have survived. Maybe it was like that for him too. Cutting seemed so bad to everyone else, but for us who did cut… it was a life-line. It kept us alive and strong and able to cope.

      For ten years I’d lived a nightmare—maybe even longer, but I couldn’t remember so far back—and all I’d had was my cutting. If it hadn’t been for that self-inflicted pain, I wouldn’t have been alive to meet Damian.

      I’d done a good job of trying to end my life six years ago, but I’d failed, and everything had turned out so much better after I’d woken up in hospital. Mum had believed me. That was all that mattered.

      Until I met Damian, and though he made me feel so good, the cutting was still a part of me. Something I still had to do from time to time to hold on to what I had.

      Even after three months harm-free, I went back to it. But if I hadn’t, maybe I would’ve done something worse. And I couldn’t do that. Not to Damian, not to Mum, not to anyone.

      I sunk down on the chair next to Damian, smiling faintly at him as he looked at me. Matt came shuffling in after me, sleeves drawn down to his knuckles. I watched him without being too obvious about it—or at least I hoped I managed not to be too obvious.

      He’d always been silent and morose. He never said much, never spoke up unless directly spoken to. There wasn’t anything different about him than usual—except now I knew he was doing the same thing I was still struggling with.

      How long had he been cutting? Had he just started, or had it been going on for years?

      Surely not for as long as I’ve known him, right?

      He’d been thirteen when we first met. Then again, he could’ve started that young.

      I had. I’d been even younger when I started.

      But if it helped him, like it had me… as long as he didn’t take it too far, try to kill himself, like I had eventually done. But Matt hadn’t suffered through the hell I had. He didn’t have my issues, my diagnosis. He was a teenager—with all the normal angst that entailed that I’d never experienced for myself, because I’d had worse things to deal with. Maybe it was just a phase.

      He’d asked me to keep quiet, so I would. As long as it didn’t seem to go further, anyway. If he became suicidal, then I had to tell. But for now, I’d wait and see. It had helped me, so maybe it was helping him too. Maybe it was what was keeping him alive.

      

      Cooper was already drunk by the time I arrived at the club.

      I didn’t know why he’d even invited me out, because he was quite busy. Lip-locked, body-locked, whatever, with some other blond bloke.

      This had been my scene once too. Years ago now, though. I hadn’t been out to pull since I met Damian. The thumping music, the smoky club-scene, all the men out to pull… it wasn’t my thing anymore.

      I didn’t miss it either. Not really.

      The bar was crowded but I managed to squeeze in and order a drink. When it was put in front of me, I sipped tentatively as I glanced over at the corner Cooper was busy in. They were still lip-locked, so he had no idea I was here.

      Should I go over there and interrupt?

      He’d asked me out, after all.

      My neck prickled.

      I turned instantly, but I couldn’t see anyone even so much as looking in my general direction. Everyone around me was busy chatting up someone else, or with more intimate things to occupy them. The bartenders were busy mixing drinks. The dance floor was packed with people rutting against each other.

      But someone was watching me.

      I could feel it. My neck still prickled. Goose bumps ran down my spine, down my arms.

      I tipped the glass to my lips, took a big swallow of it.

      ‘Josh!’ Arms wrapped around my neck. ‘You came!’ Cooper shouted it into my ear so I’d hear him over the music.

      ‘I said I would.’ I emptied the rest of my drink. The feeling of being watched was still there. It creeped me out, but that Cooper was here with me now made it a tiny bit better. ‘But if you’re busy…’ I nodded towards the blond bloke he’d been snogging, who was still in the corner of the room.

      ‘No, that’s okay.’ He tightened his arm around me. ‘Come on, I’ll buy you a drink.’

      He did, and I drank, and the feeling of being watched stayed with me, but the alcohol dimmed it.

      Eventually I forgot all about it.

      Cooper might be a lot of things—untrustworthy, promiscuous, abuser of alcoholic beverages—but he always managed to get me in a good mood and to have fun.

      I had no count on how many drinks I’d had. I shouldn’t really have been drinking, at least not this much, but for once it felt good to let loose completely.

      Bodies pressed in on all sides on the dance floor, but it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered except the music and the feeling of complete abandon the alcohol had left me with.

      Cooper’s arms slid around my neck again, like earlier, and he leant in to speak in my ear.

      ‘This bloke’s watching us. Pretty sure he wouldn’t mind a threesome right here.’

      I burst out laughing, because honestly… a threesome? With some random bloke and my cousin? My cousin who looked so much alike me we could’ve been brothers.

      That was probably what that bloke was thinking, too. A threesome with siblings—twins. Wasn’t that a fantasy for some? Taboo one, but still.

      ‘Don’t you miss it?’

      ‘Miss what?’ I hadn’t been known to have threesomes, not even back at my most self-destructive.

      ‘Sex!’

      Oh.

      ‘No, not really.’ I didn’t bother to tell him I had it sometimes. For all Cooper knew, Damian and I had never had sex. If I told him, he’d never let it go, and he’d likely tease Damian about it, and then Damian would dislike him even more. ‘I’ve had enough of that to last me a life-time.’ With anyone else but Damian, anyway. I could never get enough of him.

      Cooper shook his head. He was still leaning in close to me, arms loosely wrapped around my neck as he moved his body to the music.

      ‘I still think it’s weird. Even after all these years.’

      ‘Good thing we’re not all like you.’ I said it teasingly, but I did mean it. I had been like Cooper once upon a time, but I’d settled down.

      I wondered when he would settle down—if ever. I’d settled down early, before I was twenty, and he’d likely be late. If he continued like he did now he’d probably ruin his body before it even happened.

      ‘I miss the times we went out together and pulled blokes.’ He smacked a kiss on my cheek. ‘That was good times.’

      It hadn’t been that often, what with him living in Bristol back then. But yeah… Pulling lads hadn’t ever been an issue for me back then. I hadn’t even had to try, they’d come to me.

      
        
        ‘I want to fuck you.’ The man’s voice was low, intense, hoarse from all the smoke inside the club.

        ‘As long as you’ve got a condom.’ I never had sex with anyone without protection—except Andrew, but I didn’t have a say in that. But this, this was my time, my choice.

        ‘Don’t you worry, laddie, I’ve got everything we need.’ He grinned down at me. ‘I’m going to fuck you nice and good.’

        Hopefully, yes. I pushed him into the toilet stall and he reached behind me to lock the door once I was inside. His lips met mine in a hard, passionate kiss, and I returned it as I moved my hands down his body, slipping them under his shirt where they ghosted over a flat and hairy chest before going down to the hem of his trousers.

        Running my hand over the front, I could feel he was already hard. I quickly, and with accustomed fingers, unzipped him.

        I drew back from the kiss and wasted no time getting down on my knees. He leant against the wall, watching me with half-lidded eyes as I pushed his trousers and pants down his thighs.

        The hard length fit just right in my hand. Looking up at him, I smiled faintly, then leant forward to get to work.

        

      

      But that was years ago now. Back when I’d met Damian I’d just got through Andrew’s trial, and before that hospitalisation, so I hadn’t been out on the pull before I’d ended up in hospital that time. And I’d stayed in hospital for months.

      ‘Hey, lads.’ A man sidled up to us, his muscular arms going around both our shoulders.

      Cooper grinned wickedly up at him, raising an eyebrow.

      It must be the bloke who’d been eying us. Or perhaps others had been too. What did I know? All I knew was I didn’t like the way he leant in, the way he grinned predatorily, the way his arm was slung so familiarly around my shoulders.

      ‘You up for some fun?’

      ‘Sorry, mate, we’re otherwise occupied.’ Cooper delivered the line with utmost authority, while still maintaining that devilish grin.

      ‘Come find me if you change your mind.’ The bloke winked, and it honestly looked ridiculous, but I was just relieved he’d given up so easily.

      ‘You bet I will.’ Cooper turned back to face me once he danced off, rolling his eyes. ‘You bet I won’t.’

      We headed back to the bar for more drinks. It wouldn’t be long till they closed now. The few times I’d been out since I met Damian, I’d never stayed until closing. That was before, when the last thing I’d wanted was to go home.

      Once the bar closed, we stumbled out on the street. Cooper didn’t live all that far from us, so we headed the same way.

      ‘Must be a change for you, going home alone for once.’ I buried my hands in my pocket, slouching my shoulders, as we continued along the pavement towards home.

      ‘I don’t always go home with someone, you know,’ he countered. ‘I am capable of spending a night in my own company. It’s not as much fun though.’ He grinned.

      ‘I bet.’

      Or not.

      I’d never had a home to bring the blokes I pulled—we’d always had sex in clubs or pubs or in alleys, or sometimes in the home of whoever I’d been with.

      ‘You’ve got someone to go home to. Must be nice.’ He sounded wistful.

      I glanced over, surprised.

      ‘You thinking about settling down with someone?’

      He guffawed.

      ‘Who would that be? Who’d want me, anyway?’

      ‘Loads of people, I reckon.’

      He snorted in contempt.

      ‘Oh, come on. You’re great!’ A bit messed up—okay, a lot messed up—but then who wasn’t? ‘I found someone. If I can, then you definitely can.’

      I was harder to deal with than Cooper. A sexually abused, borderline wreck. While he abused alcohol and engaged in promiscuous sex. It would be easier for him to change his ways—because I couldn’t change mine. I would always be borderline. It wasn’t something that would ever go away because something was wrong in my brain.

      ‘Can we talk about something else, please?’ There was a whiny sound to his voice now.

      I cast around for another topic, not willing to push him further. That would only lead to him turning stubborn.

      ‘Matt’s cutting.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I saw it earlier. We went to dinner, and I think I saw cuts on his arms.’

      ‘Matt? That kid? Damian’s… whatever?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘You think it’s serious? Like with you?’

      I chuckled, but it wasn’t a happy sort of chuckle.

      ‘Not at all like me. My arms are ruined. I didn’t actually see anything, just the knife he kept tapping against his wrist. But he panicked when he noticed me. So… he must be doing it.’

      ‘Teenage angst. I remember what that was like.’ He sighed. ‘Those were the days.’

      Hadn’t his teenage days been exactly like they were now? Except now he lived in London and not with his parents and so could do exactly what he wanted, when he wanted, with who he wanted without my aunt nagging at him.

      ‘You’re still living them, Coop. Nothing’s changed, except the location.’

      He tilted his head from one side to the other.

      ‘Yeah, you’re right.’

      We walked in companionable silence then, until we had to part ways.

      I walked faster once I was on my own. The feeling of being watched came back, exactly like in the club, but when I cast a quick look around I couldn’t see anyone. But it was dark, so… someone could be out there somewhere, without me able to see them.

      I fumbled the key in the lock, but the door opened and I was quick to slip inside and shut it firmly after me. The door to the flat went easier and quicker to unlock, now I was in safety behind the locked front door. But something was wrong once I got inside and wanted to lock it after me. It jammed or something—but eventually it clicked as the lock slid in place.

      A shaky breath left me and I thudded my head against it in relief.

      No one can get through two locked doors without a whole lot of noise that will rouse everyone else in the building.

      The flat was dark and silent. I tried to be as quiet as possible as I went about drinking a glass of water, brushing my teeth, and then changing into a tee and pyjama bottoms.

      Damian’s breathing was deep as I lifted the duvet, but when I slid into bed next to him, he stirred. I froze, hoping I hadn’t woken him, that it was just him moving around in his sleep.

      ‘Did you have a good time?’

      No such luck.

      Not that I minded talking to him, of course, but I hated waking him when he was fast asleep. He needed his sleep, after all. He was the one who always had to deal with my nightmares.

      ‘I did, yeah.’ I could still feel the effect of the alcohol, though the high of it had been walked off.

      He rolled over to face me. One arm was slung over my chest and his cheek rested lightly against my shoulder. He was warm from sleep and I inched a bit closer, wanting to share his warmth.

      Tonight’s events kept rolling around in my mind. I shoved them away and focused on something happier.

      ‘Happy anniversary.’ It was way past midnight—which meant it was a new day. The first of August. We’d been together three years today. Still practically a whole day to go until it was actually three years though, seeing as we’d met at night, in the rain.

      He pulled me into a tight hug.

      ‘Happy anniversary, Josh.’

      I closed my eyes and breathed in the faint smell of his cologne.

      ‘I hope the next three years will be easier.’

      ‘Just the next three?’ he asked drily. ‘Surely you plan on being around for more than three years.’

      ‘Yeah.’ I chuckled. ‘Hopefully every year will be easier than the last three years have been. More good periods, less nightmares, less mood swings and drama.’

      ‘You’re working your way up there,’ he reminded me gently. ‘You’re seeing Vincent again on Monday, right?’

      I nodded.

      ‘What do you feel about spending all day today at home? Just the two of us?’

      ‘What would we do?’ I asked, excited about the idea.

      ‘Whatever we want to do. Cuddle here in bed. Sleep the day away. Watch a film.’

      ‘Don’t you have to revise for your last exam?’ I didn’t want to take precious study-time away from him.

      ‘I’m good. I’ve studied hard all week—and I’ve got Monday and most of Tuesday to go through some small stuff.’

      If he says so…

      ‘Then let’s spend all day together in bed.’

      I settled down properly against him. His arm resting across my chest, and him pressed up against my side, felt so right.

      Even after the years we’d been together, I was still floored by the fact that I had this, that I had him. That he managed to live with me, that he wanted to. That I had a relationship, and a good one at that, after everything I’d been through.

      ‘I’m glad you had a good time tonight.’

      I tilted my head to the side so my cheek rested against the top of his. ‘Me too. But I feel even better being back here with you.’

      He chuckled, deep in his chest.

      ‘Sappy.’

      ‘What can I say, you bring it out in me.’ I stroked his hair lovingly.

      He sighed contently.

      ‘Love you.’

      He was falling back asleep and I let him. My fingers still carded through his hair and I smiled to myself at the murmured words. Happiness flooded over me in such a rush I was afraid I’d drown. What we had was important, and even if other people thought it was weird, it was ours and it was good.

      Here’s to another three years. Six years. Twelve.

      I want to spend the rest of my life with him.
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      Josh

      ‘They let that fucker out on the streets?’ Chad stared at me, cup of tea halfway to his lips.

      I nodded.

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Have they all gone insane? They can’t let that—that—paedo out! Think about all the kids he’ll go after!’ Chad sat his cup down without drinking from it, a little harder than he’d meant to as it splashed hot tea over his fingers. ‘Wow, fuck!’ He grabbed a napkin and dabbed at the back of his hand.

      ‘I think he’s after me,’ I admitted in a low voice. ‘I think someone’s following me and it has to be him.’

      He blinked.

      ‘Can’t you call the coppers about that?’

      ‘I haven’t actually seen him, so… I don’t know.’ I shrugged.

      I’d just met up with Chad at Harriet’s after my session with Vincent. It’d been a hard session—tears had been shed. Not that that was unusual for me—it was weird if I didn’t cry—but we’d talked a lot about my recent nightmares and my feelings about him being out and about now.

      ‘I can’t even write because I worry so much.’

      Not that I’d tried much. Yesterday I’d stayed inside with Damian all day as we’d talked about, and writing hadn’t been on my mind at all then. I’d contemplated blogging this morning, but the words didn’t come so I’d abandoned it and headed for my appointment with Vincent.

      The doors had fought me this morning too. Like they didn’t want to lock properly.

      ‘Maybe he’s messed with the locks at home,’ I said then, without really meaning to.

      ‘What?’ Chad looked at me weirdly now. ‘Why would he do that? Could he even do that?’

      ‘Don’t know.’ I stared down into my hot chocolate. It was the middle of summer but I felt chilly all the way through. The hot chocolate didn’t help at all.

      ‘Get someone to look at them then,’ Chad suggested.

      And that was a good suggestion, but who? Who did we ring if we had problems with the locks on our doors?

      Landlord was the obvious answer, but I didn’t know him. Damian and Silver dealt with that. They didn’t know much about locks either, as far as I knew.

      Maybe Ray… He was good at lots of things. He worked in an office doing… something… but he’d singlehandedly put in their new kitchen, with some help from a licensed plumber or something. I remembered they’d talked about it one Sunday we’d been over for dinner.

      ‘I can message Damian’s uncle.’

      ‘Do that. Right now.’ Chad nodded at my phone which rested screen down next to my mug.

      I typed in a message, hesitated in sending it, but when Chad gave me a look I quickly pressed send.

      ‘Done.’

      ‘Good. You should take that shit seriously.’

      ‘Like you take everything seriously.’ It was my turn to stare at him. ‘Paranoia is a symptom of borderline too, you know. Do you take your paranoia seriously when you’re manic?’

      ‘I take it seriously, yeah. It’s real for me. But I don’t have a psycho paedophile after me. I just hear my mother and occasionally my father, and a bunch of randoms talking shit in my head.’ He stared out the window at the bustling street outside. ‘And then there are the times I get really whacky. Like last Christmas when I freaked out completely at Jeremy’s parents’ house because I thought they were coming for us all.’

      ‘Who?’

      He shrugged.

      ‘I don’t know. It was just a collective them. And they were coming for us and taking us away. And for me they really were outside, while the rest of them just thought I was crazy. I was, but still… Goes to show how fucked up my head is.’

      I was glad I didn’t suffer psychosis. If I’d had that on top of everything else…

      ‘I’m not crazy. Not now. I know he’s out there. I know he wants revenge.’ I gripped my mug tight. ‘I put him in prison. He’ll never forget that.’

      ‘Am I the first person you’re telling this to?’ He leant forward slightly.

      ‘Yeah.’ I knew no one else would believe me. They all thought he’d stay away, that he wouldn’t risk more prison-time. ‘No one else will believe me. They all know paranoia is a cause of stress, and knowing he’s out there is really stressful.’

      My phone vibrated and I practically fell out of my chair.

      ‘You’re high-strung,’ Chad commented.

      How could I not be?

      I checked my messages—and it was Ray. Telling me he was out of the office for a bit and he could come over right now if that was okay with me.

      ‘He’s coming over now.’ I sent back an affirmative.

      ‘Then you better skip on home.’ Chad drained his tea and stood. ‘Better get home myself.’

      We walked together for a bit—and when he turned off down a side-street and I continued on on my own, I wrapped my arms around myself and glanced around surreptitiously. It was the middle of the day, there were people everywhere, and still I had the feeling of being watched.

      But surely he couldn’t follow me all day, everyday? And I only felt it when I was alone.

      Maybe I really was paranoid.

      Maybe my stupid, dramatic, idiotic brain was simply playing tricks on me.

      

      ‘I can’t find anything wrong with any of the locks.’ Ray brushed off his jeans as he straightened back up.

      ‘Are you sure?’ I hugged myself as I hovered near him, anxiously staring at the lock to our front door.

      I’d had him check the one on the door leading outside too, but it looked all fine to him. It didn’t jam or only lock halfway or anything. Neither did this one. And it was frustrating because I had trouble with them but no one else seemed to have.

      ‘Maybe you’re not being forceful enough. You got to use a little strength.’ He looked at me, kindly like he always did, without judgement. But then I hadn’t told him exactly why I was afraid of there being something wrong with the locks.

      ‘Maybe.’ But I knew they’d jammed for me several times now. Not just at night when I’d hurried home because I’d been afraid Andrew had been following me, but it’d also jammed when I’d gone out to check the post yesterday.

      The front door, which I knew I had locked after me when I left for my appointment with Vincent, hadn’t been locked when I came back earlier.

      Or maybe I’m just going mental.

      Maybe I hadn’t actually locked it. My memory wasn’t the best. My mind must be playing tricks on me.

      ‘Are you all right, Josh?’ Ray turned so he faced me fully, studying me.

      ‘Yeah. Yes. Fine.’ But I hugged myself tighter. ‘I’m fine.’

      He gave me a small smile that clearly told me he didn’t believe it for a second.

      ‘You know you can always come to us, right? For anything?’

      I nodded.

      Not that I would, but they’d offered before.

      I liked being at their house though. They were nice and such a normal family. Two parents who loved each other. Twins who were like younger mirror images of their parents, who bickered and fought but who ultimately were friends. They were tight-knit. Everything I’d never had.

      Damian was a bit of an outsider with them, but it was obvious they cared about him anyway. They’d welcomed me with open arms, not once questioning it. They were happy for Damian for having found someone he loved. They weren’t the leat bit homophobic or put out by my problems.

      ‘If there isn’t anything else you need, I have to get back to work.’ He studied me intently.

      I should tell him I was fine, that he could go, but what came out instead was, ‘Can you please check them just once more?’

      I glanced at the door. Anxiety coursed through me.

      No matter if my brain was playing tricks on me or not, someone had been outside our window that night… They’d just been standing there, looking at something. I couldn’t be sure it was our flat, but still… I didn’t want whoever—I know who it is—to be able to get in here because the locks were faulty.

      Ray nodded, but I could tell it left him a little exasperated.

      No worries, I exasperate myself.

      I might worry for nothing… but it might also be something.

      ‘Nothing wrong here.’ He locked and unlocked the door several times, trying it in-between. When it was locked, it stayed that way. It wouldn’t open. It didn’t budge. ‘See?’

      I nodded, not sure how I felt about it. I trudged after him out into the hall and he repeated everything with that door too. That one wouldn’t budge when he locked it either.

      ‘Maybe I forgot to lock it,’ I muttered, embarrassed. ‘Maybe I didn’t press hard enough.’

      ‘That is quite likely. You see here now that once I’ve locked it, it can’t be opened.’ He demonstrated again.

      Humiliation seeped in.

      Could I be so wrong?

      Could I really have forgotten to lock it?

      The thing was I didn’t remember. I always locked the doors after me, so it was weird I hadn’t when I went out earlier.

      ‘I’m sorry.’ I bowed my head. ‘I’ve wasted your time.’

      ‘Don’t be.’ He clapped my back. ‘It’s sensible to be afraid of this right smack in the middle of the city. There’s a lot of dangerous people out there.’

      Just one I’m worried about.

      If only you knew.

      ‘Don’t hesitate to ring if there’s anything, Josh.’ Now he squeezed my shoulder. ‘It’s better to check things like this one time too many.’

      I managed a weak smile.

      ‘Thanks for coming.’

      ‘It’s no problem.’ He unlocked the door and opened it. ‘See you soon, okay?’

      ‘Yeah.’ As soon as the door closed behind him, I locked it. And checked three times just to make sure I really had. Then I hurried back into the flat and locked that door as well.

      I even drew the curtains, blocking out the sun—and my view of the street. If he was out there, I didn’t want to know. And I didn’t want him to be able to look in on us. On me. Because I was all alone right now.

      He’s not out there.

      That’s what Mum would say. Damian too. But I knew better.

      Or maybe I didn’t. Maybe it was my disorder. Maybe it was the borderline playing tricks on me. Maybe he had given up on me. Maybe he was out there, without plans for revenge. Maybe he wanted to get on with his life. Maybe he was out there looking for a new kid to use for his own pleasure…

      Those thoughts didn’t make me feel any better.

      

      ‘Ray said he’d been here to check the locks?’ Damian looked at me funnily. ‘I didn’t know something was wrong with them.’

      ‘There’s nothing wrong with them.’ I still wasn’t sure I believed that, but they’d worked perfectly when Ray was here, so… ‘It’s me. Can’t even open doors properly.’

      ‘Hey…’ He came over to stand in front of me, hands heavy as he rested them on my shoulders. ‘What’s wrong?’

      ‘It’s just dangerous if the locks don’t work.’ I swallowed heavily. ‘If Andrew comes…’

      ‘He won’t.’ He squeezed my shoulders now. ‘Angie said they keep a close eye on him. He doesn’t even know where you live.’

      That was the answer I’d been afraid of. No one took me seriously. But I hadn’t actually seen him, so… maybe they were all right. Maybe he wasn’t coming for me. Maybe he was under close watch and couldn’t seek me out.

      Damian bent slightly so he could look me in the eye.

      ‘He doesn’t know where you live. And he can’t just go around to every single flat in London to find you—there’s too many. It would take him years. How can he even know you’re still in London?’

      I shrugged.

      ‘Don’t know.’

      ‘For him to find you at random… that’s not very likely. Millions of people live in this city.’

      That was… true. And slightly comforting.

      ‘If he’s only interested in children, like you’ve said, then you also hold no interest for him anymore. You’re grown up. Twenty-one years old.’ He drew me in close and kissed my forehead. ‘You can fight back now. You’re not a little scared kid anymore.’

      ‘I know.’ But I wasn’t sure I was able to fight back if I met him. He terrified me. What if everything came rushing back and I couldn’t do anything if I was faced with him?

      ‘I’m done on Wednesday, and then I’m off. No more school for three weeks. I’ll never leave your side. He can’t get to you.’

      I wrapped my arms around his torso and held him tight.

      ‘You’d keep me safe?’

      ‘Always.’ He hugged me back just as tight. ‘He’s not getting to you as long as I’m with you. You hear me? I’ll never let him hurt you again.’

      I pulled my head back enough to look up at him. Then I leant in and kissed him.

      He answered the kiss—and when I prodded him gently with my tongue, he parted his lips to let me in. It was soft, warm, and so bloody good.

      There was a low whistle—and first then did it register at the back of my mind that the door had opened.

      We pulled apart. Damian cleared his throat self-consciously and turned his head away, whereas I looked straight at Silver and Kian. They were both grinning.

      ‘I think that’s the first time I’ve seen the two of you kiss,’ Kian said, gaze darting between us. ‘You should do it more often. Make up for all the times you’ve caught us kissing.’

      ‘Or doing more than kissing,’ Silver added humorously.

      I chuckled, glancing back at Damian. His cheeks were faintly red and he refused to look at them.

      ‘I think we’ll leave the PDAs for the two of you,’ I quipped. ‘You do it so well.’

      Kian pffted.

      ‘No, really, you do. You do it so well on the sofa,’ I pointed at the offending furniture, ’in the bathroom, and in the kitchen.’

      ‘Kitchen?’ Damian’s head finally whipped around.

      Silver and Kian had the decency to look abashed at that.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have said that.

      ‘You’ve done it in the kitchen?’ For not wanting to know much about Silver and Kian’s sex life, he sure caught on quick. ‘Counter or table?’

      ‘Uhh—’ Silver tried to stifle a smile, but he wasn’t at all successful. ‘Both.’

      For a moment there I was afraid Damian’s eyes would bug out of his head.

      ‘We eat there! We prepare food there—’

      ‘We cleaned up,’ Kian assured him, chuckling. ‘With bleach and everything.’

      It didn’t seem to reassure Damian any.

      ‘Speaking of food, have we got any?’ Silver brushed past us to head into the kitchen. Kian followed him, snickering.

      Damian narrowed his eyes at me.

      ‘Why’d you never tell me this? You caught them doing—that in the kitchen?’

      ‘It’s ages ago.’ I’d never actually planned on sharing that little detail with him. ‘And it wasn’t that messy.’

      The red spread deeper in his cheeks.

      ‘“Wasn’t that messy”? Sex is messy.’

      He was kind of funny when he got in a snit over sex.

      ‘Yeah, well… they cleaned up with bleach.’ I had no issue with it. If Damian ever wanted to do me in the kitchen, I’d be all for it.

      ‘Ugh. I feel like I need a shower.’ He brushed past me and headed towards the bathroom.

      I watched him until he closed the door after him, then went to lean against the doorway.

      ‘You mortified him.’

      ‘You’re the one who blabbed. Thought we had an agreement about that night.’ Kian, who sat at the table, turned to look at me.

      ‘I didn’t think. And now I’ve traumatised my boyfriend.’ I’d caught Silver and Kian doing lots of shit I didn’t tell Damian about. He always got so embarrassed hearing about their sex life—and it was even worse when he was the one to walk in on them.

      Silver, who’d been rummaging in the fridge, looked at me over his shoulder.

      ‘He should’ve expected that one, really. Where haven’t we done it in the past three years?’

      ‘Our room, I hope,’ I quipped.

      Kian nodded at that—thankfully. Damian might’ve resorted to murder if he found out they’d had sex in our bed. He would prefer they kept all such activities to their own bed—and only their bed.

      This little encounter with them had put me in a better mood. Silver and Kian were good at that—they had no disorders that messed up their emotions, no issues or drama between them. They were happy together and that happiness was contagious when I was in their presence.

      It was a little weird though that I, who’d been sexually abused for a decade, could get in a better mood by joking about my flatmates’ sex life. Maybe I was just living vicariously through them.

      They had a pretty adventurous sex life, after all.
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        * * *

      

      I exited the lift and headed towards Mum’s office. We hadn’t planned lunch, but she never said no whenever I turned up. She wanted to spent as much time with me as possible, besides being at work and with her girlfriend.

      Her secretary wasn’t at the desk—probably out for lunch herself—and the door to the office was half-way open, which it never was if she was in there with someone important.

      So I knocked and entered.

      Mum stood behind her desk, her sharp gaze cutting to me as I stepped inside.

      ‘Hey, Mum, I was—’ A man had been standing with his back to me, facing Mum, but he turned now.

      My stomach plummeted.

      Even after three years it was impossible not to recognise him. It was impossible not to feel the terror of my childhood as I looked into that familiar face, into those cold, calculating grey eyes.

      ‘Hello, Joshua,’ Andrew greeted me casually.

      I stood rooted to the floor, my body frozen in shock and terror.

      ‘Joshua.’ Mum came around her desk, approaching me.

      That propelled me into action.

      I backed away, gaze flicking between them.

      Why was Andrew in her office? They’d been officially divorced since before the trial, so why was he here? Why had she let him in?

      Those eyes.

      No remorse in them. None whatsoever.

      Last time I’d seen him had been in court, when they’d read the verdict. He couldn’t hurt me then, couldn’t get near me, couldn’t touch me. He’d been surrounded by people keeping him in place, and I had stayed as far away from him as I possibly could.

      But now he was here, free from prison and able to go wherever he wanted.

      ‘You are mine, Joshua. Mine and no one else’s.’

      I shook my head as I continued to back off. Mum came closer to me, but I flinched away from her too.

      ‘No.’

      She’d let him in here. She’d been speaking to him. How could she do that to me?

      Once I was out the door, I slammed it shut and only then did I dare turn my back. I never turned my back to Andrew, because he liked to attack me when I was least aware of it.

      I strode back to the lift, my whole body shaking. The scars on my arms felt like they burned and I curled my hands into fists to try and restrain myself from scratching at them. Especially my left arm, which still had the sutures in.

      I was an adult. I was of no interest to him anymore. I’d overcome those horrible years; I lived a happy life with the man I loved. Andrew could not do anything to ruin my life.

      Except he could. The panic and the fear… it was consuming me. The memories from way back then… they were flooding me.

      He shouldn’t be a threat anymore. He liked little boys, little boys who couldn’t defend themselves. I didn’t qualify anymore. He couldn’t hurt me.

      I was haunted. Haunted by the memories, they were flashing in front of my eyes. My mind was a jumbled mess, I couldn’t make sense of it. I was aware of taking the tube, of walking from the station to the flat, but my mind kept reliving my traumatic childhood, not my present.

      Forgetting had never been an option. Everything he’d ever done to me… I remembered it. I didn’t want to, but I did anyway. The memories pushed their way past everything that usually struggled to keep them buried far, far away.

      I wanted to think of my life now, with Damian… Our life together. But I couldn’t muster up any kind of feelings for him because the looming nightmare of Andrew overshadowed everything else.

      My fingers trembled as I made to unlock the door, and I dropped them. I stared down at them, then slowly bent to pick them up. My hands kept trembling, but this time I did manage to unlock the door.

      I stumbled into the kitchen, fumbled for a glass, then turned the tap on and watched as the water sloshed down into the sink.

      How many times during my teenage years had I stood in the shower, letting the water pelt down on my abused skin, washing away all the blood I’d willingly drawn from my own body? Washing away the feel of his hands on me?

      My hands were still trembling so much when I lifted the glass for a sip, that it dropped to the floor and shattered into pieces. I bent to gather the broken shards together, only to gasp in pain as the glass cut my fingers.

      I held my hand up so I could stare at my fingertips, where blood started to gather in small bubbles only to burst and trickle down my skin. I could only stare at the blood. It was nothing compared to the amount of blood I used to spill. My arms could testify to that. A simple prick on the tips of my fingers was nothing compared to the countless deep scars adorning my arms. Even my scars had scars.

      Letting out a shaky breath, I sat back to lean against the refrigerator. The glass was scattered around me, blood dripped from my hand. I numbly grabbed for one of the bigger pieces of broken glass, locking my fingers around it. The sharp edges dug into my skin painfully and more blood trickled.

      It was wonderful.

      When the pain had dulled, I gathered the glass I could find, scooped it up into my palms and deposited it all in the rubbish. I had some new small cuts on my other hand as well, but it was the right one that was the issue. It was bleeding profusely.

      I pushed myself up on my feet, gaze flicking nervously. I walked out of the kitchen and slipped into the bathroom. The door clicked shut behind me and I stood there, taking the space in. I slowly walked over to the sink, where I could wash all the blood off.

      But emotion flooded through me again, hitting me like a tsunami crashing in on land, ruining everything in its wake. It left me staggering, arms wrapping tight around myself.

      I needed to feel something else. I needed this to stop. More blood, more pain, anything to make it stop.

      I opened the cabinet. I didn’t have a razor. If I wanted to cut again, I’d have to go to the kitchen to get a knife. But the simple thought of walking anywhere, even that short a walk, left me feeling drained.

      My medicine, and various over-the-counter drugs, took up half a shelf. I snagged it all, then sank to the floor. I needed something to calm myself with. I’d taken my pills today, but I needed more. I needed them all.

      I took out a full tray, then slowly pressed the tablets out and onto the floor, one after another. I took a tray from the other brand too, squeezing every pill out.

      I can’t take it. I can’t take him.

      I’d done this before. Now I was doing it again. I couldn’t help myself. I needed to stop feeling. I couldn’t take being like this anymore. It was too much.

      I’d stood face to face with Andrew Graham—and he hadn’t been fazed at all. He’d ruined my life and he didn’t care. I wasn’t worth so much as a single piece of regret from him. If he got hold of me, he’d kill me. I’d rather do it myself. It was easier, quicker, without pain.

      Because if he got to me, there’d be more pain than he’d ever inflicted on me before. I knew it. I’d seen it in his eyes. The way he didn’t care what he’d done—but he very much cared what I had done. I’d put him in prison. I’d ruined his life.

      Not half-way as much as he’d ruined mine. But he didn’t care about that. I was a scarred, broken mess. It was all his fault—and he didn’t care.

      The two different pills had two different colours. I scooped a handful up, staring at them. A mix of pink and white. A mix I took every day. Just one of each though, not all of them.

      They called to me, like this was meant to happen. Like it wasn’t an act of impulse. I was acting on impulse, I knew it… but I couldn’t stop it. I kept seeing his eyes, those cold, grey eyes—no remorse, no nothing. He was a cold-hearted psychopath. He had ruined my life, he had ruined me.

      He finally succeeded in what he’d always tried to do; break me. I was shattered, as shattered as that glass I’d dropped. That was me. Thrown in the rubbish. Replaceable. A shattered glass couldn’t be put together, just like I couldn’t be put together again. Broken beyond repair.

      I was tired of fighting. Done with it. I couldn’t do it anymore. I was absolutely, truly done.

      After years and years on medicine, I had no trouble swallowing pills dry. So that’s what I did.

      

      
        
        The bathroom door was securely locked. My razor was on the sink and I searched through the cabinets in a frenzy, grabbing all the pills I could find. Anything would do, as long as it worked. It had to work.

        I collapsed on the floor in a fit of sobs, but managed to crawl up into a sitting position. I started opening the pill-cases, popping the pills so they spilled into a pile in front of me.

        I reached out for the bottle I’d brought with me. Vodka. Nice, strong alcoholic beverage that would make this so much easier. I took a sip, preparing myself, and it burned down my throat. Next I popped pills into my mouth, took another sip to wash them down with.

        When all the pills were gone, I started to feel it. Dizzy, like the world couldn’t stand still anymore. I fumbled up on the sink for my razor, yanked my sleeves up, and put the blade to skin. I pressed it down deep and dragged it backwards, up towards my elbow.

        This was the way, to cut vertical, along the main artery. This was the way to truly bleed.

        When the right hand was bleeding profusely, I did the same on the left, only slower this time as my already hurt hand protested the movement.

        My strength was leaving me, from the tablets, from the blood, and I couldn’t keep my hand up anymore. It fell limp to my side, the razor cluttering against the tiles. I tipped forward, forehead pressed against the fluffy rug.

        I gasped in a breath as darkness came lurking.

        The last thing I thought was, please let me die.
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      Damian

      I ran into the hospital—and immediately spotted Angelina. She was clearly waiting for me because she came striding towards me the minute the doors swooshed open.

      ‘Where is he? What happened?’ I’d run all the way from the tube station and I hardly had any breath left in me, but I had to know.

      ‘It’s all my fault.’ Angelina looked wrecked—and that told me everything.

      She was usually stoic, calm, no matter what happened. She wasn’t now, which meant this must be bad.

      ‘No.’ My chest squeezed tight. I couldn’t breathe.

      ‘They’re working on him,’ she hurried to say, hands grabbing mine, squeezing. ‘He’s alive. They’re doing what they can, but—This is all my fault.’

      Hearing that Josh was still alive helped.

      At least I could breathe again.

      She led me over to the waiting area, where she sank down on one of the uncomfortable chairs. I sat down next to her.

      ‘So what happened?’

      ‘He met Andrew.’ She swallowed heavily and pressed the back of her hands against her eyes. ‘In my office.’

      No.

      ‘What was he doing in your office?’

      ‘I wanted to make sure—just—make it clear that he wasn’t to get close to Josh no matter what.’ He bent over, elbows resting on her knees. She didn’t remove her hands from her eyes. ‘How was I supposed to know he’d suddenly show up?’

      ‘So he was in your office… with Andrew?’

      She nodded jerkily.

      ‘I was just going to lay it all down to him, tell him to stay they fuck away—even if that’s what he’s supposed to do now and all, but… I don’t trust him. So I wanted to look him in the eye and see for myself.’ Her voice shook. ‘And then Joshua was there and everything went to hell.’

      Oh god.

      ‘Did Andrew do anything to him?’

      She shook her head, hands finally falling to dangle between her knees.

      ‘He greeted him. Calmly, casually. And Joshua, he… he ran out of there. And I was left with Andrew—and I told him what I’d planned on telling him—and then I went after Joshua, but I was too late.’

      Too late for what?

      I was afraid to ask. I didn’t want to know what he’d done. But I had to know.

      ‘What’d he do? Cut his arms?’ He’d tried to cut along the main artery the first time he’d tried to kill himself, before Andrew’s abuse had ended. Was that what he’d attempted now too?

      ‘He swallowed all his pills.’ She glanced at me, eyes red. She wasn’t crying now—but she clearly had been and she was fighting not to break down again. ‘He was unconscious when I got there. But he woke up in the ambulance and he—he was hallucinating. It was horrible.’

      I didn’t even ask what he was hallucinating about. It was obvious who it was.

      ‘How long’s it been?’

      ‘A couple of hours.’

      Fucking exams.

      If I hadn’t had an exam today, I would’ve kept my phone on… and then I’d known the minute Angelina first rang me.

      ‘Isn’t Harriet here?’ I asked instead, voice low.

      ‘She couldn’t get away from work. She’ll get here later.’ She buried her face in her hands again.

      I didn’t know what to do. Josh was somewhere in this hospital—a bloody hospital I’d spent time in this year. This was the first year in medical school we’d been rotating different specialties—and it would continue into next year. And now Josh was fucking in here. In who knew what condition.

      ‘Does anyone else know?’

      She shook her head.

      ‘I don’t know what to tell them. I’ll wait till the doctor’s been here. I just—what the hell do I tell them? I don’t want to worry them, but—’

      But she thought there was something to worry about.

      Shit, Josh.

      What have you done?

      What were you thinking?

      That was easy though. He hadn’t been thinking. He was a mess after nightmares that included Andrew… so how desperate must he have been to escape it all after meeting him face to face?

      I should’ve been there with him.

      But I couldn’t know he’d meet Andrew face to face. He’d said something about being afraid Andrew would seek him out—but this hadn’t actually been Andrew’s fault. It was no one’s fault. It was all a coincidence… and really bad luck.

      ‘He’s survived a lot,’ I said, but my voice was hollow. ‘He’ll survive this too.’

      What were the odds though?

      Josh messed up time and time again, yet he always survived. One time it was bound to go wrong.

      If Angelina was so afraid she couldn’t keep up her usual stoic facade… then I was deathly afraid that that time would be now.

      

      I held Josh’s limp hand loose in my own, my thumb resting against his wrist, feelings his pulse.

      He was alive, but in what state, no one knew.

      They’d pumped his stomach but when he woke up he’d still been hallucinating and he’d been unable to feel his feet.

      The doctor’s weren’t sure if it was just a temporary side-effect of all the pills he’d swallowed—or if he was actually paralysed. They didn’t know if anything was wrong with his brain or not yet.

      When the doctor had come out to tell us this, both Angelina and I had listened intently. Then we’d both asked, at the same time, if we could see him. When the doctor had glanced at me, said only family was allowed, and Angelina had said I was family…

      It shouldn’t make me emotional, but it did.

      I had a family. An uncle, an aunt, a niece and a nephew. And Chloe, even if she technically wasn’t related to me in any way. But I had Josh now too, and he was the closest anyone had been since my own family died. And he brought with him his mother—who was amazing, she’d done so much for Josh. She was always there for him. But also extended family, like his grandmother, his aunt and uncle, cousins…

      ‘Please be okay, Josh,’ I whispered, taking in his pale face. His hair was a mess too. When he got out of here, he’d have to go get it cut. Unless he wanted to actually grow it out—but he’d never said anything about that, so I didn’t think that was the case.

      My phone vibrated and I lifted it from my pocket with my left hand, since the right still held Josh’s, still felt his pulse.

      
        
        Silver: When r u 2 coming home? Thought we could go out celebrating ur finally done with ur exams!

        

      

      Shit, I hadn’t texted Silver yet. I hadn’t texted anyone.

      I hesitantly wrote out an answer, not quite sure what to write. I didn’t want to worry him—them, since Kian was bound to find out the minute Silver read my text—but I didn’t want to be too optimistic either because that would be a flat out lie.

      
        
        Me: I’m not coming home. Josh’s in the hospital. It’s not looking to great right now.

        

      

      And that was bound to make them worry. But what else could I write?

      
        
        Silver: What? Hospital? WTFs happened?

      

        

      
        Me: Met his uncle. Didn’t take it well. As expected, really. He swallowed all his pills. They don’t really know what kind of damage’s been done yet.

      

      

      I tapped the phone against my knee as I looked at Josh again. He seemed peaceful now, but then they’d give him a sedative so he could sleep.

      
        
        Silver: Shit, D. I’m sorry. Is there anything I, or we, can do?

        

        Me: Not really. I’m just… waiting. Watching him.

        

      

      This was not how my exam period was going to end. I was going to spend three whole weeks with him now, just the two of us. I’d take his mind off his bloody stepfather. Maybe we could’ve gone away somewhere. Taken a trip. That would’ve been nice.

      Instead I was spending my evening in the hospital. As if I hadn’t had enough of hospitals this year. And more hospitals to look forward to next year, and the year after that, and after that again.

      I closed my eyes and rested my head against the back of the chair.

      ‘Here’s your coffee.’ Angelina had come into the room without me noticing and she nudged a cardboard cup against my hand.

      I put my phone between my thighs and took it from her, sipping gratefully.

      ‘I’m rethinking my major,’ I blurted out.

      She blinked once—then her face smoothed out. Her stoic facade was back, but the anxious glanced Josh’s way from time to time gave her away.

      ‘Why? Because of this?’

      I shook my head.

      ‘I’ve been thinking about it all year. Before that, really, but it’s become evident this year that I’m not very good at dealing with people.’

      She gave me her full attention now, turning on her own chair so she faced me. ‘Do you want to quit studying medicine?’

      I scratched the back of my neck. The thought had struck me… and I’d never shared it with anyone.

      ‘No. I’ve come this far. I’ve got to finish.’

      ‘But what’s a degree in medicine if you don’t want to use it?’ she asked, ever practical. ‘That’s a lot of years to waste.’

      ‘I thought I could deal with it for the last two years, and then the foundation years… since everyone has to go through that no matter what. Then I’d go into another specialty instead of the one I planned on.’

      ‘You were interested in Plastics, weren’t you?’

      I nodded glumly.

      ‘But I don’t want to be a surgeon anymore. I don’t want to be a practicing doctor. I don’t want to see patients every day. I don’t like people—I don’t know why I thought this was a good idea to begin with.’

      ‘So what are you thinking then? What other specialty is it that won’t require you to practice? A Phd? Research?’

      I chewed on my bottom lip. My phone vibrated between my thighs, but I left it for now.

      ‘I was thinking pathology. Start training in general histopathology and then move on to forensic pathology as a specialty.’

      She nodded.

      ‘That’s not a bad idea.’

      ‘I’m much better with dead people, really.’ I glanced at Josh. Hopefully he wouldn’t end up dead. I wasn’t sure I could take that. ‘I never told him I thought about changing my specialty. I didn’t know if it was the right thing to do. Maybe I was just freaking out for nothing, but… I hate dealing with people day in and day out.’

      ‘You’ve been working in hospitals this year, yeah?’

      I nodded again.

      ‘Another four years is a long time though,’ she cautioned. ‘If you’re going to hate what you do for four years before you can do what you really want to do… is it worth it?’

      I shrugged, helpless.

      I’d been thinking this myself and I just didn’t know. And I hadn’t talked to Josh about it because it was a luxury for me to even have this problem.

      Josh didn’t know what to do with his life period, and here I was, top grades in my A-levels, top grades in uni… I had everything I wanted ahead of me and all I had to do was reach out and grab it.

      And here I was, not sure I wanted it after all.

      ‘What am I supposed to do if I don’t do this? It’s what I’ve been set on for years. I’ve studied hard to get here and now I’m just supposed to give up?’

      ‘It’s not giving up. If you’re truly not happy with it, I think quitting is better than continuing on.’ She regarded me calmly.

      Where the hell did she find that calm when her son was lying right there and no one knew what he’d be like when he woke up?

      I wasn’t calm. I wasn’t calm at all. I didn’t know what to do with myself. The only thing keeping me grounded right now was his pulse, so I wasn’t about to let go of his hand anytime soon.

      ‘But histopathology is really interesting. Forensic pathology even more so. I think I would like that, when I get that far.’

      ‘And until then?’

      I wasn’t quite sure what to do, and now with Josh… I wasn’t sure about anything right now.

      So I only shrugged and flexed my fingers before wrapping them loosely around Josh’s wrist again.

      You have to survive this, Josh, you just have to.

      

      Someone was shaking my shoulder.

      My neck hurt after lying in an odd angle—and for a few moment I was disoriented as to why… and then it all came crashing back.

      I sat up straight, eyes only for Josh, but he seemed to be sleeping peacefully.

      ‘Damian.’ Angelina squeezed my shoulder. ‘You’ve still got to go to uni today, right?’

      I shook my head, still a little disoriented.

      ‘It’s okay. Exams are done—I’m sure they’ll understand—’

      ‘I took the day off work. They’re more understanding. This is your future. Go make sure you have one.’ She gently, but firmly, steered me up and out of the chair. ‘I’ll sit with him until you’re done. Won’t leave his side.’

      I didn’t want to leave his side.

      ‘How’s the night been?’

      ‘Quiet.’ I glanced at her. ‘He hasn’t woken up.’ At least he was stable. Still… if he didn’t wake up, we wouldn’t know what kind of state he’d be in.

      ‘I’ll text you through the day. Every hour. I won’t leave him alone for a second.’ She came to stand next to me, staring down at Josh too. ‘I promise, Damian. Go make sure you have everything in order at uni… and then you come back. If anything changes I’ll ring you right away.’

      ‘Okay.’ I nodded, more to myself than anything. ‘Okay. Anything at all—’

      ‘I will call you. Got you right here on my favourites.’ She held her phone up for emphasis.

      I reached out to touch Josh’s hand. I’d dropped it sometime during the night, but it was warm and it still had a pulse. He was still very much alive.

      I walked home in a daze, doing everything from the tube to unlocking the front door on auto-pilot.

      Silver and Kian were up and getting ready for work.

      ‘Shit, mate, I’m so sorry.’ Silver actually hugged me.

      I stood frozen, surprised.

      We didn’t hug. We’d never really done that. A one-armed one a couple times, sure, but never full-out embrace. Except now, it seemed. I slowly put my own arms around him, taking note of how they shook.

      ‘Is he doing better?’

      I only shook my head, unable to speak. I could see Kian in their bedroom doorway, watching me with a troubled expression.

      ‘If there’s anything we can do,’ Silver offered.

      ‘There’s nothing anyone can do right now. Josh has to battle this one on his own.’ I extricated myself, not comfortable with with intimacy on my best of days.

      Kian took a few steps closer to us.

      ‘Did his stepfather come for him? Seek him out?’

      I shook my head.

      ‘It was an accident. For once, something wasn’t actually that psycho’s fault.’ There was no one to blame. Not Andrew, not Angelina, not Josh. It was just coincidence… with possibly fatal results.

      But I can’t think about it if I want to get through the day.

      ‘I need a shower. Are you done in there?’ I motioned vaguely to the bathroom.

      ‘Yeah, yeah, it’s all yours,’ Kian said, thought it was clear it was a lie. He hadn’t styled his hair or applied his eyeliner, two things he couldn’t walk out the door without doing.

      But I took the opportunity to escape, to be on my own for a bit, and ran with it.

      Not that it helped once I was locked in the bathroom because this was where Josh had escaped too yesterday. This was where he’d swallowed all his pills. There were no evidence of it though. Angelina must’ve cleaned up since Silver and Kian hadn’t known anything was wrong until Silver texted me.

      The hot water offered no consolation and I took the quickest shower in history. Washing the important parts and instantly getting out. I towelled off, realised I’d forgotten to get new clothes… and for once I just didn’t care who saw my chest. I walked out in my towel and headed over to the bedroom.

      ‘Hey, D.’ Silver stuck his head out from their bedroom. ‘Found Josh’s phone in the bathroom last night. I put it on your desk.’

      ‘Thanks.’ I clutched at my towel, worried it would fall even if I had tied it around my hips properly, as I slipped inside.

      Like Silver said, Josh’s phone was on the desk. It was one of the newest smartphone models, a birthday gift earlier this year from his mum.

      I pressed the home button and saw he had several unread texts. And missed calls from Angelina. A text from Chad had arrived before Angelina’s missed calls, then there was another one from Chad after as well as a text from Tyler.

      My gut churned.

      What if Josh never got around to these texts? What if he never woke up? What if when he did wake up, he’d done so much damage he couldn’t answer them even if he wanted to?

      His friends… people who cared about him and wanted what was best for him. They didn’t even know what was going on.

      I didn’t know what to do. If I’d been in hospital, I would’ve wanted someone to let Silver know. But I couldn’t go text Josh’s friends from his phone, and it wasn’t like I had Chad’s number. Or Cooper’s. I might have Tyler’s, and I definitely had Spencer and Leslie’s, but… what should I say? I didn’t know anything.

      Clothes. Get clothes. And get to uni.

      Then you take it from there.

      I hadn’t even told Ray and Claire. After texting with Silver last night, I’d muted my phone. I should at least text them and let them know what was going on.

      But first on the agenda was getting dressed. I’d deal with everything else after that. One step at a time. That was the way to do it when you were overwhelmed.

      Josh had said that once. He’d learned it in therapy. If only he’d applied that for yesterday and not gone directly to worst-case solutions…

      You better fucking survive, Josh.

      I need you.

      And you can’t let that tosser win.
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      Damian

      Something was wrong when I came to the hospital.

      I heard sounds—crying—before I even got to Josh’s room, and when I stood in the doorway I saw what all the commotion was about.

      He was awake, but clearly not well. He was crying and yelling and trashing and a nurse was holding him down while a doctor inserted what I guessed to be sedatives into his IV.

      ‘No,’ Josh sobbed, trying to trash but the nurse had too good a grip on him. As well as several pounds on him. ‘No, please don’t—please don’t hurt me.’

      His voice right then was heartbreaking. I didn’t know if he was hallucinating about Andrew or if he was actually speaking to the nurse though.

      Angelina stood against the wall, one hand pressed over her mouth, eyes wet with tears.

      ‘Hey, come here.’ For the first time ever, I wrapped my arms around her shoulders and drew her in close.

      She came willingly, almost falling against me as the tears burst. I’d never hugged her before. The closest we’d ever been was squeezing shoulders.

      Josh was still sobbing on the bed, but the doctor had removed the syringe now and Josh’s struggles were slowing. Tears streamed down his face too—but that was a more usual sight than Angelina in tears. She never cried. She was always the calm, reasonable one.

      Seemed this had been the last straw for her.

      The doctor gave her—us, maybe—a sympathetic look once Josh succumbed to sleep again.

      ‘We’ll just have to wait and see.’

      Angelina managed to give him a curt nod before burying her face against my neck again.

      I, very stealthily, pulled my phone from my pocket and sent off a quick text to Harriet.

      Angelina needed her girlfriend right now, not me. I was awkward with human socialisation and the only one I was ever comfortable around was Josh. He was the only one I was good at comforting—though sometimes even that was too much.

      I patted her back, unsure what to do right now.

      With Josh, who wore his heart on his sleeve, just hugging him and being there for him could be enough. Other times I had to reassure him I was with him, that I still loved him. He was a bundle of exposed emotion that it was mostly easy to read.

      Angelina, on the other hand, wasn’t like that at all. She hid her feelings behind a cool facade it was impossible to read. I’d never seen her cry before now.

      ‘I hate him,’ she murmured eventually. ‘I wish that arsehole was dead. No, I wish he’d live through what he made Joshua live through. See how well he get out on the other end, after ten fucking years.’

      ‘He hallucinated again then?’

      Josh’s head was turned away from us, but his lips was parted slightly and his chest rose and fell as he breathed.

      She nodded jerkily.

      ‘He thought I was Andrew. Or maybe he didn’t even see me at all. I think he was back there, being punished for something.’ She finally stepped back, wiping furiously at her eyes, and then she all but fell into the chair closest to Josh’s bed.

      I took the other one, dropping my shoulder bag on the floor next to me.

      ‘He dreams about it frequently. Terrible nightmares.’

      She drew in a shaky breath.

      ‘I didn’t want him, you know.’ She looked at Josh, lips trembling. ‘When I got… pregnant. I didn’t want him. But I was too far along to terminate.’

      My heart started beating quicker.

      ‘Would you have done that… if you’d figured it out before?’

      She nodded, squeezing her eyes shut.

      ‘I wanted to study, I wanted a good career that would give me a comfortable life. I didn’t want kids, didn’t want to get tied down to anyone, didn’t want to have loans and worry about money.’

      Now she was the one to take Josh’s hand in hers.

      ‘So when I met Andrew, and he eventually told me he was willing to look after Joshua… that I could focus on my career… I was happy. I didn’t have to deal with a child. I didn’t have to give anything up. And Andrew would give him all the love he deserved. All the love I couldn’t give.’

      Well, she clearly loved Josh now, that much was obvious. But… hearing how he hadn’t even been wanted before he was born broke my heart.

      ‘I wish I’d given him up for adoption instead.’ She gazed at Josh’s face sadly. ‘I wanted to, back in the hospital. But Mum talked me out of it. So I kept him. But if I’d known what I know now… if I’d given him up, maybe he’d have had a happy upbringing. Maybe he wouldn’t know what it’s like to be abused by someone who’s supposed to love you. And maybe he’d have had a mother who actually loved him. Because I didn’t back then. I didn’t love him.’ She started crying again.

      I didn’t know what to say.

      This was heavy shit.

      ‘At least you provided for him,’ I said then, thinking of my own damn mother. ‘You didn’t snap and kill him.’

      She wiped her eyes again and looked at me.

      ‘That’s what your mother did.’

      I nodded my affirmative, even if she hadn’t actually asked a question. It’d been more of a statement.

      ‘I always wondered why you’ve only got your uncle and aunt, but I never wanted to ask.’

      ‘I had parents and sisters.’ I didn’t like talking about them. ‘Mum was… unstable. When one of my sister’s killed herself, she had a psychotic break and killed everyone else. Including herself.’

      ‘And you were there?’

      I unconsciously touched my chest.

      ‘Yeah. She thought I was—well… I got the dubious honour of being the only survivor.’

      She lifted her gaze to the ceiling and sighed.

      ‘There’s so much shit going on. There are so many people who shouldn’t have been allowed to have kids. Myself included.’

      ‘Josh loves you,’ I reminded her. ‘You’ve done a lot for him these past few years.’

      ‘And before that? It’s my fault Andrew got his clutches in him. I was just happy he agreed to stay at home with Josh, happy he never really expected anything… intimate from me. I should’ve seen it. But I was too busy with my career to care.’

      ‘I’m sure you would’ve cared if you found out.’ If she’d found out earlier what Andrew was up to, I had no doubt she would’ve done whatever she could to get him out of Josh’s life. Like she’d done after Josh told her. She’d called the coppers and they’d arrested the arsehole.

      ‘I could’ve given him more. More of my time. Gotten to know him. Loved him.’

      ‘Yeah, you could’ve.’ There was no doubt she’d done many mistakes during Josh’s childhood. But no one could change that now. All we could do was move forwards. ‘You know him now. You believed him when he finally told you. That meant a lot to him, that you didn’t question him. That you up and left and rang the police so they could arrest Andrew. That was the best thing you could’ve done for Josh back then.’

      ‘But too late.’ Her eyes swam with tears again. ‘He’d already broken him.’

      ‘Even one time can break someone when it comes to sexual abuse,’ I pointed out.

      ‘I know.’ She sighed again. ‘But I’ve also done my reading on borderline personality disorder. I never gave him the maternal love he needed when he was little… and that is at the bottom of everything. It’s my fault he’s like this.’

      I’d done my reading too, so I knew this. And she wasn’t wrong.

      But Josh loved his mum now. She was there for him, she dropped everything to help him whenever he needed her.

      ‘But Andrew wasn’t your fault,’ I pointed out then. ‘Yeah, you should’ve noticed something was wrong, maybe… but people can’t go around and be afraid, worry if your significant other hurts your children. You can’t go around worrying about that, or expecting it, because most people wouldn’t do what he did. Most people would love that child and give it the best life they could. Not everyone is like him. Most people aren’t. And we just have to remember that, I think.’

      She sniffled.

      ‘Maybe you should switch to psychiatry.’ She managed a wobbly smile.

      ‘Another profession where I have to deal with people day in and day out, so perhaps not.’

      Josh was the only one I was comfortable talking with, especially about difficult subjects. It didn’t matter if it was my own or someone else, I was just as awkward with anyone but him.

      And when uni started up again, we’d do a rotation in mental health. Not to mention women and men’s health and gynaecology. I was so fucked.

      ‘Angie?’ Harriet stuck her head in the door, gaze quickly taking in the whole room before settling on Angelina.

      ‘Harriet?’ Angelina blinked in surprise.

      ‘Damian said you were upset.’ She glanced briefly at me with a small nod before walking over to Angelina and taking her hand. ‘Come home. Rest. Damian’s here now, he’ll take care of Josh.’

      Angelina looked me dead in the eye.

      ‘You texted her, didn’t you?’

      There was no use denying it, so I only nodded.

      She wiped at her eyes again and managed another wobbly smile for Harriet.

      ‘Thanks for coming to collect me.’

      ‘So you’re coming with me without any fuzz?’ Harriet squeezed her hand.

      Angelina nodded.

      ‘Yeah, I need a nap. And some food. Speaking of…’ She turned to me after she got to her feet. ‘I spoke to Claire earlier. She said she’d deliver some dinner for you later.’

      ‘Oh. Okay.’ I didn’t know she’d been in contact with my family. It was surprising—they didn’t know each other all that well.  ‘Thanks.’

      Angelina said her goodbye to Josh, even if he wasn’t awake to hear them, then we had a tiny discussion about e going home to sleep for tonight—which ended with her promising to be by in the morning so I could go to my last day of school.

      I wasn’t going to leave Josh for a second more than I had to.

      They finally left—and I was alone in the room with a sedated Josh. All alone… and finally able to fall to pieces without anyone there to witness it.

      

      My forehead rested close to Josh’s shoulder and I had a grip around his wrist again, checking his pulse. It beat steadily.

      ‘Just wake up, Josh,’ I whispered into the bedding. ‘I’ll do anything. We can go away somewhere, escape from all this… or we can have all the sex you want. I’d be fine with that—if you just wake up. You can’t leave me. What am I supposed to do without you?’

      Never had I thought I’d grow so attached to anyone. I’d made it a point to be unattached for most of my life. Even before all the shit went down with my sister and mother, I’d been kind of aloof and distant. It hadn’t got better after mum’s psychotic break.

      I needed Josh like I needed to breathe. And if he just woke up I’d have sex with him every single day if that was what he wanted. I could quit school and we could move, all so Andrew wouldn’t have any idea where we’d disappeared to. We could go to another country, for holidays or move there, I wasn’t picky. I just needed him to live. I needed him to wake up and be back to normal so we could go on with our lives.

      I couldn’t stand to see him lying in a hospital bed like this. It broke my heart to hear his anguish earlier before the sedatives worked.

      I’d take him away from everything that hurt, every bad memory. I’d give my fucking life for him… that’s how much I loved him.

      ‘You have to wake up.’ His wrist wasn’t smooth. Scars criss-crossed there just like it did the rest of his arms. All skin on his arms were scarred, forearms and upper arms alike. He hadn’t cut much anywhere else though, except a few random scars here and there.

      Most of those were Andrew’s doing however. Josh himself had mostly stuck to harming his arms.

      ‘You hear me, Josh? You have to wake up.’ But of course he didn’t. He didn’t even move. Unless his chest rising and falling counted as moving. ‘You can’t leave me. Not now, not fucking ever, you hear? I need you. I didn’t know how empty my life was before I met you. It sounds so goddamn cliche, but it’s true.’

      I breathed in and out heavily a few times, afraid I was having a panic attack by the way my airways constructed. Turned out I just wanted to cry and I silently let the tears fall to soak into the bedding.

      ‘Please, Josh,’ I whispered. ‘Come back.’

      I didn’t know how long I sat there crying. All I knew was that Josh continued to breathe steadily, but he didn’t wake.

      And then there was a knock on the door.

      I jumped in my chair and sat up straight, wiping furiously at my eyes.

      The door opened—I’d closed it after Angelina and Harriet left so I could fall apart in peace—and Ray peeked in.

      ‘Hey.’ When he spotted me he pushed the door open fully and stepped into the room. He had a bag in one hand and he held it out to me now. ‘Dinner for you.’

      ‘Thanks,’ I muttered, taking the bag, but not at all sure I could find it in me to eat. I wasn’t hungry even though I hadn’t eaten all day. Food just didn’t matter when Josh was lying sedated in a hospital bed.

      ‘How is he?’ Ray nodded to Josh as he took the other chair.

      ‘The same. No changes.’ I opened the bag to find a bowl of steaming hot curry. Now I saw it and smelt it, my stomach gave a faint rumble.

      ‘Just eat,’ Ray said, gazing at me. ‘I had some before I left, and leftovers are waiting for me at home.’

      ‘You don’t have to stay.’ I popped the lid and the smell of it really assaulted me—and my stomach grumbled louder. Claire’d even packed a fork, so I grabbed that now and took a tentative bite.

      Oh, this is good.

      ‘I’m in no hurry.’ Ray sat back in his chair, hands clasped in his lap. ‘I wanted to see how you’re holding up.’

      I only shrugged and kept eating.

      ‘Do they think he’ll wake up soon?’

      ‘He was awake when I got here earlier, but…’ Josh’s voice then… I couldn’t get it out of my head. He’d sounded young, afraid, no, terrified. ‘But they had to sedate him again. He was trashing around and hallucinating.’

      ‘I’m sorry, Damian.’ Ray leaned over to squeeze my knee. ‘Claire told me she spoke with Angelina earlier. Josh met that stepfather of his? That’s what caused this?’

      I nodded.

      ‘Does him being out of prison have anything to do with Josh freaking out about the locks in your flat too?’

      I hadn’t thought anymore of the damn locks, but now he mentioned it…

      ‘Yeah.’

      Ray nodded, gaze thoughtful as it moved to Josh.

      I studied him now his attention wasn’t on me.

      We looked a lot alike—could have something to do with the fact he was my mother’s twin. If people didn’t know any better, they assumed he was my dad.

      He was the one who’d had to deal with everything after my mother snapped. He’d been in the hospital with me, he’d dealt with funeral arrangements, the house and all its possessions, as well as fixing that last room in the basement so that could be my new bedroom.

      He was a rock. He reminded me of Angelina, a bit. They were both strong, you could depend on them no matter what, and they hardly ever lost their cool. Today excluded for Angelina’s sake.

      I’d never been good at showing my emotions, or showing Ray how much all he’d done meant to be, but… it meant a lot. I’d been twelve. I couldn’t have done anything on my own. He’d taken me in, given me all the time I needed, never forced me into anything…

      I was lucky, really.

      They’d had a full house with the twins and Chloe around, as well as both of them working full-time. He could’ve put me into foster care, but he hadn’t. He and Claire both had welcomed me with open arms. Not that I’d ever stepped into those open arms—I didn’t think I’d ever hugged any of them, but I hoped they understood my issues with intimacy. I was pretty sure they did.

      ‘What do the doctors say? Do they think he’ll be okay?’

      ‘It’s a waiting game.’ I hated waiting. Especially for something like this. ‘They won’t know until he wakes up and is calm. The hallucinations, the paralysis of the legs… could just be a side-effect of all the pills. He has a lot of meds and they’re strong. But it could also be permanent. He could’ve done permanent damage to his body and his brain, and then—’

      No, I didn’t want to think about and then. I couldn’t.

      I needed Josh back just as he’d been. Or needed him back in any sort of way, really, unless he’d done so much damage to himself they locked him up in another hospital somewhere. He had to wake up and be well enough so he could come home.

      ‘Your room’s always available,’ Ray said then. ‘If you need to get away for a bit. For both of you. You’re more than welcome to stay with us.’

      I blinked furiously.

      Don’t start crying again, just don’t.

      ‘Thanks,’ I muttered, chewing another spoonful of curry.

      ‘We’re here for you, Damian.’ He clapped my shoulder. ‘Even if that means not being here for you. If you need time alone, just say it. No one will be hurt, we’ll understand.’

      I nodded my understanding but didn’t know what to say.

      On the one hand, I would like to be alone. On the other, maybe it wasn’t such a good idea. Being left with my own thoughts…

      If it’d been the other way around and I was the one lying in a hospital bed, I’d want someone to stay with Josh twenty-four-seven.

      But me… I wasn’t emotionally unstable like him. I could hurt emotionally and not take it out on myself physically. But then I hadn’t lived through what he had either. Still, I wouldn’t do anything stupid just because I was left alone.

      ‘You planning on sleeping here tonight too?’

      ‘Yeah. I’m not leaving him.’ And after tomorrow, when the term was finally over for good, I wouldn’t leave Josh’s side at all until he woke up.

      I’d sit here day and night if I had to, until I knew for sure he’d be okay… or until I knew for sure he wouldn’t be.
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        I woke up to bright lights. To beeping. To a sore throat and to pain in my arms. On my arms. Whatever. I woke up to a whispered conversation going on at my bedside.

        Glancing over, I saw Mum and Grandma standing close.

        What was Grandma doing here? I didn’t remember anything about her coming to visit.

        Even my eyes hurt, but I forced my gaze away from them to look down on myself. Something was taped to my hand. No, a syringe or whatever it was called was piercing my skin and taped to it.

        And then… bandages. Covering my entire forearms.

        Oh god.

        ‘No. No.’

        I wasn’t aware I’d spoken until they’d both turned towards me, saying my name in unison.

        Tears rose and leaked over. ‘No.’ Why? ‘Why didn’t it work?’ Why was I still here? ‘Why am I still alive?’

        ‘Joshua!’ Grandma sounded scandalised. ‘Don’t say something like that!’

        I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to see them or the hospital room or the bandages that showed how clearly I’d failed to do the one thing I’d absolutely wanted to do.

        A sob left me, and once it had been set in motion, I couldn’t stop. My chest hurt from it, yet I couldn’t stop.

        ‘I’ll go get the doctor.’ That was Mum, speaking for the first time.

        I wanted to rip out the needle in the back of my hand. I wanted to rip open the bandages and tear out the stitches that must be holding my skin together. I wanted to bleed out, I wanted to die!

        Why couldn’t they understand? Why’d they take me here? Why’d they let them save me?

        ‘I d-didn’t want to b-be s-s-saved!’ Everything hurt, not just my body, but inside too. The inside hurt so much, so much more than anything on the outside could ever hurt me, and I wanted it to stop. I needed it to stop!

        ‘I don’t want to be alive!’ I reached over with my free hand and ripped the needle out. It hurt, but if there was anything I was used to, it was pain. Physical pain was nothing. Nothing at all. ‘I don’t want to live!’

        ‘Joshua!’

        ‘No!’ Blood trickled from where I’d ripped the needle out. It was stark red against my pale skin. Fascinating. Addicting. It was how I was supposed to die. Bleeding out. I had planned it, I had done it, and I’d failed at it.

        Hands touched me and I jerked away from them. I didn’t know if they were Grandma’s or if Mum had come back with the doctors. All I knew was I hadn’t managed to finish what I’d started, and that I did want to finish it.

        I couldn’t stay alive. Couldn’t. I couldn’t go back. Go back there, to him. I just couldn’t. Dying was the better option, the only option, the one I preferred. I didn’t have anything or anyone to live for. I wanted only death.

        And then all went dark.

        

      

      Loud voices, blinking lights, something moving—blackness, more light, more high voices. Darkness again, but something was still moving. Someone yelled. Shook me. And then… nothing at all.

      I woke up slowly. The light hurt my eyes as I tried to blink them open, so I quickly closed them again. My whole body felt heavy, like it was weighted down by something heavy.

      A beeping sound penetrated my groggy brain.

      Was that our alarm?

      No. That one was louder, shriller. Besides, Damian never let it ring long enough to wake me. Not when he had school. Because he had, right?

      My mouth was dry, sore.

      The beeping continued.

      My body didn’t cooperate. I inched my eyelids open, taking in the pale room. I turned my head a bit on the pillow and found Damian slumped in a chair.

      His eyes were closed, his arm perched on the arm of the chair and hand cupping his cheek. He looked drawn, exhausted.

      ‘D-Damian?’ My voice was hoarse and sore too. It hurt to speak. It rasped.

      What happened?

      Why am I in hospital?

      He jerked, eyes flying open. He was out of the chair and at my side in a second.

      ‘Josh?’

      ‘Wh-what h-happened?’ It really hurt to speak.

      ‘You don’t remember?’ His gaze turned sharp, narrowing.

      Remember?

      What was I supposed to remember?

      I couldn’t think. My brain was mush.

      ‘Josh. You did this. You overdosed.’

      Oh.

      Right.

      Why?

      Because of Andrew. His face flashed in my mind, the cold eyes who didn’t hold a hint of remorse.

      ‘No. No.’ I didn’t want to see him, to remember him. I wanted to forget, to escape—

      ‘What? Josh?’ Damian’s hand clamped down on my shoulder.

      ‘Ah-Andrew.’ It hurt just as much to swallow as to speak.

      Damian’s expression turned tense.

      ‘You met. In Angie’s office.’

      I nodded, my throat hurting too much to speak. I lifted my hand, the one not with an IV attached to it, to touch my neck.

      Damian’s gaze followed my movement.

      ‘They had to pump your stomach. Don’t you remember the last couple of days?’

      ‘Sh-should I?’

      I’d been out for a couple of days?

      ‘You’ve been awake, Josh.’ He took a deep breath, straightened up, like he was worried about what he was going to say next. ‘You’ve been hallucinating. You haven’t been able to move your feet. You’ve been out of it—but you’ve been awake too. God.’ He dragged his hand over his face, eyes moist. ‘I’ve been so worried. They didn’t know if you’d ever get back to yourself again.’

      I stopped breathing for a second there.

      ‘What’d you mean… like brain damage?’

      His eyes were haunted now as he gazed down at me.

      ‘Yeah. That was a distinct possibility. Do you know how lucky you are?’

      I didn’t feel lucky. I didn’t feel anything but the pain and the heaviness. Everything hurt.

      ‘He s-stood there. Facing me. And there was nothing—not a twinge of regret. He doesn’t think he’s done anything wrong.’

      He ruined my life, and yet he stood there, looking at me like we were old acquaintances. Like the simple sight of him didn’t drag me back into the nightmare I’d been in for all my life.

      ‘Of course he doesn’t. Else he wouldn’t have done what he did for ten years.’ Damian leant down, hand still clamped tight on my shoulder as his cheek brushed mine. ‘You shouldn’t be thinking about him. Yes, he’s out, but he’s on licence. He’s not going to come near you. Meeting him in your mum’s office… that was just a coincidence. If she’d known you were coming, she never would’ve asked him to meet her there.’

      Mum asked him to meet her.

      ‘Why? Why did she want to meet with him?’

      ‘She wanted to make sure he knew that you were off limits. That he wasn’t to get anywhere close to you again.’ Damian’s arms slid around me—or my neck, as I was still lying flat on the bed. ‘God, Josh. I’ve been so worried. Why didn’t you come to me instead of doing what you did?’

      I honestly didn’t know why I’d done it. I’d wanted to get away, from Andrew, yes, but also from my emotions. And the pills had been a way of achieving that. I hadn’t even stopped to think what it would do to Damian.

      Oh god.

      ‘D-did you f-find me?’ I hadn’t done that to him, had I? Let him find me lifeless on the bathroom floor?

      He shook his head, his stubbled cheek rasping against my own stubble.

      ‘Your mum chased after you. She found you, likely right after you’d lost consciousness. If you’d been lying there longer, then the prognosis would’ve been even more dire than it was to begin with.’

      I lifted my hands, clutching at his shirt, bunching the material in my fists.

      ‘I’m so sorry.’ I had wanted to die, but I didn’t actually want to die. Not really. I wanted to be with him. We had a good life together.

      He didn’t say anything, just clutched me in return.

      I didn’t know how long we stayed like that. It could’ve been minutes, or hours. The feel and smell of him was all that mattered to me. I heard the click of heels, but didn’t register it before I heard the rustle of clothes nearby.

      My eyes inched open and I saw Mum standing in the doorway, face set in a grim expression as she gazed at me and Damian.

      ‘M-Mum.’

      Damian started and lifted back up, but his hand stayed on my shoulder even as he turned to face her.

      I was grateful. It gave me comfort, it felt safe.

      ‘Joshua?’ She took a couple steps closer to the bed. ‘How are you?’

      I wanted to tell her I was fine because she looked so drawn and worried, but I wasn’t. I couldn’t lie.

      ‘I don’t know.’

      A sound left her, it sounded close to a sob, and then she was the one hugging me tight.

      ‘I’m so sorry, Joshua. I never should’ve had him meet me in the office. I never should’ve met with him at all. I just wanted to—’

      Her voice broke, and that surprised me more than anything. I’d seen Mum cry before, when she told me about her own abuse at the hand of her father, but never seen or heard her lose control of her emotions like this.

      ‘I wanted to make sure he’d leave you alone. I can’t stand the thought of him getting to you again. If he does, he’ll have to serve out the rest of his prison sentence. He doesn’t want that.’

      The dark shadow outside our living room window flashed in my mind. She didn’t know Andrew—not like I did. And Andrew would want revenge. I knew it. But I didn’t say it. They, or Mum anyway, seemed set on the fact he wouldn’t risk going back to prison.

      ‘What happens now?’ I wanted to go home with Damian, but I knew that wouldn’t happen anytime soon. Not after something that so very clearly was a suicide attempt. And if I’d been so out of it for the past couple of days I couldn’t remember it… well.

      ‘They’re keeping you here for observation,’ Damian said. ‘As for after that…’ He trailed off.

      He didn’t have to continue.

      Another hospitalisation, that’s what would happen. They couldn’t force me, not really—unless they sectioned me—but I’d go along with it. Hospitalisations had helped in the past.

      It’d been months since the last one—and now I was back to being a wreck again. But hospitalisation was good for helping with that. It always had before. But Andrew hadn’t been out on the streets watching me before either. I knew he was watching. He had to be. Who else would be watching me, right?

      Mum let go of me almost hesitantly and straightened up. She smoothed her shirt down, schooling her face back into her usual neutral expression.

      I looked up at Damian.

      He was gazing down at me.

      Please don’t leave me.

      The words popped into my mind. Needy… I knew. I also knew he wouldn’t leave. After three years, after dealing with me for so long… he wouldn’t. And if I ever thought he would, it was because of my disorder. I didn’t have count on how many times he’d told me that.

      ‘You should go home.’ He looked exhausted. ‘Get some sleep. A shower. Rest.’ I wanted him to stay with me, of course I did, but he needed sleep and rest. I didn’t want him exhausted just so he could sit and hold my hand. I could manage on my own. I was in a hospital, it wasn’t like I could do anything stupid again, not here.

      Damian didn’t like that idea, I could tell.

      ‘I’ll stay.’ Mum glanced between us. ‘He’s right, Damian. You do need sleep. In your own bed. You’ve slept here two nights in a row, and only left to go to uni.’

      Two nights.

      Jesus.

      I squeezed my eyes shut. My body still felt all heavy, my throat still hurt. No wonder if they’d had to pump my stomach.

      What had Damian said?

      I hadn’t been able to feel my legs… I tried wriggling them and they moved, so I felt them fine now.

      Damian relented. I could tell from the way his shoulders fell a tiny fraction.

      He leant down, kissed my forehead.

      ‘You sure?’

      ‘Yeah.’ Absolutely sure. ‘Go home.’

      ‘Do you need me to bring anything for when I come back?’ He ran his hand through my tangled hair. It probably looked horrible. Tangled and unwashed for so long.

      ‘My journal? And iPad? With the keyboard.’ I’d like my laptop, but the iPad was easier to handle. I could do what I needed on it, anyway.

      He kissed my cheek now, lingering before straightening up.

      ‘If you want me to come back, just ring, okay? I brought your phone, it’s on the table there.’ He pointed and yes, there my phone was, lying screen down. ‘Your friends have been messaging you. I didn’t know what to do, so I haven’t really done anything about that—’

      I nodded my understanding. It was nice of him to bring my phone—and I reckoned I had to find the strength to answer those texts myself. Part of me wished he’d already told anyone so I didn’t have to, but this was my mistake. I should be the one to tell. And we didn’t go into each other’s phones usually, so I could understand why he’d been hesitant.

      I knew I wouldn’t call him though, no matter what. I knew I was selfish sometimes, like when I woke him up after learning that Andrew was out of prison, just so he could comfort me. But he needed his sleep and I was going to let him have it. Now, at least. This time.

      He seemed torn, then bent down for another hug.

      ‘I love you,’ he whispered into my ear.

      ‘I love you too.’ More than I could ever articulate or explain or show. I could only say it and hug him tight and hope he understood just how deep that feeling went.
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        I was awake and calm. Instead of fighting it once I woke up again, I’d decided to just lay there, completely still and silent. Once they left me alone, or once they discharged me, I’d do another try. This time I would succeed.

        Mum was sitting in the chair at the side of my bed, after having relieved Grandma so she could go home and sleep. Mum was reading some case-file. I reckoned she was busy at work. She always was.

        If I died… then she’d be alone. Alone with Andrew. And I was going to die.

        But she should know what kind of monster she lived with, that she was married to.

        ‘He’s a sick, perverted paedophile.’

        ‘What?’ She was distracted, she didn’t even listen properly to my what I was saying. That was nothing new, it was normal. Mum was always busy. Andrew had ‘sacrificed’ his own career, staying in the same boring job for all these years with no ambition. Because of her.

        Yeah, right.

        If she was busy, he could get busy with me.

        ‘Andrew is.’

        ‘Why do you say that?’ Still distracted, like my words weren’t worth her full attention. Well, they would now.

        ‘He rapes me. He’s been raping me for as long as I can remember.’

        She’d been rustling papers, but now it stopped.

        ‘When I was younger, I used to be terrified of nights. Because that was when he came into my room and into my bed. As I got older, it didn’t happen just at night. Now it happens everywhere. My room, living room, bathroom, your room. Wherever he wants. He does whatever he wants. Has his way with me, hits me, beats me, whips me. Forces me to go down on him when fucking me isn’t enough for him.’

        She drew in a sharp breath.

        ‘Joshua—’

        ‘You were always so busy. There were so many times I tried to tell you, but you were busy. You didn’t have the time. Work always came first. And he, the kind, dedicated husband, gave you the chance to further your career while he stayed at home to watch over your kid.’ A bitter laugh escaped me. ‘Yeah, right. It was exactly what he wanted. To have me all to himself.’ I bit my bottom lip, thinking back. ‘So that’s who you’re married to. That’s who you’ll be left with when I die.’

        ‘You’re not going to die.’

        ‘I am. I might’ve survived this time, but I’ll keep trying. I can’t be watched all the time. I’ll manage it. Some way or another, even if I have to jump in front of a car or off a bridge. Or from my bedroom window. I’ll manage it. I’ll die. And you’ll be left with your sick, sadistic, paedophile of a husband. Good luck pleasing him.’

        There. Done.

        I had nothing more to say. Now she knew.

        Silence was all that met me too. I was silent, she was silent. We were both sitting there in silence. Well, technically, I was lying down. In silence.

        Then Mum gathered her papers and stood. Her heels clacked against the floor as she left the room, not speaking another word to me.

        Well, that was that. She doesn’t believe me.

        I’d thought… well, no, not really. Hoped maybe. I’d hoped that maybe she did care about me, deep down, even if she’d never had much to do with me all my life. But no… she didn’t.

        Now I definitely had no reason to live. She didn’t believe me, Andrew would never admit to what he’d been doing to me… and I couldn’t go back to it.

        Dying, it was so final. Nothing could hurt me then. I’d know nothing. I would be at peace. I just wanted to be at peace. Why was everyone stopping me from getting some peace, after not having had it for my entire life?

        

      

      Emptiness. Anxiety. A need to feel. To press a blade into my skin, to split it apart and watch the blood trickle. To feel the pain. Fear. All-consuming fear. But how I could feel pain and emptiness at the same time was beyond me.

      ‘Hi, Josh.’

      I pushed up on my elbows at the familiar voice.

      ‘Silver?’

      He strode into the room with confidence, wearing loose-fitting jeans and a tee. His arms were completely on display, with the fit biceps and the tattoos.

      ‘How are you feeling?’ He sat down on the chair next to my bed, studying me.

      Like with Mum and Damian, Silver was someone else I couldn’t lie to. He’d been there from the beginning. Damian’s flatmate and best friend. He’d been there through everything Damian had been there through, and he was supportive. He’d never warned Damian off me, not that I knew, anyway.

      ‘Not all that good.’

      His gaze didn’t leave my face.

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘Didn’t Damian tell you?’ We lived together, sure Damian must’ve shared what had happened with him. He and Silver were best mates, they knew each other and they shared things with each other.

      ‘I want to hear it from you.’

      Oh. Okay.

      That was fair.

      ‘I saw him. Met him. Looked right into his eyes.’

      Silver didn’t need me to explain who he was. He was someone who was well-known in my circle of friends. And Damian had already told him, after all.

      ‘I can’t even imagine how that must’ve been for you.’

      No, he couldn’t. I stared down at my hands. I was in a tee, not that stupid hospital gown, so my mutilated skin was on full display. Only thing wrapped up was my right hand.

      ‘Where’s Kian?’

      ‘Shift at work. He says hi.’

      I nodded. Work was a perfectly good excuse to not come to visit. Damian didn’t have work though, nor did he have school. It was a Saturday, and even if it hadn’t been, he was on holiday now.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ Silver raised his eyebrows in question.

      ‘Damian hasn’t been here yet. I haven’t heard anything from him either.’ My hands clenched into fists. ‘Maybe he’s done with me. Maybe he’s tired of all this.’

      ‘You honestly think that?’

      ‘Yeah. No. Yes.’ He always kept his promises. But not today. And I was empty and anxiety-ridden and scared. Scared that this was the last straw, that he’d had enough.

      ‘Josh. You know that’s bullocks. That’s you being insecure. Afraid of abandonment. But you know better than to listen to those feelings.’

      Silver was quoting Vincent’s words. I didn’t have count on how many times Vincent had said that to me. Likely hundreds of times in the six years he’d been my psychologist.

      ‘I hope he’ll be here soon.’

      ‘He will be.’ Silver abandoned the chair to sit on the edge of my bed. ‘He was still sleeping when I left home a couple hours ago. Figured I’d leave him to it, considering he’s had two hard, exhausting days.’

      I leant forward to rest my head on his shoulder. My hospitalisations were either because I was depressed and suicidal or because I just needed a break, because my feelings were so difficult to deal with. This was only the second time I’d been sectioned after a suicide attempt though. It’d been six years since the first time I’d attempted one.

      ‘What happened to your hand?’ He touched the bandage gingerly.

      ‘Broken glass.’ None of the cuts had been so deep I’d needed sutures, which I reckoned was a good thing.

      But if I could’ve chosen between cutting so deep I’d need sutures or swallowing pills, I knew which one I’d choose now.

      Too bad I wasn’t able to think clearly when my feelings overwhelmed me, which they constantly did. Medicine did help, but not always.

      ‘I never should’ve swallowed all my pills,’ I muttered, guilt washing over me. ‘Meeting him… I got completely out of control. It was the only option I had. I couldn’t—couldn’t stop it. I didn’t want to. I wanted to die so I didn’t have to see those eyes, see how he felt nothing. No regret, no guilt, no shame. He ruined me. And he doesn’t care.’

      ‘Psychopaths usually don’t.’ He patted my head. ‘You should just say fuck you and live your life. Because no matter what he did, it didn’t stop you from actually having a life now. You have a boyfriend who loves you. But I know it’s easy to say it and not so easy to do it.’

      It wasn’t easy at all.

      There was a knock on the door, at the same time as a familiar voice said, ‘Am I interrupting?’

      ‘Damian!’ I looked up, a wide smile spreading along with the utter relief that started in my stomach and spread out.

      ‘I’ll be taking my leave then.’ Silver stood, brushing down his jeans before grinning at me.

      ‘You’ll come back to see me, right?’ We lived together, but I didn’t know how long I’d have to stay in the hospital.

      ‘Of course I will. Kian will join me next time too.’ He patted Damian’s shoulder, muttered something, then waved to me as he exited my room.

      ‘I didn’t know he was coming to visit.’ Damian came over to me.

      ‘Me neither. He just showed up earlier. Nice surprise.’ I smiled tentatively up at him, nervousness ratcheting up again. He looked tired. But tired of what? Me? My situation? ‘Are you all right?’

      ‘Yeah. Just… nice to sleep in my own bed. I think I’ve had too much sleep, for once. I feel all sluggish.’ He finally leant down to kiss me and the nervousness evaporated. He wouldn’t kiss me if he was done with me, would he? But he wasn’t. Silver had been right—he’d been catching up on his sleep.

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      He eyed me curiously.

      ‘For what?’

      ‘I didn’t think you’d show up.’ I pressed my lips together and stared down at my hands. I wasn’t good at lying, and besides, ever since I started therapy, honesty was recommended. ‘That you wouldn’t come back.’

      ‘Josh.’ He sunk into the chair with a sigh. ‘I was sleeping. I’ve slept here in this goddamn uncomfortable chair for two nights, gone to school two mornings in a row, and now I could finally sleep in a soft, warm bed and I just crashed. If I’d woken up before, I would’ve come here. There’s nothing I want than to be with you. You know that.’

      ‘Yeah.’ I nodded, ashamed.

      Of course I knew that.

      Now.

      When he was with me. It was when he wasn’t, when I was in bed all alone in a hospital that the doubts came creeping in. They never did when I was at home, but here… here everything was different. I did like being here, to get better, but I didn’t like the feelings that overcame me all the time.

      ‘I hate being like this.’ Borderline… If only I hadn’t been I would’ve had a normal range of emotions, not the intense, all-consuming ones I was living with now.

      No one else ever reacted quite to the extent to things the way I did.

      I noticed it, how different I was.

      Especially from Damian, who was always so calm. And I was never calm, I was always tied up in some intense feeling. Or the emptiness. Though I didn’t feel that often when he was around. He never made me feel empty. He always made me feel loved and appreciated and like I mattered.

      ‘It’s who you are.’ He stood from the chair again and came over to wrap his arms around me, pulling me in against him. I rubbed my nose against his neck, settling in comfortably. He smelled of his usual cologne. I loved that smell, it was so familiar. It was him.

      ‘I’m so lucky to have you.’ Someone more impatient wouldn’t have bothered with me, not in the long run. But he was cool, aloof, centred. Sure of what he wanted. We were so very different—and the cliché was right, because for us, opposites really did attract.

      ‘You know I’ll come by every day you’re here. I always do. It’s not a chore for me. I want to keep you company.’ His hands stroked my back in soothing circles. ‘I’ll always be here for you, even if I have to miss school. You’re more important.’

      It was sweet of him. But school was also important. I supported him in his choice, I really did. He wanted to be a surgeon and he was working on achieving that dream. He worked really hard at it.

      ‘I’m so proud of you.’ It came out muffled, as my face was buried in his neck.

      ‘And I am of you.’

      Now that I didn’t believe.

      ‘You can’t be. Not now.’

      ‘I am, Josh. No matter what, I am proud of you, because you’re still here, you’re still fighting, you’re still living. You want to live.’

      Yeah, because I wanted to be with him. I couldn’t die—not while he was around. He was everything to me.

      ‘And you’re everything to me.’

      Oops.

      I hadn’t realised I’d muttered that one aloud.

      But what did it matter? Those were the words I wanted to hear.

      I smiled and scooted in closer. His arms tightened around me. All bad feelings were forgotten. All was wonderful.
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      Josh

      ‘Hey, Josh.’ Tyler stuck his head in the door.

      ‘Hey.’ I pushed myself up straighter on my bed and waved him inside. I already knew he was coming as we’d exchanged text messages the last couple of days since I woke up.

      Damian had gone to have dinner with his uncle and aunt—on my insistence, since he’d planned on staying with me the entire day. He’d only gone when I’d shown him the text from Tyler, grateful I wouldn’t be lonely in his absence.

      ‘How are you feeling?’ Tyler took the chair closest to me, the one Damian always occupied. And Mum, when Damian wasn’t around.

      ‘Better. Pretty safe in here.’

      ‘It’s not safe out there?’ He looked at me funnily.

      ‘Not while he’s out there.’ I’d told him about meeting Andrew during our text message exchanges, so he knew Andrew was the reason for my latest debacle. When wasn’t he the reason?

      He looked faintly uncomfortable as he glanced around the room.

      ‘I was really worried when you first texted me and told me what’d happened. That you’d been out of it for two days. That you could’ve died.’

      Dying—and especially suicide—was a touchy subject with him.

      In November it would be three years ago that Mal, the bloke he’d fancied who also happened to be my friend, killed himself.

      That was how we’d met—on Mal’s grave right before New Year’s. We’d got to talking and hit it off… and now here we were, friends and everything.

      ‘I scared everyone. I never want to do this again, but—I know I can’t make such a promise.’

      I’d read somewhere that one in ten people with BPD died by suicide. It was the most common form of dying for people with my diagnosis. I’d come close twice now… Once when I was fifteen and now. Usually I managed fine with just my cutting, but that wasn’t always the case.

      I didn’t want to do this to he people closest to me ever again, but… I just wasn’t sure I could hold that promise.

      ‘Well, you’ve got one advantage in that you don’t actually want to die, so that’s good.’

      Mal had wanted to die. And he’d achieved that. That had landed me in the hospital for a month too seeing as he’d done it right in front of me.

      ‘I won’t ever do what he did. Planning that—doing it deliberately—I won’t.’

      ‘Hey, it’s okay.’ He put his hand on my shoulder. ‘I wasn’t blaming you or anything. I’m just not good with suicide is all.’

      I eyed him wryly.

      ‘Then I think you’re going into the wrong field. Speaking of, are you done with all your exams for the term?’

      ‘I am. Did great in them too, I think.’ His lips tilted up a little on one side. ‘And you might be right about me going into the wrong field, but—I want to help people who struggle. Like you do and like Mal did. And if I can be of help to some, if just a few people chose to live instead of to die… then it’ll be worth it.’

      Tyler was studying to become a mental health nurse. He had one year left of his degree, so next year around this time he’d start working.

      ‘Maybe you’ll be my mental health nurse when I get hospitalised,’ I joked. Or half-joked, since the possibility was definitely there if he got a job in a hospital.

      He chuckled.

      ‘Weirder things have happened.’

      ‘Yeah, like my psychologist being my new boyfriend’s best friend’s brother.’ That really had happened. Vincent was Silver’s brother—and it had been weird three years ago and it was still weird now.

      Tyler’s laugh was lighter this time.

      ‘Yeah, that is quite a weird coincidence.’

      ‘Have you spoken to Cooper lately?’ I asked, fiddling with my phone. I’d texted Chad, Tyler, Spencer and Leslie, and Cooper after I woke up and felt up to actually thinking… and everyone had answered me but Cooper.

      ‘No,’ he said immediately. ‘Why should I have spoken to him?’

      I stared at him.

      ‘It’s just… no one has. I figured maybe you had. You get along, don’t you?’

      He scratched at the back of his neck awkwardly.

      ‘I slept with him.’

      That did not surprise me.

      Who hadn’t slept with Cooper?

      Well, none of my friends had considering they were all paired up… all but Ty. So really, it didn’t come as a surprise that Cooper had shagged him.

      ‘When’d that happened?’

      ‘A couple times.’ He glanced at me. ‘You’re okay with that? I wanted to tell you, but… I don’t know.’

      ‘It’s none of my business who you shag.’ It really wasn’t. Although… Tyler was a good guy. He could find someone who appreciated him more than Cooper.

      I loved Cooper, I really did, but he was a bit of a slag. He slept around, he partied, and he never stayed with the same person for long. Even if he did, he always slept with other people on the side as well.

      ‘Do you… fancy him?’ I asked then, when he didn’t say anything. Because if he fancied Cooper… he’d likely have some more heartbreak in his near future.

      He shook his head.

      ‘Not really. He’s too…’ He struggled for words.

      I could come up with several, but I kept quiet. He was my cousin, after all.

      ‘We’re not compatible,’ he settled on eventually, too nice for his own good.

      ‘You can say it, you know,’ I scoffed. ‘I know what Cooper’s like.’

      ‘No, really, we’re just not compatible.’ He smiled slightly and I couldn’t tell if he was just being considerate or if it was the actual truth. ‘I knew it before we—well, yeah. But I guess I got lonely and just—anyway. It was just those few times. And it’s nothing more.’

      ‘Okay, if you say so.’ I really hoped he was being truthful. ‘It’s just… you can’t trust Cooper with much of anything. Especially not your heart. He’ll break it, no matter what.’

      ‘Oh, I know.’ He stretched. ‘Trust me, there’s no underlying feelings there. So he hasn’t been to see you?’

      ‘No.’ I fiddled with my phone again. ‘He doesn’t answer my messages either. Not that that’s unusual, but I almost died. I would’ve thought he’d be a little interested in knowing what was going on.’

      ‘I’m sorry, Josh.’

      I shrugged.

      ‘I know what he’s like. It’s not really a surprise. He’s likely on a bender somewhere.’

      Tyler sighed.

      ‘Yeah, he does that, doesn’t he?’

      Cooper was all about two things: sex and alcohol. If he was on a bender, he wouldn’t even check his phone, so he’d have no idea what had happened.

      The door opened again and Damian stepped inside.

      ‘Back already?’ I asked, perplexed. ‘You just left.’

      ‘That’s a bit of an exaggeration.’ He smiled slightly. ‘It’s been a couple hours.’

      ‘You’ve had time to eat?’ I was skeptical.

      ‘Yeah. I ate and then I came back here.’ He nodded at Tyler, who nodded back.

      ‘You could’ve stayed longer.’ I hadn’t wanted him rush there and back. I could manage a few hours on my own.

      ‘That’s my cue to leave then.’ Tyler got to his feet. He smiled at me. ‘If you want visitors, just text me. Anytime. If not, hit me up when you get out and we’ll meet.’

      I nodded, smiling in return.

      Tyler was always so nice.

      Damian and he shared another mute nod and then Tyler was gone and Damian and I were alone in the room.

      ‘You really didn’t have to rush,’ I told him, but I was secretly glad he was back. ‘It’s not been long since Ty arrived.’

      He sat down on the bed, grabbing my hand in his and squeezing.

      ‘I wanted to be here when he left. You get anxious when you’re left alone here, no matter what you say.’

      Well, yeah, but… yeah, okay, he’s right.

      ‘Look, Josh, I’ve been thinking.’ He stared down at out hands. ‘If you get out of hospital before my holiday’s over, we should go somewhere. Just the two of us.’

      ‘Go where?’ I perked up because this was interesting.

      He shrugged.

      ‘We could go visit your grandmother in Bristol, maybe? Or somewhere else. You decide.’

      ‘Bristol,’ I said immediately. ‘That’s like a holiday in an of itself, except we actually get to be alone. Well, grandma too, but—she’s got an indoor pool.’ Grandma was sort of rich, or she’d inherited lots of money from her husband anyway—and she lived in a pretty big house. With a pool in the basement.

      ‘You want to go to Bristol for your grandmother’s pool?’

      I nodded.

      ‘I love swimming, but I don’t like going to public pools because of my arms. But there we can swim as much as we want to and no one disrupts us.’

      He chuckled.

      ‘Okay.’ He leaned in and brushed his cheek against mine. ‘Bristol it is, then.’

      I tangled our fingers together properly and moved my head to the side so I could brush my lips over his.

      Getting away sounded perfect—no more thinking about Andrew, no more being stalked by him. Until I got back, anyway, but I’d deal with that then… For now I was stuck in hospital, and I didn’t think he’d ever come in here even if that was what I was anxious about whenever I was alone… and then I’d be off with Damian.

      He’d been to Bristol with me before, but never alone. Mum had been with us then. This would be our first trip alone together.

      I can’t wait.

      Now I really have to get out of hospital soon.

      ‘Our own little holiday.’

      He chuckled again, his head turning too to align perfectly with mine.

      ‘I just want to spend time with you, Josh. I don’t care where we are. As long as you’re comfortable, and preferably happy, that’s good enough for me.’

      Why was he so understanding?

      I was a mess most of the time. Good days were few and far between. Today was the first good day I’d had since I woke up. Since I learned Andrew was back out on the streets.

      I looped my free arm around his neck and leant in for a proper kiss.

      I’m so grateful I didn’t die. I don’t want to lose this, I don’t want to hurt him. I want to spend all my time with him. I love him so much.

      And the best thing of all?

      He loved me just as much too.

      Damian

      I sat on our bed, watching Josh pack his bag. I’d already finished mine, but he kept fretting about what to bring or not.

      ‘Just bring whatever makes you feel comfortable,’ I said, trying to be of some help.

      ‘But what if we decide to go out? Then I have to bring something nicer.’

      ‘I highly doubt we’ll go out clubbing.’ That’s what I assumed he meant anyway. That’s what he’d used to do when he visited Cooper—before he moved to London.

      ‘But what if Grandma wants to go out for dinner? Can’t wear joggers to a restaurant.’ He chewed on his bottom lip.

      ‘Then bring a set of trousers. I did. And a nice shirt. T-shirt. That should be perfectly okay, it’s summer after all.’ I rested my elbows on my knees, chin buried in my hands. I was trying to work up the courage to suggest something else, but it was bloody embarrassing.

      ‘Okay, okay.’ Josh finally packed a pair of finer clothes that would be acceptable in a posh, fancy restaurant like the ones his family liked to eat in. ‘That’s in then. I think. Clothes, toiletries, laptop, chargers… Oh!’ He turned to the bedside table and rummaged around in it, coming up with his journal… and the bottle of lube we had stashed down there.

      ‘You should bring that,’ I said.

      ‘Yeah, that’s what I was planning on.’ He put the lube back and clutched the leather journal close. ‘I always need this with me, just in case.’

      ‘No, that’s not—I meant the lube. You should pack the lube.’

      He froze, then turned slowly to blink at me.

      ‘Are you for real?’

      I nodded, averting my gaze as I could already feel the flush creep up my neck and into my cheeks.

      ‘Should I bring the dildo too?’ he asked then, almost carefully.

      ‘No.’ That was not what I had in mind. ‘You can definitely leave that behind.’

      Since I was looking the other way, I didn’t see him come up to me, so when he wrapped both arms around me in a hug and pressed a kiss to the top of my head, I started.

      ‘You sure about this?’ He asked this carefully again, as if he was worried about me. ‘We don’t have to—’

      ‘I want to,’ I interrupted. ‘Really. I do. With you. So pack the damn lube.’ I must be entirely red by now.

      ‘Okay.’ He threw said lube into his open bag, then put the journal more carefully down on top of his folded clothes. ‘All packed. Wait, don’t you need—’ He turned back to the still open drawer.

      ‘Already packed it,’ I admitted in a murmur.

      He stared at me now.

      ‘You’ve been thinking about this.’

      I only nodded, unwilling to say anything else on the matter.

      He had the lube in his bag, I had that damn cock ring in mine. It was a useful tool for sex. Since I wasn’t all that interested in it, it helped keep me erect for a longer period of time. If I didn’t wear it, I couldn’t stay erect for long.

      Sex was just so uninteresting to me—but I liked making Josh happy, I liked seeing how pleasurable he found sex. That made me happy, not the sex itself. And that was why I had sex with him… because it made him feel good. Making him feel good made me feel good, even if sex wasn’t my thing.

      Compromises.

      That’s what it’s all about.

      That was something Chad had said to me once. I’d fretted over it, then taken it to heart. I couldn’t expect Josh to give up sex completely. And I wasn’t repulsed by it… so I could do this for him.

      After three weeks in hospital—and after the scare of maybe losing him forever… I was more than ready to have sex with him again. We hadn’t done it in eight months—not since his birthday.

      It was about time we did something about that.

      It wasn’t like it was a chore, even if I could go for the rest of my life without it. It was good, it felt nice and all—it was just that I could think of a dozen other more practical things to do with my time.

      Making him feel good though… yeah, that was definitely proper use of my time.

      Josh

      ‘You’re going to have to take that off.’ I pointed at Damian’s tee.

      ‘Yeah, I know.’ He didn’t seem like he wanted to do that at all though.

      ‘It’s just the two of us here. No one’ll see your chest. Except me—and I’ve already seen it.’

      He sighed.

      ‘What if your grandmother comes down here?’

      ‘She was going out to lunch with my aunt. Even if she was home, she wouldn’t. Now come on.’ I’d already dropped my tee and my towel to the side and now I jumped right into the deep side of the pool.

      I came up for air and shook my head, water flying everywhere. My hair plastered back to my skin and the fringe reached into my eyes.

      I really have to go get it cut now.

      Damian still stood on the floor, looking down at me.

      I stared up, treading water as I waited for him.

      He finally pulled his tee off, threw it to the side atop his towel, and then he dove into the water too.

      I swam over to him when he resurfaced.

      ‘Feels good, doesn’t it?’

      ‘You’re chipper today,’ he said instead.

      ‘Yeah.’ I floated on my back and kicked my legs a little so I floated past him. ‘We’re away from London. It’s just the two of us. No school, no therapy, no nothing to take away from our time together. We’re in a pool. It’s great.’

      ‘Just getting away from London has you in this good a mood?’ He swam after me. ‘We should’ve done this ages ago then.’

      I was at the edge of the pool now and I went back to treading water.

      ‘He can’t follow me here. He doesn’t know I am here. But back home… he knows where I live.’

      Damian swam in close, crowding me into the corner. ‘How can you be so sure he knows that?’

      ‘I just know.’

      He shook his head. I wasn’t sure if it was to get water out of his head or because he didn’t believe what I was saying though.

      ‘Let’s forget about him for now,’ I said. ‘I don’t want to think about him. Don’t want to remember. All I want is to be here and have some fun with you.’ I’d worry when I was back home. Until then I’d push everything Andrew away.

      ‘What kind of fun?’ We were chest to chest now. He reached up with one arm to grab hold of the edge, keeping himself above water, while the other cupped my cheek.

      I could only stare at him and true enough… he leant in for a kiss. When I deepened it he opened willingly and I took that as permission to hook my arms around his neck. My legs tangled in his too and then I went full out and wrapped them around his thighs.

      He pressed me against the tiles—or wall or whatever it was called the pool was in.

      When I first started kissing him like this, I couldn’t stop. We didn’t do this often. Even though he didn’t mind kissing, snogging like this for an extended period of time was usually a waste of time for him. Not today it seemed. Today he kissed me back with the same fervour I kissed him.

      ‘Want to take this up on solid ground?’ I asked when we broke apart for air.

      He nodded and we swam over to the ladder and got out of the water.

      I grabbed him the minute he was up and kissed him again. It wasn’t often he allowed it quite like this, so I better take advantage of it while I could.

      We somehow ended up on the floor. Me on my back and him on top of me. My legs were back around his hips and my hands hooked around his neck. It was wonderful. I loved this, feeling his weight on me, his tongue in my mouth. The one thing that would make this better was if we were naked and his dick was buried in me… but I didn’t think he’d let us go that far in the pool.

      Like he said, Grandma could come in. I didn’t think she would, but she could. Sex was better proposed in our bedroom anyway, where we could take our time. Where we didn’t have to worry about anyone walking in.

      That didn’t mean I didn’t want more though.

      I did.

      My cock was hard and ready and trapped under my swim shorts. He was trapping it too, lying on top of it like that. He had to feel it. He had to know I was hard.

      ‘Josh,’ he murmured, nipping at my lower lip before diving into a deep kiss again. His lower body lifted off me a little… and then his hand fumbled with the waistband of my shorts, sliding under and—yes.

      He ran his palm along the length of my dick, then wrapped his fingers around the girth and started stroking me.

      I made a mewling sound in the back of my throat because shit, yes!

      We did this—him stroking me off—more often than actual sex. The first few times he’d been embarrassed and a little fumbling and unsure, but now… now he knew exactly what to do to get me off.

      The kiss got harder to maintain the closer I came to climaxing and we ended up cheek-to-cheek instead.

      My eyes were closed as I enjoyed the pleasure he gave me, and I clutched at his neck now instead of loosely embracing him. My hips bucked as much as they were able, what with most of his weight still on me.

      He had one thigh pressed to the floor, while I spread the other a little more, giving more space.

      ‘Oh, ahh, Damian—’ And I came, shivering against him, still clutching, still clinging to him.

      His forehead came down to rest against mine.

      When I’d calmed down a little from the high, I finally managed to blink my eyes open so I could look into his. He’d been staring at me and our gazed locked now… and we kissed again.

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ I whispered after. ‘I’m so sorry I worried you. That I worried everyone.’ Because this never would’ve happened if I hadn’t done what I’d done.

      He never would’ve suggested we go away for a trip if I hadn’t tried to kill myself, if I wasn’t such a wreck over Andrew being back out on the streets. And he definitely would’ve never told me in plain speech to pack the lube even if we had decided to take a trip together.

      ‘It’s okay. You’re here, you’re fine, no lasting damage. Please, just don’t—try not to do that again.’ He hugged me tight.

      ‘I promise. I promise I’ll try my best.’ I couldn’t give more than that. I didn’t want to make a promise I couldn’t keep—but I could promise to do my very best. And I would. I didn’t ever want to make him worry like that again.

      ‘I can’t ask for more than that.’ And he kissed me again.

      I gave myself over to it, ignoring the sticky mess on my stomach for now. It seemed even he ignored it—and he so wasn’t a fan of bodily fluids—because he was lying fully on top of me now, his stomach pressed against mine. My semen getting smeared on his skin, in his treasure trail, on his shorts.

      We were lined up so perfectly now. I could feel all of him. His heat, his hard, male body… but there was one thing I couldn’t feel. He wasn’t hard, not even after what we’d just done—but that was nothing new.

      Such was life with an asexual boyfriend.

      Damian

      ‘I don’t want to go back.’

      Josh sat on the bed, knees drawn up and arms wrapped around them.

      ‘We have to go back,’ I reminded him gently. ‘I’ve got school. But you can stay longer if you want.’

      He started shaking his head before I even finished speaking.

      ‘I don’t want to stay here without you.’

      ‘Then you have to come back with me.’ I packed the last of my stuff and zipped my bag shut. ‘We can’t stay away forever.’

      ‘I wish we could,’ he murmured to his kneecaps.

      ‘Josh.’ I put my bag on the floor and sat down next to him. ‘He’s not coming near you again. Your mum’s not seeing him again. He might be out of prison, but that doesn’t mean he can come waltzing back into your life. If he does, he have to serve his entire sentence in prison. You really think he wants that? Or do you think he’ll want to move on with his life?’

      Josh looked at me with sad eyes.

      ‘No one knows him the way I do. He’s not going to forget what I did.’

      ‘What you did?’ I stared at him incredulously. ‘He’s the one who’s done something wrong. If he knows what’s best for him, he’ll stay far away.’

      ‘He’s vindictive.’ He crept further together, shoulders hunching. ‘You’ve got school and Silver and Kian have work, and then I’ll be all alone. What if he comes then—I can’t—’

      ‘How about you stay with Ray and Claire for a while?’ I asked then, remembering how Ray had offered a few weeks ago. ‘He doesn’t know who they are or where they live.’

      Josh was silent for a while, simply staring at his kneecaps.

      For a while I didn’t think he’d answer at all.

      ‘Okay,’ he whispered eventually. ‘I’ll try staying with they for a bit.’

      I pressed a kiss to his temple.

      ‘It’ll be okay. They live outside the city. He can’t possibly find you there.’

      He leant in, head coming to rest on my shoulder.

      ‘You’ll stay there with me, right?’

      ‘Yeah, of course. When I’m not at school, I’ll be with you.’ It would mean more travel time back and forth for me, but if it helped Josh, I’d do it. In heartbeat, as it were.

      He’d been so happy the past week.

      We’d spent it not doing much at all—chilling in his grandmother’s house, swimming in the pool, going out to a few dinners and lunches with his family. We’d spent a lot of time in our room, messing around in the bed. That was something I’d never thought I’d do—but it made Josh happy.

      We’d had a great time. I was sad it was ending because it also meant it ended Josh’s good mood. It meant he started fretting again about Andrew and his emotions were again all over the place.

      ‘I’ll stay with you.’ I enveloped him in my arms, holding him tight. ‘Don’t worry. We’re all here for you.’

      He buried his face against my neck, nose nuzzling lightly against my skin.

      ‘He’s not going to hurt you, Josh.’ I’d make sure of that. Not that I thought he would. Angie didn’t either—which was why I believed it too. Paranoia was a symptom of his BPD, especially under stress. And Andrew being back out was stressful for him.

      Besides, that psycho couldn’t track Josh if he stayed with Ray and Claire. He didn’t know them. He had no idea they were related to Josh in any sort of way because he didn’t know me. It was just… We could stay with them for a while, until Josh calmed down a little, and then we’d go back home to our flat.

      Just for a little while…

      I’d deal with longer travel time for that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            32

          

          
            Losing Grip

          

        

      

    

    
      Josh

      Ray and Claire’s hallway was usually so bright and welcoming whenever we were over. It didn’t seem that way now. It hadn’t changed or anything, but it was me. Everything seemed so dark.

      Damian led me down to what had been his bedroom when he’d still lived with them. It was still his bedroom because it wasn’t like they’d done anything to it. It was just that he never stayed over anymore.

      I deposited my bag on the bed and turned to him.

      He was studying me.

      ‘You sure you’re okay staying here?’

      I nodded jerkily.

      ‘I am.’ It was either here or go back to Bristol to stay with Grandma. I loved her, but I’d rather stay close to Damian and Mum and everyone else I knew.

      He came over, hands clamping down on my shoulder.

      ‘I don’t want to get rid of you, you know that, right?’

      We’d already had this conversation when he’d aired the idea of me staying here as an alternative to Bristol. But I couldn’t blame him for saying so again—my constant neediness and fear of abandonment made me do stupid things. Like trying to kill myself because I looked Andrew in the eyes and saw nothing there.

      ‘I know.’

      I did. I did know that.

      Of course I did.

      He kissed my forehead, hands moving up to stroke my cheeks.

      ‘Unpack your stuff. Rest up. They’ll leave you alone as long as you’re down here. Claire’ll let you know when there’s dinner later today.’

      Another jerky nod.

      ‘I’ll be back tonight.’ He had to go to school. He couldn’t miss his introduction and orientation module, or whatever he’d called it.

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘I love you.’ He kissed my cheek this time, arms going around me in a hug.

      ‘You too.’

      ‘Bye.’

      The word stuck in my throat.

      He smiled.

      I tried, but didn’t manage it.

      He left.

      I stood there rooted to the floor.

      My bag was still on the bed. I stared at it, then walked over and zipped it open. Clothes, socks, underwear. My electronic devices. All I’d need to stay with Ray and Claire. In Damian’s old room. Old. Me here, alone, without him. Because he had school and he had the flat, and I was relocated here because no one trusted me. Because I didn’t trust myself.

      I’d said yes to this. Damian had suggested it before we left Bristol, but…

      ‘It would be best for you, Joshua. At least for a little while.’

      That’s what Mum had said.

      They didn’t trust me on my own. The thought saddened, then angered me. It rose up like a tsunami and crashed against land, wrecking everything it came over.

      The bag skidded off the bed, landing heavily on the floor next to it. I stared down at it, breathing heavily. The fight had already gone out of me, leaving me feeling hopeless. I sank onto the bed, fell onto my side, and curled up.

      Tears leaked, and I wasn’t able to stop them. Why would I? Everything really was hopeless. I was alive, I was alone, I was a failure, Andrew was out to get me—and there was nothing I could do about any of it.

      That was the reason I agreed to stay here, because Andrew was out there. He knew where I lived, but surely he couldn’t know where Damian’s uncle and aunt lived, right?

      Or did he?

      My chest tightened to the point it hurt.

      What if he did know? What if he kept following me around?

      Terror.

      That’s what it was. I was terrified. Always had been. Always would be.

      How could he be out! They should throw him back in prison again. That was where he belonged. He didn’t belong out here.

      Maybe I didn’t either. My fingers itched to scratch at my arm, to hold a razor, to press it down. But I didn’t have any with me and I doubted there’d be one in the bathroom here in the basement. It was only in use whenever Damian or Chloe stayed over, and that didn’t happen often.

      To think I’d been so happy for the past week. Damian and me, in Bristol all on our own, visiting Grandma. Relaxing together, swimming in the pool together, sleeping together. And not just actual sleeping either, but actual sex. More than once.

      It’d been a wonderful week. But now we were back to our regularly scheduled lives.

      I jumped approximately three feet in the air when something jumped half on the bed, half on me. Sitting up straight, terrified, I got a pink tongue all over my face and small paws scratched against my chest.

      ‘What the—’ I grabbed the little fur-ball around its waist and held it out, staring at it.

      It was a dog. And it seemed to be smiling at me, tongue hanging out, as it squirmed in my grasp. It was a funny looking dog. Its eyes were two different colours, one blue and the other brown. Its nose was two different colours too, pink and black. And the fur… there was a lot of white, but also mottled patches of black and grey and even some brown. Or was it called red when it came to a dog’s fur colour?

      I had no experience with dogs whatsoever so I had no clue.

      I let it go and it came scratching back, tongue licking over my neck and jaw, wherever he could reach.

      ‘Friendly fella, aren’t you?’ I petted him. Or her.

      The puppy wore a collar around its neck, almost hidden by the fluffy fur. There was one of those tags shaped as bones with a name on it. Storm. That was usually a boy’s name, wasn’t it? So the dog was a male.

      I scratched his neck, behind his ear. He leant into it, eyes closing, tongue still lolling out.

      A smile spread on my lips.

      ‘You’re sweet.’ Funny-looking, cuddly, sweet.

      The despair of moments ago were gone, replaced by immediate affection for this little fur-ball that seemed to like me in return.

      I lay back down again, but didn’t curl up this time. Instead I lay on my back, with the little puppy laying on my stomach and chest, eyes still closed in enjoyment as I petted him.

      It was relaxing to have him there, to feel the soft fur against the palm of my hand.

      We both fell asleep like that because the next thing I knew there was a soft knock on the door. It wasn’t closed completely, there was a small opening where the puppy had managed to sneak in earlier.

      ‘Yeah?’ I sat up, crossed my legs, and rubbed my eyes. The puppy blinked his eyes where he lay on his side, then he stood and shook himself.

      The door pushed open and Claire stepped over the threshold. Her eyes immediately fell on the puppy.

      ‘So this is where she ran off to.’ She smiled at me. ‘Dinner’s ready, if you’re up for it.’

      The dinner information registered at the back of my consciousness somewhere because the pronoun she used to the puppy took all my attention.

      ‘She?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘I thought—the name Storm. I thought it was a he.’

      ‘Matt named her.’ Claire came closer and leant down to scratch Storm behind her ear.

      ‘I didn’t know you were getting a dog.’

      ‘It’s Matt’s really, he’s the one who wanted one.’ Her smile turned a bit tighter now. ‘We’ve only had it a couple days. I never got around to telling Damian, since the two of you’ve been away, and when he rang it was to ask if you could stay here. That seemed more important than to tell him about our newest family member. You’d meet her soon enough.’

      Matt’s dog, huh…

      I wondered if she knew about Matt’s cutting.

      Was that why he’d gotten a dog? Had he promised to stop if he did? Or did they hope he would? But he’d been so adamant about me not telling anyone… I didn’t think he would come clean on his own.

      Maybe they’d caught him.

      A two-weeks stay in hospital, and then a one-week away on holiday, was not good for keeping up to date with everyone.

      If I’d been the one to talk to them on the phone, maybe they would’ve told me. But Damian wasn’t someone who liked to chatter. He got to the point, got the information he needed, and then he was done. He wasn’t exactly an open person and he didn’t see his uncle and aunt that often. Mostly only for the times we came to dinner and the odd weekend.

      ‘Anyway.’ She straightened. ‘There’s dinner. Are you up for it?’

      I wasn’t. Not really. Not before the fur-ball showed up. Or before our mutual nap. But now…

      ‘Yeah.’

      Dinner with Damian’s family, also part of mine now since we were together, did sound nice.

      When I followed Claire upstairs, Storm followed in my heels.

      Ray and Matilda were already sitting at the table, laughing at something one of them had said.

      Matt came shuffling in, looking worse for wear than I did at the moment.

      Then again, I’d been recuperating in hospital for weeks and was now fresh off a relaxing week away with Damian, so I wasn’t doing so bad compared to when I tried to kill myself a month ago.

      I hoped Matt wouldn’t get to that. To the suicide attempt.

      Or worse, succeed at it.

      But then Matt saw Storm, and he finally smiled as he bent down to pet her. So maybe he’d be okay after all. He seemed generally happy with Storm—it was everything else that seemed to make him miserable.

      Maybe a dog was a good idea. He had someone to depend on, someone besides his family. I had Damian, though again… that wouldn’t stop me if I fell down that black hole again and all that could stop the pain and the misery was a knife or pills. Or both.

      Not even a dog could stop me if it happened. The impulsiveness… it was never a good quality, especially not when I was so far down.

      I was still alive, though. And that was a good thing.

      

      Ray and Claire’s living room had big windows as well as a glass door leading out to the garden. They had a big garden, lots of lawn and a couple trees at the edge. Claire had flowerbeds out there too, in full bloom. All kinds of colours. It was beautiful.

      Storm ran around the grass, jumping, rolling, and all around enjoying herself. I sat on the veranda stairs, watching her. She was so young, so full of life, so full of enjoyment. I’d never been like that. Maybe when I was a toddler, in kindergarten, before I learned how shit the world and people could be. I didn’t know. And I was scared to ask Mum, both to hear that no, I’d never been like that, or to hear she didn’t know. Maybe the latter one would be worse, even if I knew Mum hadn’t had much time for me back then.

      How nice wouldn’t it be to be a dog? No worries. Always happy to see their owner. To be so loved and cuddled and cared for.

      No worries…

      That would be nice. To live in the here and now, too. Wasn’t that what dogs did? They didn’t dwell on the past. To them, it was the here and now that mattered.

      I wish I can live in the here and now, to put my past behind me.

      Wouldn’t that be nice? To stop dwelling on all that had happened to me, to stop having it destroy me and ruin my life.

      Storm stopped suddenly, head turned toward the trees at the furthest side of the garden, ears standing up.

      I followed her line of sight, squinting. It was already twilight and in the shadow of the trees… I couldn’t see anything, but Storm could see or hear something, and I felt cold all over.

      I scrambled back up the stairs.

      ‘Storm, come here.’ Her head turned slightly, but then it turned back, ears still standing up.

      My shoes slid on the wood, and I turned and stumbled back inside. Matt was there, staring at me as I struggled to stay on my feet.

      ‘You have to call her in. She can’t stay out there.’ I pointed to the open door, hand shaking.

      He gave me a funny look.

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘He’s out there!’ I scooted sideways, hiding behind the curtains so he couldn’t look in the big windows and see me.

      ‘Who’s out there?’ Matt eyed me with a slight tint of worry now.

      ‘Get her inside!’

      Storm couldn’t stay out there! Not when he was there. And he was, I knew he was. She’d sensed him or heard him or smelled him or something.

      He was here, watching me.

      Matt continued to eye me for another couple seconds, then he stepped out to call Storm inside. She came when it was him calling, shooting inside like a rocket, and ending up sliding on the floor, almost losing her footing. Kinda like me, moments before.

      ‘I don’t see anyone out there, Josh.’ Matt came in, closing the door behind him. ‘It’s probably just an animal. A bird or a cat or something.’

      ‘He is. He’s there. Hiding and watching. I know he is.’ I always knew when he was close. And he bloody well was.

      If I wasn’t even safe her, in a house with a big garden, outside of London, then where was I safe?

      Maybe I should’ve gone down to Bristol after all.

      Surely he wouldn’t be desperate enough to follow me there.

      Oh yes, he would.

      He knows where they live.

      He won’t even have to do any sort of work to find me, just show up at the door.

      ‘You have to lock the door.’ I didn’t move, just stared from the door to Matt.

      Matt stared back, blinking, lips slightly parted.

      ‘Lock the door!’ Open doors were so much easier to get through than locked ones. Though a locked door wouldn’t stop him if he did want to come in. Especially not when it was all glass. ‘Lock it!’

      ‘Okay, okay.’ Matt held his hands up, palms out, then did as I demanded. ‘There. It’s done. But I still don’t see anyone out there.’

      ‘He’s good at hiding.’ I dared to lean over and look out. Didn’t see anything. Straightened back up in front of the curtains. There was a window on the other side of me, also a lot of glass he could look in through.

      ‘Josh?’

      I couldn’t stay here. Trapped in between a window and a door. And he out there, watching.

      ‘Josh?’

      There was a straight route to the hallway and then down to the basement. He’d see me through the bloody windows, but it would only take me a few moments to reach the basement and then he couldn’t see me anymore.

      ‘Josh?’

      I ran for it. The stairs seemed to shake beneath my frenzied need to get downstairs. Damian’s room was a safe haven, it was in the basement, no wind—

      No!

      There were two windows. Not as big as the living room, but enough to get out of if there should be a fire or some other need to climb out of them. They faced the other side of the house, not where I knew Andrew had been.

      I jerked the curtains closed on both windows. Then snuck my hand in-between them to check that they really were locked. If I could get out through those windows, he could get in.

      Once I was sure no one could see in, I sat down on the bed. My hands rested in my lap, twisting anxiously together. I was wound tight, unable to relax. Panicking. Terrified.

      Someone descended the stairs. I could hear the steps creak under the person’s weight. It definitely wasn’t the puppy: either I wouldn’t hear it or I would hear the clacking of claws.

      ‘Josh?’

      The voice washed over me, calming the worst of the anxiety.

      Damian entered the room, rucksack slung over one shoulder before he deposited it on the floor next to the door. He only had eyes for me, discarding the rucksack without a single glance. He came to crouch in front of me, enveloping my trembling hands in his.

      ‘Matt said you were freaking out.’

      It was time to tell. Time to tell him I was being stalked.

      ‘He’s out there, Damian. He’s following me. Watching, biding his time.’

      Damian sighed, glanced down, then met my gaze again.

      ‘He’s not. Josh… He’s not.’

      ‘Yes, he is.’ I knew with certainty. I knew Andrew, better than anyone. He was out there. He was coming for me.

      Damian shook his head.

      ‘Why would he risk it?’

      ‘Revenge.’

      ‘Josh.’ My name came out on another sigh. ‘Don’t you think you’re being a little paranoid? We’ve talked about this. Your mum’s talked about this. She met him, talked to him. He’s not coming after you.’

      I drew in a sharp breath.

      Why couldn’t they understand?

      ‘Don’t you think you’re being a bit too relaxed?’ I snapped, then instantly regretted it. ‘I’m sorry.’

      I couldn’t snap at the person who dealt with me on a daily basis. He’d stayed with me for three years—I wanted it to be three more. A lot longer than that, too. If he left me… then what did I have?

      He released my hands and instead cupped his over my cheeks.

      ‘There wasn’t anyone outside.’

      ‘There was. I know there was. Storm knew someone was there too. Someone drew her attention.’

      ‘That could’ve been anything. Dogs have better hearing than us. It could’ve been a cat or a bird or rustling of leaves. It’s windy outside.’

      Matt suggested almost the same thing.

      ‘Why won’t anyone believe me? I know he was there! He’s been stalking me.’ I stared at him, willing me to understand. ‘Someone was standing outside our flat looking in one night. Two times I’ve been followed when I was out. I didn’t see anyone then either, but I know—I know he was there. That was before I even met him. Damian…’

      Why couldn’t he understand?

      ‘Just because he’s out of prison, he’s not out to get you.’ His thumbs stroked my cheeks. ‘I think we should have a little kip. Perhaps you’ll feel calmer and more rational once you’ve had some sleep.’

      He didn’t understand. He wouldn’t understand.

      ‘Okay. Yeah.’ At least he was here. I wasn’t alone. That was something, at least.
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        Only a few minutes after Mum had left, there he was. Standing in the doorway, hard eyes focused on me.

        My breath stuttered, stopped. My chest, my stomach, my arms hurt just from looking at him.

        ‘Joshua.’

        I couldn’t speak. All I could do was stare at him, at how he slowly pushed off the doorway and stepped into the room. He turned—I hoped maybe he’d leave—but he only closed the door.

        No, no, no.

        He couldn’t do anything here!

        I was in a hospital. There were people here, doctors and nurses, and Mum must still be somewhere—

        Maybe she’d known. Maybe she’d left the room so he could get some time with me. Had she known all this time, through all these years?

        ‘What’ve you done?’ He came up to the bed, hands running over the back of it, slipping down to the duvet, close to my foot.

        I jerked my foot away.

        Why was he here? How dared he come after me in a hospital?

        What if no one came to look in on me? Grandma had gone home to sleep. She wouldn’t be back for hours. Mum… she’d walked out. She hadn’t said a word. She might not have known, but there was also the possibility that she did know.

        What if she does?

        What am I going to do then?

        Die…

        That was all I wanted to do. But I wanted to die in peace, without Andrew around to hurt me some more.

        ‘You don’t look so great.’

        Probably had a lot to do with the fact I’d tried to kill myself. Didn’t he feel any regret? It was all his fault…

        He sat down in the chair Mum had abandoned earlier. He rested his hands on his stomach, spread his legs, gaze firmly locked on me.

        I didn’t want to meet his gaze. I couldn’t stand to look and see the cold, hard truth. How he didn’t care. He didn’t care at all about me, except for what I did for him. All that mattered for him was him. No one else were as important as his happiness, his needs. Even if he had to ruin someone’s life, as long as he got what he needed, he didn’t give a damn.

        What had made him like this? I’d asked myself that hundreds—maybe even thousands—of times throughout the years. Something must’ve happened to him when he was younger to make him into the monster he was now…

        He couldn’t have simply been born like this, could he? Like the sick, sadistic, cruel, paedophilic pervert that he was?

        Maybe what he’d been doing to me had been happening to him when he was young? I’d never liked that possible explanation. I didn’t want to think for even a second that having experienced what I did could make a person do the exact same thing to someone else.

        A ruined life ruins another one, and so the circle continues.

        I would never do to anyone else what had happened to me. No one should have to live in fear their whole childhood, of being used in ways a child should never be used, of hurting themselves just to dull the emotional pain, where the only way out was suicide.

        ‘Are you going to keep giving me the silent treatment?’ His voice washed over me, cool, cold, non-caring. There was no emotion in it. I didn’t matter, I wasn’t even worth a single emotion. ‘Crying again, are we?’

        I didn’t even realise I was until he commented on it. All that mattered to me was the monster he was. Even if he had some sad, tragic backstory, it would never make me sympathise with him. Not ever. Not after everything he’d done to me, after all these years…

        ‘What do you want?’ The words came out shaky.

        ‘You’re in hospital. I’m here to visit, as is the rest of your family.’

        Hardly.

        Only Mum and Grandma.

        The rest of them were back in Bristol.

        ‘Oh, they’re all here.’ He leant forward, eyes narrowing. ‘They all came rushing down to be with you once your mum told them what happened.’ His hand gripped my wrist and I tried to jerk away because it hurt, it was just stitched up, but he only tightened his grip. ‘Don’t you dare tell them anything. I swear—’

        I didn’t get to know what he’d swear, because he broke off as the door opened. All I could do was stare at him in terror, tears streaming because he was hurting me. And it was too late! I’d already told. I’d told Mum. And he’d find out… and then he’d punish me. He’d punish me so bad. And I couldn’t take it, I just couldn’t. Not him, not again, not ever.

        As soon as I got out of here, I was going to die. I was going to succeed at it. There was no other choice!

        

      

      Waking up drenched in sweat and with a heart beating a mile a minute wasn’t exactly an uncommon thing.

      In fact, it was quite common. But it was usually from worse memories than the one I’d been dreaming about. Memories where he’d hurt me properly. Now he’d just been sitting there, staring at me, intimidating me. He did that so well. Always had.

      Even though I was drenched in sweat, I was cold. So cold I shook, teeth chattering. My tee and joggers clung to me, the duvet tangled in my legs.

      ‘Hey… Come on.’ Damian was at my side, arm sliding around my waist, boosting me up. I followed him blindly, still seeing those eyes flash before my mind. All I heard was the sound of my teeth chattering together.

      ‘He d-didn’t even d-do anything.’

      ‘What?’ We were out of the bedroom, in the even colder hallway, then Damian led me into the warm bathroom.

      ‘It was the hospital. He didn’t do anything to me there… but he was just sitting there. Staring at me. Being all intimidating. Telling me I’d regret it if I told anyone—’

      Why couldn’t those cold eyes go away, it was like they were burned onto my retinas.

      ‘Come on, lets get these clothes off you.’

      I did as he directed, still not able to get over the look in those eyes. It was the last time he’d been that close to me, and even if he hadn’t hurt me, it’d been terrifying.

      The hot water hit me in the face, and it shocked me enough to snap me out of what had still kept me locked in the terror of the nightmare.

      ‘It’s okay.’ Damian’s hands slid over my shoulders, caressing and kneading lightly as the hot water washed down over me.

      I bent my head under the spray. It felt good to have the hot water beating down, washing away the sweat and the terror along with it.

      ‘It’s okay. It’s just me here. Me and you.’ There was a squirt of a bottle, then his hands were on my skin again, rubbing soap over me.

      That was the moment I realised he was actually in the shower with me. I glanced over my shoulder to see his bare torso, just to see if it was true. We hardly ever showered together. I could count on my hands the times I’d seen him naked—not counting when he indulged me with sex—in the last three years.

      I turned abruptly, then slowly leant in to rest my cheek against his.

      ‘I’m so lucky.’

      ‘Why?’ His hands kept rubbing, slowly sliding down to my waist, and then to rub soap over my hips.

      ‘Because I’ve got you. You’ve been here for me, no matter what a mess I’ve been.’

      ‘I think I’m lucky to have  you.’

      I couldn’t help the derisive snort that left me.

      ‘Yeah, because I’m such a great catch.’

      ‘You’re the only one I’ve ever been interested in catching.’ A laugh escaped him as he belatedly realised the cheesiness of that sentence.

      But it was enough. It had me laughing along with him. It felt so good to laugh again, it felt like it was a lifetime ago since I’d done it last.

      He gave up trying to wash me and instead wrapped his arms around me in a hug. I pulled my head back slightly so I could look at him, and the laughter died in my throat as his gaze met mine.

      I was still so in love with him. It washed over me in that moment, like a calming blanket. It bolstered, it strengthened, and my chest tightened almost painfully good at it.

      I kissed him. Or he kissed me. It didn’t matter which of us took the initiative. All that mattered was that we were kissing and that it was good and great.

      Kissing wasn’t sexual for him, and it wasn’t really for me either. Not to say I didn’t feel it further down, but kissing was more a comfort. It was intimacy, the most intimate we could ever be.

      Sure, he indulged sex sometimes, but he didn’t like it much. But kissing… that I knew he liked. Now. It was comforting to know that he, who hadn’t even liked kissing in the beginning, now enjoyed it as much as I did. It was exhilarating.

      Is it possible to love someone so much?

      He was everything to me.

      As much as I hated Andrew, I loved Damian just as much. But sometimes, the hatred and the terrors overwhelmed the love and I did stupid stuff. Like trying to kill myself.

      I wanted to be with Damian more than anything else. But the impulsiveness… it could be fatal, especially when I was so far down the black hole I couldn’t even see a glimpse of light in the far distance. When everything was bad, so all-consuming bad, all that mattered was to make it stop.

      He could make it stop, what we had together could make it stop, but he wasn’t always there. I couldn’t expect him to be. But he was here now and the horrid memories fell away as we pressed together, as we kept kissing. The water still washed down on us, but it didn’t matter. All that mattered was him, this, us.

      When we were like this, nothing else could penetrate our own little bubble. It was only us, and it was good, so wonderful, and I never wanted the bubble to burst. It always did, whenever the spell broke, but for the time we spent like this, it was definitely worth it.

      

      ‘Put whatever you want in the trolley, Josh.’

      Claire smiled at me as she breezed through the aisles. She’d dragged me to the supermarket with her, saying that I couldn’t stay cooped up in the house all day, that I needed to get out. I agreed—so I went with.

      It was safe going out with someone else. Andrew would never do anything to me when other people were around. Still, I was wary of going out in public alone. That was why I still hadn’t met up with any of my friends, even if they’d all messages me asking if we could.

      Someone had to come with me, someone I knew. And Damian had been busy with uni Thursday and Friday.

      Today he wasn’t, but…

      It was Claire and I who went out.

      Damian and Ray was back home preparing dinner till we came back, with help from Matilda.

      Matt was… I didn’t know what Matt was. Probably cooped up in his room. He was even more moody than I was nowadays. I wouldn’t have thought that possible, but it was.

      ‘Don’t you want anything?’ Claire stared into the trolley. It only contained items she herself had put there.

      I shrugged. I didn’t have much of an appetite lately, but I ate whatever they made for dinner. Since they were so kind and let me stay with them, it was the least I could do. But I didn’t want her to pay for anything else on my behalf.

      ‘Come on.’ She nudged me. ‘What about crisps? What do you like? We’re having a film night tonight and everyone likes different kinds of snacks.’

      I looked over the assortment, and grabbed a bag of salted crisps.

      ‘This one, maybe.’

      ‘Great.’ She took it from me and put it in the trolley. Then she grabbed several other bags of crisps as well.

      I smiled slightly and pushed the trolley after her as she continued along the aisle. Claire was so happy, so kind, so down-to-earth.

      I wish I could be like that.

      ‘Josh, could you grab me some toilet paper over there?’ Claire motioned to the other side of the aisle.

      I left the trolley with her, where she was perusing women’s toiletries, and headed back to the paper section. I didn’t know what brand she preferred, and she hadn’t said, so I took one that wasn’t too expensive.

      As I turned to head back to her, someone walked right into me. Our shoulders crashed together and I staggered back.

      A man, taller than me, blond hair—

      I couldn’t breathe.

      ‘Hey, sorry, mate.’ Blue eyes looked at me through black-rimmed glasses, before the man hurried on his way.

      I let out the breath I’d been holding, relief flooding me.

      It wasn’t Andrew.

      ‘Josh?’ Claire called, a worried tinge to her voice.

      I clutched the toilet paper to my chest and ambled back over to the trolley.

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      Her eyebrows drew together in a frown.

      ‘Did he hurt you? Your arm?’

      ‘No, I was just surprised, that’s all.’ I didn’t want to admit out loud I’d thought for a moment he was Andrew. They’d all made it perfectly clear he wasn’t out there to get me, that there wasn’t anyone out there watching. That it was my paranoia, set off by my borderline personality.

      But it’s not. It isn’t.

      He is out there.

      Maybe he wasn’t here in the shop. But he had been watching me when I sat on the stairs, keeping an eye on Storm. And he had been stalking me before my two-weeks stay in hospital and a week and a half in Bristol. I knew it. I wasn’t wrong.

      I can’t be wrong.

      They all said I was wrong—so I had to be right? But I couldn’t shake it. And I had no idea if this conviction of mine he was out to get me really was founded in reality, or if it truly was paranoia because of my diagnosis. I’d never had paranoia about anything before, not like this.

      I hate this.

      I hate myself.

      Hate my mind.

      I hate being borderline.

      I hated not being able to trust myself.

      

      
        
        I wasn’t aware he’d stopped talking because of the door opening before I heard voices.

        ‘Step away from the bed, sir.’

        My head turned slowly to find not just one, but two uniformed officers.

        What?

        What was going on?

        Andrew rose.

        ‘What’s going on?’

        Like he read my mind.

        Voices drowned out. All I could see, all I could register, was how there was a pair of handcuffs out in the open all of a sudden. A pair of handcuffs that wasn’t used on me, but on him.

        He threw me a look, a furious one that never boded well for me… but now he was in handcuffs.

        Two officers were there to take him away.

        They would, wouldn’t they?

        They had to!

        Lock him up, lock him away, far, far away from me.

        My ears were ringing. Andrew’s lips were moving but I didn’t hear what he was saying. My gaze zeroed in on his lips, on their movement, but no sound reached me. Nothing but the ringing and the sound of my own heart beating wildly.

        He didn’t fight them. He walked out calm as ever.

        One moment he was there, the next he was gone. Led out, in handcuffs, arrested.

        Joshua…

        Joshua?

        Joshua!

        I blinked, dazed.

        ‘Joshua?’

        It was Mum. She was there, next to my bed.

        She took a step closer, then stopped. She put her hands behind her back, looked away.

        I swallowed the lump that was stuck in my throat.

        ‘You b-believe me?’

        She still didn’t look at me, but her nod was terse.

        ‘Of course I do.’

        Of course…

        There was no of course.

        I’d always believed she wouldn’t. And here she was, telling me that of course she did. How was I supposed to know that she’d believe me? She’d always been too busy to bother with me. She’d left me in Andrew’s care while her career soared.

        ‘Where’s Grandma?’ It was weird that she wasn’t here by my side.

        ‘Still at home. I haven’t told her yet.’

        The lump was back, so big I couldn’t even swallow it.

        ‘Wh-why?’ Did she want me to keep this quiet? Didn’t she want anyone else to know? But she’d had Andrew arrested… of course the rest of the family would find out.

        She sank onto the chair next to my bed. Her head turned to face me, green eyes staring at me. I couldn’t face that stare, so I turned my head away.

        ‘I’m so sorry.’

        I tilted my head in her direction.

        ‘What’re you sorry for?’

        ‘For not seeing the signs.’ She turned her head away so I couldn’t look at her anymore. ‘I should’ve seen the signs of what was going on, of what he was doing to you.’

        ‘He was very careful not to let you know.’ My lap had become very interesting all of a sudden.

        ‘I still should’ve seen them. I should’ve seen the signs better than anyone.’ Her hands were balled into fists, gripping the fabric of her trousers in-between them.

        Those words held meaning, I could feel it.

        ‘What do you mean?’ My voice shook.

        She hesitated with her answer, and I could see her internal struggle due to the rapid changes in her expression. Even in profile they were obvious.

        ‘I’ve never told anyone this before, and now I’m sitting here, telling you. I know I haven’t been a good mum to you, that I’ve left you to your own devices—to him—and that I’ve been largely absent. I am so sorry about that. I never meant to be absent from your life, to not even know you. For fifteen years I ignored my own son, leaving him in the care of my husband while I focused on my career. It’s no excuse though to ignore you, it really isn’t. I am so ashamed, and all I can do is tell you how sorry I am and how much I want to make it up to you. If that’s even possible at this point.’

        I heard what she was saying, every word of it, but my mind had stuck on her first sentence and I couldn’t let it go.

        ‘What’d you mean? What’ve you never told anyone?’ My voice still shook, but it also demanded answers. I needed to know.

        She glanced up at me, but when our eyes met, she quickly turned away again.

        ‘I should’ve seen the signs because—’ She took a shaky breath. ‘Because I’ve been exactly where you are, Joshua.’

        My eyes widened.

        ‘Wh-what?’

        ‘I’ve been a victim of sexual abuse too.’ She closed her eyes as if she was in pain. She probably was. I knew better than anyone just how much the inside could hurt. I bet talking about it had her remembering all over again and I shuddered at the thought.

        I couldn’t take my eyes off her. I was frozen in place.

        ‘You? But—Who? Who did that to you?’

        She pressed her lips together into a small line.

        ‘My father.’ It came out as a bitter snarl, like the word was the worst of curses. ‘For four very long years he did things to me. Then he was diagnosed with cancer and died. Months of pain were what he got, because the cancer had already spread and there was nothing they could do. I didn’t feel sorry for him. I was happy he was suffering. Karma had come back and properly bitch-slapped him in the face. He got what he deserved, and when he died, I was happy then too. I would never have to see his face again, I would never have him crawling into my bed.’

        My throat had gone dry.

        ‘How old were you?’

        ‘From I was ten till I was fourteen.’

        Four years of violation. It was nothing to my ten, but it was still four years too many. At least Andrew wasn’t related to me by blood. He was just my stepfather. She’d been violated by her own dad, the man whose genes she shared.

        ‘Does Grandma know?’

        She looked back at me, eyes a dark green.

        ‘No. And she never will. Promise me you’ll never tell her, Joshua. You’re the only one I’ve ever told. Not even Abbi—my own sister—knows what a bastard of a father we had. Knowing this would destroy Mum and she doesn’t deserve that.’

        ‘I won’t tell.’ I understood her, because I hadn’t wanted anyone to know about my circumstances either. But once I’d woken up and had been told I would be fine, that I would have no damage from the pills and that I would be able to go back home… I’d lost it. I couldn’t go back home when he would be there.

        And Mum had been there. She’d listened, with tears trickling, and now I finally got to hear her story.

        She turned to me again.

        ‘It saddens me that I’ve shut you out so completely you didn’t feel like you could ever come to me with this. I never had time—I didn’t care enough—to get to know you properly, so I never even imagined anything was wrong. I’m so sorry, Joshua.’ The tears were overflowing now, trickling slowly down her cheeks.

        ‘It’s okay. I didn’t want you to know. I didn’t want anyone to know.’

        I was so ashamed and humiliated. Used as my own stepfather’s blow-up doll and punching bag for ten years, and then failing at committing suicide when I’d finally had enough. When I couldn’t take it anymore.
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            Guilty as Charged

          

        

      

    

    
      Josh

      
        
        The witness box loomed in front of me.

        I had to go up there, I had to tell them everything. Every single little thing he’d ever done to me—or what I could remember of it, anyway.

        My journals weren’t enough. I had to stand up there, in front of everyone, and tell my story.

        Like the journals didn’t tell enough.

        Why did they have to hear me say it? They’d taken all the journals in as evidence… Why couldn’t that be enough?

        He was sitting there. Behind glass, yes, but fully visible.

        I had to face him. Again. I hadn’t faced him since that day in my hospital room, when he’d been arrested. Now here I was, about to give evidence. And he was right there.

        His eyes were on me.

        Mine were on the witness box. Where I had to walk to. Where I had to stand. Where I had to not gloss over it like I’d done to Mum in my hospital room, but to go into every single detail I could remember.

        And I had to do it in front of all these strangers.

        Worst of all… I had to do it in front of him.

        

      

      ‘How are you finding the locks around here, Josh?’

      Ray strode into the kitchen, his tone teasing as he glanced over at me.

      I flushed, embarrassed.

      ‘They seem to work just fine.’ I couldn’t believe I’d freaked out so much about two locks weeks ago as to text him while he was at work—and had him come over to check them out.

      ‘Good.’ He clapped me on the back, good-naturedly. He headed over to the refrigerator where he poured himself a glass of milk, then sat down across from me on the table. ‘What are you up to?’

      ‘I’m trying to write. A book,’ I clarified, before he could ask.

      My laptop was open in front of me, and there were black letters all over the white documents. Words had always come easy to me, I was good at writing. It was the only thing I was good at, as a matter of fact.

      I’d written my journal for a decade, and now short stories and novellas… and it was nice. Sort of… therapy, but without actually having to voice my thoughts to another person.

      ‘Oh yeah?’ His eyebrows rose in interest. ‘What do you write about?’

      I shrugged awkwardly, embarrassed for a whole other reason now.

      ‘Stuff. Romance.’ It was supposed to be a love story, sort of based on Damian and I. I didn’t want it to be entirely autobiographical, but it seemed to turn out that way anyway. I hadn’t wanted anyone borderline in the book at all, but that had happened anyway.

      That’s the character based on me, then.

      The main character, the character from whose point of view the entire story was told.

      ‘Romance novels, huh? Didn’t know you liked those.’ He wriggled his eyebrows now. ‘Claire does. You’ll have to let her read it when you’re done.’

      I managed a small smile, but it was tinged with self-consciousness.

      ‘Maybe. Right now I’m not sure I even like it myself. Maybe I won’t finish it.’ I wanted to though. It was like I needed to get the words down.

      It was almost like when I wrote in my journals. I had to do it. I hadn’t written in my current journal for a while, thought I always had it with me whenever I went, just in case.

      I’d switched from journaling my own thoughts to writing fiction… and I had a blog online. A blog where I wrote about my disorder and my past—and it had a small following of people who had the same diagnosis or who had experienced the same I had, or people who had both. Like me.

      It was nice. Nice to know I wasn’t alone, but it was sad too that so many had experienced so much trauma.

      While the blogging helped too, it was the fiction that felt the most like therapy. It was fiction based on real life because my demons would never leave me and I had to channel them somewhere.

      But it was where I could decide what happened, where I decided the ending.

      I had all the power and it was great.

      ‘Maybe you’ll be a published author one day, huh?’ Ray said, emptying his glass. ‘That would be nice for you, wouldn’t it? Work your own hours, and from home, too.’

      He had a point there. I didn’t think I ever could get a proper job. Not one that involved other people, or stress, or… anything really. I couldn’t deal with life, all the ups and downs it brought. I could hardly deal with my own head.

      ‘Yeah, it would be,’ I agreed quietly, but my mind whirled.

      Tyler had mentioned that too, over a month ago now.

      Maybe they were onto something.

      I wasn’t exactly getting any better, and I was living on disability. Because my BPD was so extensive and so all-consuming I couldn’t live a normal life. I was disabled. But I needed to do something with myself.

      I couldn’t walk around at home all day, everyday, for the rest of my life.

      Writing was an outlet. It let me get my thoughts and feelings out, down on paper—or the screen anyway. Journaling had helped me through my childhood. Clearly it was something that was good for me.

      ‘If you ever do finish it, maybe you’ll let me read it too.’ Ray’s voice broke me out of my thoughts.

      I smiled, albeit weakly.

      Letting anyone read something I’d written left me all kinds of nervous. Maybe my fiction wasn’t any good.

      And my journals… they’d all been evidence during the trial. People had read them and quotes from them and they’d been damning for Andrew’s sentence.

      I’d been ashamed that so many people had read all that and maybe that was bleeding out now.

      But that they even wanted to read it was nice to know.

      ‘Yeah, maybe.’

      Ray chuckled.

      ‘Or not, if it makes you uncomfortable. Has Damian read anything you’ve written?’

      I shook my head.

      ‘No.’ He wasn’t interested in romance. And that was basically what the stories were. If I ever wrote mystery or action he might be interested, but romantic fiction with explicit sex… no. He’d never read that.

      ‘I’ve got to start dinner.’ Ray pushed away from the table and stood. ‘I promised Claire I would today. She had to stay an hour longer at work.’

      ‘Can I help?’ I asked, tired of looking at the screen.

      ‘You can peel the potatoes.’

      I shut my laptop, feeling somewhat relieved I didn’t have to sit there and worry about how to start the next chapter. It also felt good that I could help, even something as trivial as peeling potatoes for dinner.

      

      Spending time at Ray and Claire’s home was rather relaxing. They didn’t live in the middle of London with all the people and traffic and the noise that brought with it. They had a big house, a big garden, quiet neighbours around the street.

      I needed the quiet, the relaxing, the comfortable atmosphere of a happy family. Ray and Claire were as nice and warm as ever, Matilda was mostly busy with her own things outside the house, and though Matt was taciturn he at least seemed more happy now the puppy was around.

      Storm definitely lifted my moods as well, and I frequently fell into them. Damian was at school every day, Ray and Claire at work, Matilda and Matt at school, and I was home with the puppy and my laptop and my thoughts.

      I had to figure out what I wanted to do with my life.

      I was doing okay—on welfare on all—but I wanted to do something more productive. I couldn’t do uni though. The stress of that would definitely land me in hospital. I knew myself well enough to know that much. And Vincent would agree.

      As I sat there, poring over different websites and in the process of answering a questionnaire that would apparently tell me what kind of career I would be best suited for, my phone rang.

      The screen showed Kian’s name and I answered immediately.

      ‘Hi.’

      ‘Hi! How are you feeling?’

      ‘I feel good.’ For once, that was true. It could all change in a second, I was more than aware of that, but for now… for now I felt good.

      ‘That’s great, Josh. Look, I just rang to ask if you wanted to join us at the pub later tonight? Have something to eat, a few pints, you know.’

      Now that sounded interesting. It’d been a while since I’d had some quality time with friends. I hadn’t dared go out before, but… meeting some of them out at the pub… what could be the harm in that?

      ‘Who’s us?’

      ‘Well, for now it’s just me and Silver. But if you come, so will Damian. And if you’re up for more company, there’s no reason there should just be the four of us.’

      Storm shifted at my feet, a heavy sigh leaving her. Fondness washed over me as I gazed down at her.

      If Damian came with, he’d also walk home with me so I didn’t have to go alone. That had been my biggest fright since I got here and another big reason I hadn’t ventured outside to meet up with anyone.

      ‘That sounds great, Kian.’ It did. I felt ready to go out, to face the world. Maybe even move back home. ‘Text me the place and time and I’ll be there. I’ll text Chad, Tyler, Spencer and Leslie too. It’s been too long since we’ve met up, all of us.’

      ‘That is has,’ he agreed. ‘And awesome! I’ll text you, so… talk to you later.’

      I put my phone down next to my computer and gazed at it. I should text Damian, tell him the plan.

      I could invite Cooper too, perhaps… or not. I had heard from him since the hospital, but I hadn’t seen him. I had no idea what was going on with him. Men and alcohol like usual, or so both Grandma and Aunt Abbie had scoffed over dinner one night. Apparently they heard even less from him than I did.

      Besides, Cooper and Damian were no fan of each other.

      Not that Damian was a big fan of Chad either, but Cooper seemed to be his least favourite person lately. At least Chad was around, was there for me, which was more than could be said for Cooper.

      Damian’s words, not mine, though he had a point.

      All Cooper had texted me was ‘glad you’re okay’ and that was that.

      It was just the way he was though. He was selfish and he was living his life. Living life for him consisted of lots of sex and alcohol.

      Still, it was best to stick with the rest of them. Leslie and Spencer were old co-workers of Damian’s who’d also worked at Harriet’s Café. They were more my friends than his, which was a bit weird, considering he’d worked with them long before he even met me. But then Damian wasn’t the most sociable of blokes. He was happy with just Silver.

      I’d been happy with just Damian too—and Silver, since he’d been there from the beginning. Then Kian had come along just days after we met, and after that I’d just made more and more friends. Spencer and Leslie first, then Chad, then Tyler.

      I’d never had friends before and now I had more than I knew what to do with.

      A door slammed and I jumped in my seat.

      Was anyone supposed to come home now?

      I glanced at the clock on my laptop. It was only two. It was too early.

      Storm had woken up at my feet and both her ears were standing right up in alert.

      I got off my chair and inched over to the doorway. I had a bad feeling. A really bad one.

      No one had said they’d be home early. It was the most sensible explanation, but… I couldn’t help the anxiety suddenly twisting my stomach.

      I glanced one way, towards the hallway. That door was closed, there was no shoes or jackets or rucksacks to witness another presence in the house.

      The other way…

      My heart literally skipped a beat. The veranda door was open. Not wide open, but lolling a bit, exactly as if it’d been slammed open and hadn’t managed to slide back closed afterwards.

      No one used the veranda to enter the house. What was the point? That door was round the back of the house.

      I hurried over to it, gaze shooting frantically from side to side. No one was out  there.

      Which meant… someone was in the house. Something cold slithered down my back, the hairs at the back of my neck rose.

      Something moved.

      I could see it in the glass of the door. I stood frozen—until someone grabbed the back of my neck and shoved me forward, slamming my forehead against the glass.

      I didn’t even need to turn around, or hear his voice, to know who it was. I didn’t need any of that for the terror to spread through me.

      But he did speak, and it was in the same calm, cold tone I heard almost every time I was asleep.

      ‘Hello, Joshua.’

      His hand—his big, cold hand—clamped around the back of my neck. My forehead hurt from where he’d slammed me against the glass.

      I couldn’t do anything, couldn’t say anything. Frozen in terror, that’s what I was. His hands were on me for the first time since I was fifteen. It brought it all back more clearly than any nightmare ever could.

      It overwhelmed me.

      ‘Lucky me, got you all alone.’

      Alone… Because no one was here. They were all at work, at school… I was all alone with him. Because I didn’t have anything worthwhile to fill my days with, I had to spend them alone, when I knew he was on the loose and following me.

      How stupid could I be?

      I didn’t realise what he was doing until my knees connected painfully with the floor. I barely caught myself with my hands right before my nose would’ve made a very forceful introduction to the floor.

      I scrambled away. Instant relief flooded me when he didn’t grab my hips and force me back down.

      I dared a look over my shoulder as I pushed myself up.

      He was standing there, staring at me, hands hanging at his sides. Eyes as cold as ever. They hadn’t changed. He hadn’t changed. Same bloody bastard he’d always been. And once again, I was at his mercy.

      ‘What do you want?’ My voice didn’t sound like me.

      His eyes narrowed.

      ‘You ruined me.’ He lunged for me, and I was too slow. His hand locked around the back of my neck and he forced me face-down on the floor. ‘People in prison aren’t too fond of those who’ve been with children.’

      Had someone given him a taste of what it’d been like to be me?

      Or maybe they’d just beat the shit out of him.

      Whatever it was, I hoped it had hurt. I hoped it had hurt good. But it hadn’t hurt good enough, or permanently enough, because here he was.

      And here I was, just as helpless as I’d always been. At his mercy, as I’d been for such a long time.

      Whatever he wanted to do to me, he could. He’d always been able to. I wasn’t strong enough to fight him. I never had been.

      He had me face down on the floor. Nothing would stop him from pulling my joggers down and having his way with me like he’d done countless times before.

      Claws clicked on the floor.

      Looking up, I saw Storm standing there, head cocked to one side as she took us in.

      Go away.

      I wanted to shout it at her, but my throat didn’t work. I didn’t want her harmed. Let Andrew do whatever he wanted to me—I’d taken it before, I could take it again—but let her be. She was just a puppy. Defenseless…

      ‘You have no idea—’ Andrew was breathing heavily, I could feel his chest rising and falling against my shoulder, I could feel his breath on my temple. ‘No bloody idea what it was like.’

      I had an idea. I would’ve preferred prison to the ten years with him, if I could’ve chosen. Never would I choose him.

      ‘What am I going to do now, huh? Branded an abuser, a paedophile. You ruined me.’

      It was so unfair.

      ‘You r-ruined me.’ I didn’t know I’d dared speak until I heard myself say it and felt the tightening of his hand. Tears leaked from beneath the eyelids I’d just closed.

      ‘Ruined you?’ He was enraged now. ‘You’ve got a life, no convictions to tie you down, you’ve got a boyfriend, a family! And me? I’ve got nothing.’

      ‘Sh-should’ve th-thought of th-that—’

      He slammed my head against the floor before I could finish. I cried out, pain spreading through my head. I saw stars for a moment there.

      Painful sobs escaped me.

      ‘Pl-please…’ I didn’t know what I was begging for. I’d begged him so many times—for the pain to stop, for him to stop, for him to simply finish, for him to never come into my room, for him to quickly get out of my room—and now…

      I just wanted it to be over with.

      He let go of me.

      I lay stunned for a second, then crawled forward.

      Storm was still standing there, head now tilting to the other side.

      ‘Go!’ My hand hit her as I threw it out towards her, and she scrambled back, turning a wounded look my way. ‘Go away.’ Tears leaked again from that look. I didn’t want to hurt her, but I had. I couldn’t take those big, wounded eyes staring at me. ‘Please go!’

      ‘You care more for a dog than yourself?’

      Of course I did. I’d experienced so much, so much bad, but I didn’t want her to experience that. She had to leave, she didn’t have to see this, whatever it was he wanted to do to me.

      He grabbed me, threw me forwards. We were in the kitchen now, and I hit the edge of the counter before I collapsed on the floor.

      ‘D-don’t…’ I pushed up, hoping to slip around the kitchen table or grab a knife or anything… but his hand locked around my neck again.

      The edge of the table came flying towards me—and blackness played before my eyes as it hit.

      I did crumple on the floor then. Something warm ran down the side of my face. It wasn’t tears. It must be blood.

      Everything hurts…

      ‘Good riddance, Joshua.’

      Steps. Going away.

      I must’ve faded in and out, because I didn’t hear a door. The next thing I heard was a car revving, and then nothing until there was an ear-splitting crash.

      I hope he wrapped that car of his around a lamp post. I hope it wraps around him and crushes him.

      The pain had stopped… I didn’t feel anything.

      And then it all went black.

      

      
        
        The verdict. It was ready, it was being read.

        My hands were balled into fists, so tight I was losing blood flow. But it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered but the verdict.

        The foreperson answered a question. Yes, the verdict was ready. No, it was not unanimous.

        Not unanimous?

        Someone didn’t agree?

        But what didn’t they agree with? That Andrew was guilty? Did someone think I was lying?

        I wasn’t.

        How could I make something as awful as this up? How could someone choose not to believe with all the evidence?

        My journals… Did they think a ten-year-old kid would make up what was depicted in one of the earliest journals?

        I held my breath, sitting as quietly as I could, scared to hear the verdict, scared I’d miss it.

        The foreperson parted her lips…

        I watched them, transfixed.

        ‘We find the defendant…’

        Oh god. Please, please, please. End this. Don’t let him walk off now, not after everything.

        ‘Guilty.’
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      Josh

      I heard the beeping first.

      Then sniffling.

      My eyelids fought me, but I managed to force them slightly open. All I saw was the ceiling. My neck fought me next, but I did manage to turn it a little. And now I did see.

      I saw Damian.

      And he was crying.

      He was sitting in a chair, like he’d done the last time I’d woken up in hospital, but this time he looked starkly different. He’d been worried, scared then too, but now… He looked wounded. He was hunched over, temple resting against the back of his hand, which again rested against the wall.

      His eyes… they were red-rimmed and sore.

      I’d seen Damian worried, I’d seen him panicked, I’d seen him with tears in his eyes, but this… this was so much more.

      This was grief.

      Andrew!

      My whole body shuddered at the name, at what now flashed before me inside my mind. A shaking breath left me—and that brought Damian’s attention to me.

      ‘Josh!’ He stood so quickly from the chair that for a second it was on the verge of tilting over.

      I wanted to speak, to say his name, but the memories consumed me. The last few minutes of my life—or so it had seemed.

      Why wasn’t I dead?

      He’d wanted me dead.

      Why hadn’t he done the job properly?

      ‘An-Andrew—’

      Damian’s face, which had turned from grief to relief, now clouded over.

      ‘Back in prison. Where he belongs.’

      Still alive. But back behind bars. It was something, at least. Though I really had hoped he rot.

      There were so much else I wanted to ask. My throat worked, but no words came out.

      ‘Rest, Josh.’ He stroked my cheek, forehead, other cheek. ‘Rest up.’

      His voice was deceptively calm and collected, but his eyes… they weren’t. They told a whole other story. A really bad story.

      I hoped he hadn’t been the one to find me. I had no idea what kind of state I’d been in. Last I remembered was my head connecting against the table.

      Please don’t let him be the one who found me.

      ‘Please, Josh. Go to sleep. You need to rest.’ He was begging me now.

      I did as he pleaded me to do. It didn’t even require anything from me—I easily slipped back into sleep. It was like I drifted, awake to asleep, and then back again to reality once in a while.

      I could’ve been drifting in and out for mere minutes or hours, I had no idea. All I knew was my head was spinning from it whenever I did wake. I heard voices but couldn’t make them out, because I drifted back into darkness before anything registered.

      But now… now I didn’t fall back asleep. I kept my eyes closed, because it was so comfortable, but I could hear whispered voices in the room.

      ‘You need to go home, Damian.’ It was Mum.

      ‘I can’t leave him.’

      ‘You’ve been here for days. You haven’t gone home, haven’t been to school, haven’t showered, haven’t slept, haven’t relaxed—’

      ‘How can I possibly relax?’ It came out forceful. I’d never heard Damian be forceful with my mum before. Not with anyone, really.

      Silence.

      ‘I know you’re worried. I know you’re afraid. We all are. But he woke up, Damian. He’ll come through this.’ Mum sounded so sure.

      ‘Will he?’ Damian wasn’t though. He sounded like me now: eternal pessimist. ‘When he wakes up properly, when he’s starting to ask questions—I have to tell him. You really think he’ll be okay once he knows?’

      Mum didn’t answer.

      Maybe she nodded—or shook her head.

      Likely the latter.

      When was I ever okay? Whatever it was that had happened… It must be bad.

      I thought back. Andrew had slammed my head against the table. I’d fallen to the floor.

      ‘Good riddance, Joshua.’

      It was like he was standing next to me, that’s how well his voice rang in my ear.

      But he’d walked away. He’d left me there on the floor. Left me to die. I’d heard him rev his car… and I’d heard a crash. I’d hoped he’d die. He was alive though. Alive and well, in prison once again. So what could be so bad?

      My blood ran cold. Had he come back for me again? Had he done something to me whilst I’d been unconscious? Whilst I’d been lying there in my own blood, slowly dying? Had he come back to have his way with me once again?

      My chest hurt, my breath heaved painfully.

      There was a sudden commotion around me, but nothing could penetrate my own terror at not being able to breathe, at not being able to know what had been done to me.

      And then all went dark again.

      

      I was alone.

      My room was eerily quiet, despite the beeping of one of those machines still hooked up to me. Did they think I was going to fall back into unconsciousness? Or was it standard procedure? Likely the latter. I should know this, considering all the time I’d spent in hospital in my life. But I didn’t.

      Still.

      The beeping was annoying.

      Where were everyone? Last time I’d been in hospital—by my own doing, none the less, whereas this time was certainly not my fault—someone had been with me at all times possible.

      Now I was alone.

      Completely, utterly alone.

      I was more lucid now than I’d been back then. I was able to speak and I wanted to ask questions. I had to know. I couldn’t stand lying here without any idea what had happened after I’d passed out. What he’d done to me.

      But that crash…

      My eyes fell shut as I tried to remember. I’d been fading, but I had definitely heard a crash. What had that been all about? He hadn’t crashed his bloody car into the house, had he?

      I jerked forwards, a little too quick for my head’s liking, as I now groaned in pain. After tentatively feeling the bandage that was wrapped around it, making sure it was in place, I lay back against my pillow.

      He can’t have ruined the house.

      Ray and Claire loved their house, it was their dream home. They spent so much time and energy and money on upkeep, so that they had a home they could live in for the rest of their lives.

      Not knowing what had happened was killing me.

      I had to know.

      What had he done to me?

      Besides making sure my head connected against the table and then, presumably anyway, leaving me to die.

      A doctor appeared in the doorway.

      Here was a chance of finally getting some answers.

      ‘What happened to me? Besides the head injury—’

      He regarded me in silence for a long moment.

      ‘There was just the head trauma.’

      ‘But—’ That didn’t make any sense. ‘He didn’t do anything to me? Anything else?’

      ‘The head trauma was quite severe. You were in a coma for four days.’

      Coma?

      For four days?

      I blinked. No wonder Damian had looked wrecked. No wonder he and Mum had been whispering about not telling me something.

      It was this.

      Coma.

      I lay quietly as he checked me over, retreating into my own mind which flashed the word coma in bright neon letters so it was impossible to ignore. In a coma. I hadn’t even been in a coma when I’d overdosed on my stupid pills… No wonder Damian had been crying when I first woke up.

      The doctor left.

      Time ticked by.

      I was alone.

      No one came.

      Where were they? Had they all given up on me?

      But this wasn’t my fault.

      I can’t be held liable for this.

      ‘Hey, Josh.’

      I started.

      Silver and Kian were there, both peering down at me in worry.

      ‘Oh, hey.’ I couldn’t hide my disappointment.

      ‘Not who you wanted to see, were we?’ Silver’s lips hitched up barely, on one side.

      ‘Damian hasn’t been here today.’ Okay, that was a bit unfair. It wasn’t long since I’d woken up, after all, and I didn’t know which day it was.

      Was this the same day as I’d first woken? The same day as when I’d overheard Damian and Mum? Or was this another day entirely?

      I had no idea. It was disorienting.

      ‘He’ll be back. He had something to do.’

      His voice had turned… weird.

      ‘What did he have to do?’

      ‘He’ll tell you when he gets here, I reckon.’

      It was my turn to peer up at him. Something was going on. Something was wrong. I felt it in my whole body.

      ‘I’m so happy you’re okay.’ Kian bent down to hug me—gingerly so, as I must have looked pretty fragile in a hospital bed and with my head in bandages. He also pressed a chaste kiss to my cheek, which was nice.

      ‘Four days in a coma.’ I couldn’t stop thinking about it. Who would after waking up and hearing that? ‘The doctor said so.’

      They both nodded gravely.

      ‘He’s right. Four days. We’ve been worried.’ Silver was the one to speak.

      What must Damian have gone through for four days? And Mum too…

      Tears were pressing.

      Again.

      Was I ever going to stop crying? It was getting tiresome—and if it was getting tiresome for me, it definitely had to be so for everyone else.

      ‘I wish he’d come see me.’

      ‘He’s been here nearly twenty-four seven since you were admitted.’

      Speaking of which…

      ‘Who found me? In the house—and the dog! Is she okay?’

      ‘The dog’s fine.’ Silver exchanged a look with Kian, but quickly turned his attention back to me.

      Kian stared at the floor, biting his lower lip.

      Why were they acting so weird?

      ‘She got scared away, if even that. I’m not sure the dog even understands what happened, but at least she  wasn’t hurt.’

      ‘They can be quite smart.’ She was just a puppy though. ‘So who found me?’

      I hoped it wasn’t Damian.

      Or Mum. She’d found me unconscious more than enough already.

      I hoped it wasn’t Ray or Claire or Matilda or Matt either…

      I hoped it was a stranger, but that was too much to hope for. Why would a stranger come into the house when no one else were home?

      ‘It was Matt.’

      No.

      Matt had enough as it was, what with him possibly cutting himself. Possibly being depressed. Finding me unconscious on the floor, likely with blood on and around me, was not going to be of any help to his mental state. If indeed there was a condition, which I couldn’t be entirely sure of. It could just be teenaged brooding.

      They exchanged glances again. They were keeping something back from me. Something I wasn’t supposed to know.

      I didn’t have the energy or the will to demand answers.

      Matt had found me.

      It would’ve been better if it was anyone else—well, not Matilda either, but she seemed in better mental health than Matt, so…

      The sound of steps alerted me to presence of other people outside my room. I heard heels clacking against the floor—and then Mum breezed into the room, quickly followed by Damian.

      Mum was stony-faced.

      Damian looked miserable.

      ‘Hey.’ I glanced anxiously between them. ‘I’m fine. Really.’

      They didn’t have to look like that. It might’ve been bad, but it wasn’t anymore.

      Unless the doctor had shared something with them he hadn’t told me?

      But he couldn’t lie to me if Andrew had done more to me… could he?

      At my side, I saw Kian grab a hold of Silver’s hand.

      ‘Let’s leave them alone.’

      Silver nodded, then reached out to pat my shoulder.

      ‘See you later, Josh.’

      The four of them exchanged silent nods as Silver and Kian left.

      Damian and Mum took their places next to my bed. Mum took the chair, Damian perched at edge of my bed.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ There had to be something. ‘What’s wrong with me? The doctor said it was only the head injury—I feel fine.’

      ‘You’ll be fine, Joshua.’ Mum glanced up at Damian, who was resolutely staring down at the floor.

      If I would be fine, it wasn’t me making them look like this. I fumbled for Damian’s hand. Squeezed it once I found it.

      ‘What’s the matter? Damian…’

      His Adam’s apple moved as he swallowed heavily.

      ‘Is it Matt?’

      He’d found me. Perhaps it had been too much, perhaps something had happened. Perhaps he had done something.

      Like I frequently did.

      ‘It’s not Matt.’ Damian shook his head. He stared at the floor for several long moments, then he seemed to force his head up to meet my gaze. ‘It’s Ray. When Andrew—when he left you in there, he—’ He choked up.

      My heart and gut clenched painfully.

      Mum glanced between us.

      ‘He was reversing his car, trying to get away in a hurry so he was going at full speed, and the back of his car crashed right into the driver’s side of Ray’s car.’

      Now I glanced between them.

      ‘Is he okay?’ He couldn’t be, not judging by the look on Damian’s face. ‘Where is he? What happened to him? You s-said An-Andrew was back in prison, so he m-must be okay.’ I was so afraid, so upset, I stuttered. Bloody hell.

      ‘Ray wasn’t, Joshua. He wasn’t okay at all. It was quite an impact, right into the driver’s side. That side was wrecked, as well as the backside of Andrew’s. He walked away with minimal damage. Ray… he didn’t walk away at all.’

      No!

      ‘No.’ It couldn’t be. ‘Damian?’

      He shook his head, staring down at our hands now.

      ‘He’s dead? Andrew killed him?’

      ‘He did. I’m sorry, Joshua.’ Mum reached out to squeeze my arm, since my hand was still holding tight to Damian’s.

      That was the crash I’d heard right before I’d passed out.

      I’d hoped he’d wrapped his car around a lamp post, but it had been Ray’s car… He’d been on his way home and Andrew had just rammed into him in his own selfish attempt to try and flee the scene after attempting to kill me.

      Which he hadn’t succeeded in, but he’d killed Ray instead.

      I wished he’d killed me, like he’d planned. Maybe if he had, he wouldn’t have been driving away exactly when he did, maybe then Ray could still be alive.

      Matilda and Matt didn’t have their dad anymore… Damian didn’t have his uncle, who had been like a father to him.

      I cried for real now. It wasn’t a shock. I seemed to spend half my time crying. Life was overwhelming, and my feelings to everything that happened to me in life was overwhelming.

      Now more than ever.

      I couldn’t breathe, the sobs wrecked me.

      Ray was dead. One bad experience, one meeting with Andrew, and he was dead. And here I was, living through his abuse for ten years, living through the wreck he left me, suicide attempts, and now his attempt to kill me—and I was still alive.

      It wasn’t fair. It should be me, not him. Ray didn’t deserve to suffer because of Andrew. He was my burden, my abuser, my nightmare, my biggest fear.

      I couldn’t calm down, still couldn’t breathe. Panic was setting in.

      Maybe I’m going to die anyway.

      ‘Josh. Josh, come on.’

      Someone was holding me. My face was pressed against a flat, hard chest.

      Damian.

      He was still here with me, and he wasn’t leaving. He was the only one I had to live for—Mum too, of course, but she had someone else, a life without me. Damian had only me now, he needed me, and I couldn’t turn into the mess I usually was.

      Damian’s world had turned tits up.

      This wasn’t about me any more, it was all about him now.

      I had to calm myself. For him. I couldn’t fall apart when he was clearly on the edge. He’d always been here for me, supporting me, being patient with me.

      It was my turn now. It had to be. I had to pay him back for everything I’d made him go through. All the shit, all the tantrums, all the paranoia, all the intense emotions always plaguing me.

      I had to be strong. He needed me. For once in my life I needed to pull myself together, to be there for someone else. The past few years had been all about me—my entire life had been all about me, what with Andrew abusing me for as long as I could remember…

      ‘Shh.’ Damian rocked us gently. ‘Breathe, come on, deep breaths.’

      It was a stuttering breath, but a breath nonetheless. Another one, just as shaky. A third, a fourth— I lost count, but I eventually calmed down enough to wrap my arms around him and hold on, hoping to give him my silent support and love.

      Because I did love him. So much. I’d never loved anyone before, not before I met him. Thanks to me, we were always on a bit of a rocky ground, what with the smallest thing able to set me off… but I didn’t ever want to be without him. He was my rock, my everything, the only thing in my life that made me get out of bed in the morning.

      I had to pull myself together and be strong for him.

      I could do that, couldn’t I?

      He stroked my back in big, soothing circles. It made me feel bad, because he was comforting me when I was the one who should be comforting him.

      ‘I’m so sorry. This is all my fault. I never should’ve stayed there, not when I knew he was after me.’

      He drew in a sharp breath. I heard it, but also felt his chest rising.

      ‘I’m sorry for not believing you.’

      ‘We’re sorry,’ Mum said quietly.

      I couldn’t expect anything else. I knew what my disorder comprised, I’d read all about it, everywhere I could find information about it. Paranoia was a common symptom. So were my intense emotions.

      Being borderline…

      I hated it.

      But I had to live with it.

      Some people might get better, might not fit the criteria any more, but as for me… I didn’t think I’d ever get there. I was too messed up. And if it did happen, it would be years and years down the road.

      ‘I never should’ve said yes to staying with them. If I hadn’t, Ray’d be alive now.’

      Damian’s soothing circles stopped for a second, before they started up again.

      ‘You can’t think like that, Joshua.’

      ‘How can I not? It’s true.’

      ‘I know it’s hard to hear—for both of you—but what happened, happened. Thinking what-ifs won’t change anything. Nothing at all.’

      How could Mum be so calm and collected?

      A person who’d been a major part of my life was dead! Killed by her ex-husband, who had been trying his best to kill me. Being a solicitor had its advantages, perhaps.

      I pulled back from Damian so I could look him in the eye. He seemed knackered and the whites of his eyes were bloodshot.

      ‘I’m so sorry.’ I teared up again, but fought to keep it back.

      He seemed to have the same problem.

      ‘He was gone and you were—’ He closed his eyes briefly. ‘You were hanging in there. They said we should prepare for the worst, Josh. The worst.’ Now there were tears, leaking slowly and trickling down his cheeks. ‘They didn’t think you’d make it. They expected brain death, or at the very least severe brain damage.’

      ‘I’m already brain damaged.’ It slipped out.

      It was not the time to say that, though it was true. They said borderline personality disorder was a brain damage—it was like I had third-degree burns on my mind, because I had no skin to protect myself against the onslaught of emotion.

      He swallowed again, whether because he was fighting tears or because he didn’t like what I said, I couldn’t tell.

      He grabbed my arms, pulled me back in, and buried his face in the crook of my neck.

      Now it was my turn to rub soothing circles over his back. It felt weird, doing it, because I’d never done it before. I’d never had to comfort him before. It had always been him comforting me. Always me needing comfort because I couldn’t handle being me and feeling what I was feeling.

      Mum got up. I heard her heels clack on the floor, but when I turned my head to see what she was up to, she was already out the door. She’d left us alone.

      ‘What about Matt?’ What Silver said came back to me. ‘He found me… How’s he holding up?’

      ‘He’s not saying anything.’ Damian’s voice was muffled, teary. ‘Claire and Matilda are inconsolable, but Matt… nothing. I think maybe he’s in shock.’

      Who wouldn’t be?

      If he’d come home and found me, he must’ve first seen the cars. The cars that were wrecked and where his dad had died.

      ‘Did he die instantly? Ray… He didn’t suffer, did he?’ I hoped he hadn’t. That would make it even worse, because he was a kind, gentle person and he didn’t—hadn’t—deserved what happened to him.

      Damian drew another stuttered breath.

      ‘No. Andrew’s car hit the driver’s side, yes. Ray was unconscious on impact, as far as I know. He died here in the hospital. Too much trauma, his body couldn’t handle it.’

      ‘Matt—did he find Ray too?’ God. Sixteen years old and experiencing this tragedy…

      ‘No. The ambulance had already gone by the time Matt came home. Only the police and the fire engines were left. Ray and Andrew had both been driven to hospital. Andrew wasn’t hurt much, so he was escorted right back to prison. But Matt saw the cars, and I reckon he knew exactly what waited him. The copper I talked to said Matt hurried into the house. He came out holding the dog and yelling for them to come get you.’

      If any of us would need therapy after this, it was Matt. Right now I reckoned he needed it more than even I did. And I’d been going weekly to see my therapist for six years.

      ‘It’s not fair.’ I rested my cheek against the side of his head. ‘It’s so not fair.’

      ‘No,’ he agreed quietly. ‘It’s not fair.’
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      ‘Why hasn’t Cooper been to see you?’ Damian levelled an unimpressed stare at me.

      I shrugged. Looked down. Bit my lip.

      ‘Everyone else’s been here. Your family came up from Bristol to be here for you. They dropped everything and came up here the minute they found out what had happened.’ Damian turned away from me now. ‘They’re here, your mum and her girlfriend are here, Chloe’s here, all your friends… but Cooper. He’s strangely absent.’

      ‘Does he even know what happened?’ Had anyone spoken to him? I certainly hadn’t.

      He was right though.

      Everyone had been to see me. Even Claire had been here, though if it had been a brief visit. I couldn’t blame her, she was wrecked.

      ‘I don’t know. I haven’t told him. I should think he’d spoken to his own bloody family.’

      It was bothering him that Cooper hadn’t been here. It didn’t bother me so much. Cooper was Cooper: unreliable, selfish, all about living life to the fullest without a care for anyone else.

      He had his reasons. I couldn’t blame him. Not even for not visiting me, even though I could’ve died. Cooper wasn’t a fan of hospitals—and considering what he was struggling with, who could blame him?

      ‘Why do you just shrug it off? He’s your family. He should be here with the rest of them.’ He turned his head away.

      I could tell he was getting emotional again. I couldn’t blame him for that. Since I found out yesterday, I’d tried not to think about it, because I couldn’t break down. I couldn’t make this about me. Because it wasn’t.

      ‘You can’t come here and tell me you’re fine with it. Everything that smacks of abandonment, whatever small or imaginary part, is a major trigger for you, so don’t even try it with me.’

      He was right.

      I tried not to dwell on it though.

      ‘I know Cooper. I don’t expect anything from him… I doubt he even knows. He’s likely on a bender somewhere.’

      ‘He’s not just your family, Josh, he’s your friend.’

      ‘Yeah.’ Everyone was so hard on Cooper. They didn’t even know… and yet they judged. I didn’t—but then I knew. ‘It’s just the way it is.’

      ‘It’s selfish.’

      ‘I guess…’ I didn’t want to talk about Cooper.

      A knock at the door saved me from it.

      ‘Hey.’ Chloe stuck her head inside, and when she saw it was just me and Damian, she stepped inside fully. ‘How are you feeling?’ It was directed at me.

      ‘Okay.’ I was, actually. Beaten, yes. Had a headache, yes. But I’d survived Andrew yet again, and it did feel good. He hadn’t managed to break me this time either.

      Well, he had already broken me, but he hadn’t managed to shatter me. I still wished it would’ve been me instead of Ray… But life was unfair, so bloody unfair.

      ‘Good. That’s good.’ Chloe’s mascara was smudged, her eyes a bit bloodshot. She’d obviously been crying.

      Seeing it made it so much harder for me to hold back.

      Again, Josh, this is not about you.

      That was easier said than done—because I loved them too.

      ‘We have to go.’ Chloe jerked her head towards the doorway. ‘Final preparations and all. Claire’s a mess. I reckon we have to do all the talking and organising.’

      ‘Yeah.’ Damian nodded once. He fumbled for my hand and squeezed tight once he found it. ‘I’ll see you later, okay?’

      ‘Oh-okay.’

      Chloe made a small movement that I figured was a wave, then left with Damian. Damian pulled the door closed, but not all the way shut, so I watched their backs turn down the corridor.

      I slid down in bed, unable to hold the tears back. They ran down my cheeks. The grief was so overwhelming I couldn’t even sob, couldn’t make a sound. Just the tears, wetting my cheeks, my chin, my pillow.

      I’d never lost anyone before, not someone as close to me as Ray was to them. He was family to me now too, though not by blood as he’d been for Damian. Family by choice. I loved him. He’d been a part of my life almost as long as Damian had.

      When a friend of mine had killed himself, jumped out in front of a car right in front of me, it had landed me in hospital. I hadn’t been able to deal with it. A month in hospital had made me feel better somewhat.

      I liked to think I was doing better than I had been back then. I was, wasn’t I? I wasn’t screaming my head off, I wasn’t being dragged to hospital… I was in a hospital, but that was all Andrew’s fault.

      It all came back to Andrew, every bloody time.

      He hadn’t just ruined my life now, but a whole lot of other peoples’ lives too. Claire, Damian, Matilda, Matt, Chloe… Ray was their family by blood, he’d been a loving parent and guardian.

      He’d accepted me.

      Now I would never see him again. Never speak to him, never go over to dinner and find him there at the table or helping Claire in the kitchen.

      I curled up on my side, hands over my face to try and stem the tears. I wanted them to stop, I really did, but at the same time it felt good to get it all out. I was so tired of crying, of being a mess, of never being able to pull myself together or figure myself out.

      It’d been six years since Andrew had been removed from my life. Since the police had escorted him out of my hospital room. Three years since he was finally put away for good. No more appeals. Three years since the last time I’d had to go into every detail of my life, of what it had been like for as long as I could remember.

      I’d thought he was out of my life for good. Yet he managed to come back into it—and he did this.

      Why couldn’t he have been the one who died? No one deserved it better than him. He was a monster. A selfish, sadistic, perverted monster who got off on raping and hurting kids.

      It was a wonder no one in prison had taken him out yet. It always happened on telly. A prisoner pulling a knife on another. Inmates killing inmates. Why couldn’t it have happened to him? I wanted him to die, not for Ray to be dead. It just wasn’t fair. Ray’d never done anything to deserve this, to deserve having Andrew rob him of his life. Rob two teenagers of their loving dad.

      I hadn’t seen Matilda or Matt yet. Damian was with me as much as he could, what with being there for Claire and helping plan a funeral and dealing with whatever all of it entailed.

      Chloe was staying with Claire, Matilda and Matt at the house. It must be horrible for them, worse than for anyone else.

      Ray had been the love of Claire’s life. Matilda and Matt were still teenagers, still in school, and now they didn’t have a dad.

      ‘Joshua?’

      Mum put her hand on my shaking shoulder.

      I didn’t turn to face her. I couldn’t, not like this. So I just pressed my hands to my face, hoping to hide the tears and the blotchiness I knew they caused. I was too familiar with crying not to know what I looked like while I did it.

      ‘I can’t do this.’

      Her fingers squeezed me.

      ‘You can’t do what?’

      ‘I can’t be strong.’

      ‘No one’s saying you have to be.’ The bed dipped slightly, telling me she’d sat down on the edge of it. She kept her hand on my shoulder.

      ‘This is Damian’s family. He should be allowed to lean on me for a change. But I just—I can’t!’

      ‘I don’t think he expects that of you, Joshua. Ignoring your emotions to be there for him… we all know that’s not you.’

      It wasn’t at all.

      ‘You all know I’m an emotional wreck.’

      ‘We all know you feel emotions more intensely than we do. We can’t even imagine what it must be like for you, especially at this time, when we feel the grief so intensely ourselves. For you it must be three times as bad.’

      My whole body hurt from the crying. The pillow was so wet it was soggy.

      ‘I want to be normal. I want to be able to have control of myself, to have some self-defence against this. I hate feeling out of control.’

      ‘I know.’ Mum sighed. ‘I know.’

      ‘I’m never going to get better.’ It hit me in the gut, so much so I curled up further, my knees almost pressed against my chest and stomach now.

      ‘You can’t know that. People do get better, even with borderline personality disorder.’

      ‘Emotionally unstable personality disorder,’ I shot in. ‘Fits better. Tells people exactly what it is they’re dealing with without them having to look it up.’

      She sighed again, squeezed my shoulder again.

      ‘People do get better from it, Joshua. They go to therapy, they learn techniques to deal with it, learn to turn their thoughts around so they can calm themselves. People get better. Some so much that they don’t qualify as having borderline personality disorder anymore. It is possible. But it does take time.’

      ‘I’ve been in therapy for six years.’ How much longer could it take?

      ‘Six years, ten years, fifteen… It’s a long road.’

      The sobs hit me, right where it already hurt, in my gut, squeezing my chest tight.

      ‘I c-can’t wait th-that long!’

      ‘I’m afraid you don’t have any other choice.’ Her hand travelled down to my upper arm, rubbing it. ‘And you know what? You are strong. You survive every day, every unstable emotion. You survive, Joshua, and that’s more than can be said for many others with your disorder. You’re strong—and we all appreciate that, we all know how you struggle. Not because we can empathise with it, because we have no idea what it’s like being you, but we see it. We see the struggle, we see how much you want to be there for and with Damian. We see that you do want to live.’

      ‘I just tried to k-kill myself. Well, An-Andrew just tried to kill me, but b-before that—’

      ‘That’s the impulsivity. The most dangerous of your symptoms. But you survived that too, just like you did six years ago. You survive, Joshua, and for that you are so strong.’

      I mulled over that.

      It didn’t sound like me, being strong, but the rest of it…

      Maybe she had a point. I always survived. I struggled every day—mostly every day—and I was still here, alive and breathing and healthy.

      ‘Do you think he’s going to leave me?’

      ‘Damian?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      Another sigh, this one different from the ones earlier. This one was full of impatience with me.

      ‘No, I don’t think he will.’

      ‘But they need him now.’

      ‘They can have him without him having to leave you, you know. Just because someone else might depend on him now, doesn’t mean you can’t still do it too.’ She didn’t stop rubbing my arm. ‘I know these abandonment issues are also part of your disorder, but you need to get it inside your head that he’s not going to leave. I’m not going to leave. No one’s going to leave you. You’ll always have us, even when you hate us.’

      My body shook as I drew in a deep breath.

      ‘I don’t hate anyone. Except for An-Andrew. He deserves it.’

      ‘I know he does. And I know you don’t hate any of us, but that black-and-white thinking… Staying positive as long as someone treats you nicely, gives you all their attention, but quickly switching to negative at perceived criticism or hurtfulness. The quick shift from idealising to devaluing, it can make it seem like it sometimes. And I know that for you, that doesn’t happen often, but it has happened. It’s part of the disorder, it’s not something you can control, but it can be stressful and hurtful to us too. We don’t mean to make that switch happen, but sometimes not even we, who’re closest to you… sometimes not even we can help it.’

      Without even thinking my actions through, I turned over and wrapped my arms around her, hugging her tight.

      She stiffened, then awkwardly patted my back. She wasn’t good with affection, Mum, but she tried for me.

      For the first fifteen years of my life I hadn’t had much of a relationship with her at all.

      It did feel good to finally have it now though. She was a good Mum. She’d just trusted the wrong person to take care of me while she’d been busy with her career, busy making a life for us where we didn’t have to worry about money.

      Not that we’d been lacking ever, considering Grandma came from a well-off family, but still.

      ‘I love you, Mum.’ I told Damian all the time, but it wasn’t often I told her. I needed to tell her, and I hoped it was something she needed to hear. Or appreciated to hear.

      ‘I love you too.’ It came out a bit strained.

      I couldn’t blame her. Mum had never been an affectionate person. She was cool, calm, always practical. She was not, however, someone who frequently spoke about her feelings. Maybe she did with Harriet, but hardly ever with me.

      The first time I’d actually seen her cry was back after my first suicide attempt, after Andrew had been arrested, when she’d told me about her own abuse. Abused by her own father. That was worse than being abused by my step-father. I couldn’t even imagine that.

      Your own flesh and blood.

      Andrew was once again in prison. But at the cost of Damian’s uncle, the only relative he had left who was older than him. Ray was dead because of Andrew, because of Andrew’s obsession with me.

      ‘I wish it’d been me.’ It came out a whisper.

      Mum tensed up, so she must’ve heard me. I didn’t know if I’d meant for her to or not.

      She wrapped her arms around me, wrapped them tight—and she just held me.

      

      I was wound so tight I felt I was seconds away from breaking.

      It felt unreal to see Damian locking us into Ray and Claire’s house. We’d never have to use a key before, it had always been open and welcoming.

      ‘Aren’t they home? Claire, and Matt, and Matilda?’ My palms were sweaty. I tried wiping them on my joggers, but it didn’t help.

      ‘They are.’ Damian pulled the key back out and pushed the door open. ‘But we keep the doors locked now.’

      He didn’t look at me. I didn’t think he even gave a thought to it, but that simple reminder brought me back to that day—

      I’d been alone, it’d just been me and the dog. And then he’d been there. He’d got in through the veranda door, which should’ve been locked. It could’ve been one of them who had forgot to lock it—or it could’ve very well been me. All I knew was that that day was the worst day of my life. Well, in the last six years, anyway.

      And it would also be the worst day in Claire, Matt and Matilda’s lives. While Claire had popped in for a quick visit at the hospital, Matilda and Matt had not, so I didn’t know what would greet me inside the house. I couldn’t blame them for not coming to see me. Their dad had just died.

      What would I be walking into now?

      Did they blame me?

      Did they think it was my fault Ray died?

      Or were they so devastated that there could be nothing else on their mind?

      ‘Stop it.’

      I started.

      ‘What?’ Looking at Damian, I found him scrutinising me.

      ‘Stop worrying. I can see you’re doing it, and just—just stop.’ He sounded so resigned.

      ‘I’m sorry.’ I bent to put my shoes away properly.

      ‘Josh…’ Damian grabbed me once I straightened up and crushed me in a hug. ‘You better not leave me.’

      ‘I won’t.’ I linked my arms behind his back, a bit confused as to this major show of affection, and major show of worry. ‘I won’t leave you. You better not leave me either.’

      There was always the possibility of him growing tired of me and my emotions and my bullshit, but I’d never get tired of him.

      He was my rock.

      If I didn’t have him to hold on to, I’d drown. I’d shatter into a million pieces and there’d be no way to put me back together.

      ‘You just can’t leave me, Josh. Not in any sort of way.’

      I read him loud and clear. No more suicide attempts. No anything that could lead to me leaving him.

      ‘No. I can’t.’ I buried my face in his neck. ‘I don’t want to, not ever.’

      ‘Good.’ Another tight squeeze, then he abruptly let me go.

      I watched silently as he shrugged out of his jacket and put his shoes away, then I followed him further into the house, dreading what I would meet, what I would see, what they would say.

      Claire and Matilda were curled up on the biggest sofa, while Chloe was on the smaller one. All three of them stared at the telly that was on low volume. I didn’t think they actually watched it, though, that they’d simply put it on for show.

      Matt was conspicuously missing.

      ‘Where’s Matt?’

      I didn’t think that was the best way to open the dialogue for Damian, but he did get their attention.

      ‘In his room.’ Matilda sighed, curled up on herself, and wrapped her arms around her knees. ‘Been there for hours. Just him and Storm.’

      Should I say something? Hi, maybe? But Damian had already announced our arrival, already started up the conversation, and it felt silly to say hi now. Instead I stood by awkwardly, hardly daring to look at them.

      Socially awkward, that was me.

      Usually it was Damian, I was a lot more sociable than him. It was thanks to me we even had friends outside of Silver and Kian. Yet, now… this whole situation was partly my fault.

      Damian took a step forward towards them, away from me. With him not blocking my sight anymore, I could see the kitchen out of the corner of my eye.

      Don’t look.

      Don’t look!

      But I did. And there it was. The table. Where he’d beat my head against the corner. Where he’d left me to die. And between the kitchen and the sofas were the veranda door. That’s where he’d come in—

      No.

      No no no.

      I took a step backwards.

      He’d been in here. With me, while I’d been here alone. He’d hurt me, tried to kill me, had nearly succeeded, and he had killed Ray, and it was not okay—

      I took another step backwards.

      I knew, rationally, he was back in prison and couldn’t come through the veranda door again… but my mind was rarely rational.

      Another step back.

      ‘Josh?’

      Damian had turned around and he now watched me curiously.

      ‘I can’t—’ My gaze flickered to the kitchen table. Maybe I imagined it, but a flash of pain shot through my skull.

      His brows furrowed.

      ‘I’m sorry.’ I shook my head.

      I wanted to be strong.

      But I wasn’t.

      I never was. I could never be strong.

      ‘I just—I can’t.’ I ran out of there like my heels were on fire.

      ‘Josh!’ He followed me.

      When I turned from where I was crouched over in the driveway, he stood just outside the door.

      ‘I’m so sorry.’ I was such a mess. Why did I always have to be such a mess?

      He pressed his lips together, throat working as he swallowed.

      ‘Where are you going?’

      Going?

      ‘I don’t know.’ I didn’t have a plan. All I knew was I needed to get out of that house. ‘Home. Or to Mum’s. I don’t know. But I can’t—’

      ‘I get it,’ he cut me off. ‘But I’ve got to stay.’

      Of course he had to. That didn’t mean it didn’t hurt. I wanted him with me, but— the people in there were his family. They were hurting. He couldn’t run after me and my messed-up mind. Not now.

      ‘Yeah.’

      Of course you have to.

      I don’t blame you. Much, anyway.

      I walked away.
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      Josh

      I knocked on the door, frantic. No one answered, but I didn’t give up.

      He has to be here. He has to!

      Eventually I saw light turn on from the tinted window, and then the door pulled open. Cooper emerged, with tousled, blond hair, and face split in a wide yawn. His chest was bare, he was only clad in loose-hanging pyjama trousers.

      Once he finished his yawn and opened his eyes to peer at me, I saw they were bloodshot.

      ‘Where’ve you been?’

      He swayed a little.

      ‘I’m right here.’

      He’s drunk.

      ‘Ray’s dead.’

      ‘What?’ He rubbed his eyes.

      ‘Ray. Damian’s uncle. He’s dead.’ He had no idea. His facial expression was blank. ‘Haven’t you spoken to anyone recently?’

      ‘No.’ He let go off to the door. It swung open, admitting me into his flat. ‘Why should I?’

      ‘Because he’s dead.’

      ‘He’s not my family.’ He yawned again as he walked into the living room, where he dropped onto the sofa.

      I stood in front of him, staring down at his drunken form.

      ‘I nearly died. Twice.’

      He blinked, a bit more alert.

      ‘What? When? How?’

      ‘I swallowed all my pills.’ And failed at doing what I was supposed to do. Always a failure. ‘And then Andrew tried to kill me.’

      He sat up straight.

      ‘What?!’

      ‘I told everyone he was after me, but no one believed me.’ I hung my head. ‘And then he came for me. At Ray and Claire’s house…’ I couldn’t go on. It hurt too much. It left me too much of a frightened mess.

      Cooper peered up at me. There was almost no white left in his eyes.

      It worried me.

      ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘Me? Yeah. Awesome.’ He rubbed at his eyes again. Maybe they itched. Surely they must, what with the way they looked. ‘Fell asleep with my contact lenses in.’

      ‘Are they still in?’ It didn’t seem comfortable.

      ‘Well, yeah. Else I wouldn’t be able to see much, would I?’

      True.

      ‘Everyone’s here, you know.’ I sank down on the sofa next to him. ‘Everyone’s been to see me. They’re all here for the funeral.’

      ‘When’s that?’ His nose scrunched up. Because his family was here, or because of the funeral, I had no idea.

      ‘Tomorrow.’

      He fell back again.

      ‘Now you mention it, there’s been a lot of activity on my phone lately.’

      ‘Why haven’t you answered?’

      ‘Don’t want to talk to any of them.’ He sighed.

      I sighed too.

      ‘I met him. Face to face.’

      ‘Who?’ A beat of heavy silence, then— ‘Andrew?’

      I nodded.

      ‘Shit.’

      ‘Yeah.’ I couldn’t stop seeing him in my mind, how he’d looked standing there. He hated me for what I’d done to him, but he had no right to. I was the one with the right to hate—and I did. I hated him so much I didn’t even have words to convey it properly.

      Then the waterworks started.

      Again.

      Cooper patted me awkwardly on the shoulder, but otherwise stayed quiet.

      I was grateful.

      ‘I w-want to g-go b-back.’ It had plagued me ever since I left.

      ‘Go back where?’

      ‘To Ray and Claire’s house.’ Why couldn’t I have been strong enough to push past my own traumatic recollection?

      I wanted to be there for them, to be with them. With Damian. Yet I’d left. I’d gone all the way into the city to see Cooper, of all people. Damian would not be pleased.

      ‘Then go back,’ he said, matter of fact.

      He made it sound so simple.

      It isn’t.

      ‘He got in. Through the veranda door.’ Just the thought of his voice made me shiver in fright. ‘He hit my head against their kitchen table. He left me on the floor to die.’ My breath came out shaky as the images, the memories, played through my mind.

      Cooper’s breath hitched, but that was the only indication he gave that my words moved him.

      ‘Go back, Josh.’

      No!

      ‘You have to go back there. Face your fears. You’ve got to.’

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

      ‘This coming from you?’

      ‘We’re different. Quite different.’ He turned his head, bloodshot eyes meeting mine. ‘First, I don’t have a brain injury. Or a mental illness. Whatever the fuck it is you’ve got.’

      I wanted to snap back. I knew his secret, I knew what was wrong with him. But the words wouldn’t come. I turned away instead.

      ‘Josh…’ He sighed. ‘I’m sorry. But I think you should go back. Be with the people who matter.’

      ‘I think you should talk to your family.’

      He snorted in contempt.

      ‘I don’t think so. I’m better off on my own. But you… you’re not. So go back. You can’t stay here.’

      Knife to the heart.

      ‘Why not?’ I could always stay with Cooper. He never minded.

      ‘Because I don’t want to wake up from this hangover tomorrow and find you dead in my bathroom.’ He delivered it softly, but matter-of-factly. ‘Andrew almost killed you. He managed to kill Damian’s uncle. I can’t be responsible for you. I’m not even good at being responsible for myself.’

      This must be the alcohol talking.

      Cooper would not be so emotional without it.

      But he had a point.

      He was the most irresponsible person I knew—and what with my borderline and what that entailed… This was not a good time to stay with him.

      ‘You have to leave.’ He dropped his head back to rest against the sofa. ‘You’ve got to, Josh. Go to your mum, if you don’t want to go back there. But go somewhere that’s not here.’

      I know when I’m not wanted. I know he’s right.

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Good.’

      Silence descended over us as I clutched at my knees. I didn’t want to leave, to go out there amongst all the people, to head through the city again… but I had to.

      I didn’t know where I’d go. Mum’s place wasn’t that far off, but Damian… I wanted Damian.

      But did I want him enough to go back to that house?

      

      I knocked softly.

      The house was dark by now. It was late, but not that late. Then again, we all had to be up early in the morning to face the hardest day of their lives.

      Well, one of the hardest days. Could the funeral trump the day Ray had died? Probably not. But it would likely be close.

      There was a snick as the door unlocked and opened, and then Claire’s pale face peeked through the slit.

      ‘Hey.’ I buried my hands in the pockets of my hooded jumper awkwardly.

      ‘Josh.’ She let the door slide open further. ‘They’ve all gone to bed.’

      I only nodded as I shuffled over the threshold. I didn’t know what to say to her. Sorry maybe, but it didn’t feel right. It didn’t feel enough.

      ‘You should go downstairs. Be with him.’ She closed and locked the door as soon as I was inside, then wrapped her arms around herself.

      Her eyes were just as bloodshot as Cooper’s had been, but she’d been crying. He’d just been drunk and worn his contacts too long. She had a legitimate reason for looking like hell. She’d just lost her husband.

      A fist squeezed around my heart, paralysing me in fear for a moment.

      It could’ve been Damian.

      What if it had been Damian?

      I would’ve been locked up in the madhouse and never been let out again. Without him, what did I have?

      ‘Goodnight,’ I murmured, then hurried downstairs to check he was really there and alive.

      I needn’t have been so afraid. He was asleep, yes, but his chest rose and fell noticeably under the duvet.

      I let out a relieved sigh.

      What did you think? a voice in my head said. That he’d died the few hours you’ve been away?

      You can never be sure of anything. Least of all that the people you love will always be there.

      I walked over to the bed slowly. Sat down as gently as I could, then leant back until I lay down too.

      He didn’t stir.

      Good. He must be exhausted.

      I tried to sleep, I really did.

      But sleep didn’t come. Not even close.

      My mind was too busy to settle down. Too busy with everything; Damian, Claire, Matilda, Matt, Andrew, being in a coma, how that must’ve been for everyone, Ray dead, funeral tomorrow, who knew what the days after would hold, what would happen then—

      I got out of bed.

      I felt all jittery and if I stayed I’d be tossing and turning, and would eventually wake Damian. He needed to sleep. He’d had a hell of a week—over a week. I’d been in a coma, Ray dead, and he’d had to take care of Claire, Matilda, and Matt and plan a funeral. Chloe too, of course, but she was more emotional than Damian. He kept it bottled up inside.

      I couldn’t stay in the room. I’d pace, and that would wake him too, so I headed upstairs. All was dark, the house was silent. Everyone else was asleep. I was all alone on the ground floor, just me and my messed up mind, alone in the darkness.

      That never boded well.

      The kitchen called to me. It didn’t have a door, just an arch, and I stared in through it, straight at the drawers. The drawers containing cutlery. More specifically, knives. I resolutely refused to look towards the kitchen table.

      I wasn’t even aware I moved. One moment I was standing next to the door leading back to the basement, next I was pulling the top-most drawer open.

      There were a lot of knives. Black handles, silver blades. They glinted in the weak lightning. They called to me, begged to be used.

      Cutting…

      I hadn’t done it in a while now. Not that the previous cuts had healed completely. Though the stitches had been taken out—while I was in a coma, but I pushed that thought away—my arms were still red and sore and the stitches themselves had left more scars on my skin. They joined the others, the crisscrossing of them all over my skin. Self-inflicted scars, scars from stitches meant to hold my mutilated skin together…

      I didn’t want more. But I did. Cutting was… it was a part of me. I couldn’t stop. It was like a drug. I was addicted—addicted to the feel and the pain and the blood and the scars. They’d never go away—and I hated them, often, but sometimes I liked them. I hated them when they reminded me of everything that had happened to me, everything Andrew had done. But I liked them when they reminded me of how they’d kept me alive.

      They’d been the only thing keeping me alive.

      Andrew had nearly killed me.

      Four days in a coma.

      That was serious. He’d never done that to me before, so that was certainly a first.

      I guess there’s a first time for anything. Oh so cliché, but oh so true.

      My fingers slid around a black handle. The silver blade held me transfixed. I pulled up my sleeve. Pressed the blade against the scars.

      I shouldn’t do this. I shouldn’t. I have to be my best tomorrow. If not for me, then for Damian. I can’t be a mess, I can’t.

      But I was a mess, and the only way I knew to calm myself was this.

      I cut.

      

      ‘Josh?’

      The knife cluttered to the ground, dripping blood onto Claire’s clean floors. I flattened myself against the wall, my mind going caught! caught! caught!.

      ‘Josh?’

      The panic subsided, just so, and I realised I wasn’t actually in any kind of danger. In danger of utter humiliation, yes, but nothing else.

      ‘Matilda?’ I glanced up at her.

      She stared back down at me. She was only in a pair of really short shorts, with a shirt that must be triple her size on over it. Her arms were wrapped around her waist, her hair hung loosely down her back and over her shoulders. Her face was void of any traces of make-up. There were, however, traces of tears.

      Her gaze moved from me to the knife. After a few seconds, her focus was solely on my arms. My bared arms. Bared, scarred and bleeding.

      ‘Is this where it happened?’

      What?

      ‘What?’

      What’d happened here?

      Bleeding, sure. Lots of it.

      ‘Your step-dad—I mean, well…’ She moved her weight from one foot to the other. ‘Was it the kitchen that he—where he got you? They don’t really speak in front of me, but I heard them mention there were blood in here.’

      Andrew.

      In this house. Grabbing me, in front of the veranda door. And then… then he’d hit my head against the kitchen table. The kitchen table that was right there.

      I stared at it, at the edge of it where my head must’ve made quite an impact. Was there blood on it still? I’d been bleeding, hadn’t I?

      Who’d had to clean that up?

      My chest constricted painfully.

      ‘I’m sorry.’ Matilda crouched down next to me. I hadn’t even noticed her moving. ‘I shouldn’t have brought that up. I’m sorry.’

      It was ridiculous to feel panicked and terrified. Andrew had hounded me for ten years, gone away, and he’d come back for an encore… but now he was gone again. They’d keep him gone now. He wouldn’t hurt me again.

      They said so last time too, yet he still had.

      But not now. Now he wouldn’t. Now he’d rot in jail. He’d murdered someone. One person. He’d tried for two. Or tried for one, really, and ended up with someone else. Certainly that couldn’t be ruled an accident?

      ‘I’m so sorry.’ A lump formed in my throat, making my voice choked. ‘I never should’ve come here to stay with you.’

      ‘I’m blaming him, Josh, not you. That sick fucker—’ I could tell she wanted to continue cursing him, but she couldn’t actually come up with anything else. She was raised properly, she was. Cursing wasn’t something I’d ever heard her do.

      Silence fell.

      I stared at the table.

      Matilda stared at the floor.

      ‘I don’t know all that’s happened to you, but from what I’ve gathered from pieces here and there, it wasn’t good. From what I’ve seen now, from the wreckage he left here, I know it must’ve been horrible.’ She drew her knees tight to her chest and draped the shirt over them. ‘How do you deal with it? With everything he did to you, and for so long… how do you manage to live a normal life? How do you deal? Because I don’t know how to go on from this.’ She sounded so heartbroken, so lost, so desperate.

      ‘This is how I deal.’ I nudged the knife with my foot. ‘It’s not recommended. But it kept me alive. I’ll leave it up for discussion whether that’s a good thing or not.’

      She blinked, taking my words in, then her expression hardened.

      ‘Of course it’s a good thing if the alternative is you ending up dead! No one deserves to die, especially not at the hands of someone else. And yes, you do it to yourself, but if you hadn’t you say you’d be dead… that means he would’ve killed you, if you hadn’t had that outlet.’ She motioned to the knife. ‘And that’s just—it’s not right. It is a good thing that you’re here.’

      ‘If I hadn’t been here your dad—’

      ‘Dad loved you.’ She cut me off effectively. ‘You were family to him. You are to us. You’re with Damian. Mum and Dad never thought he’d ever find anyone, and then he shows up with you… And he’s happy.’

      Now the lump was back because her words moved me. ‘They told you this?’

      ‘No. But they don’t always realise I’m close enough to hear when they’re talking. Sometimes they like to talk over my head, like I’m still a little girl who can’t understand what the grown-ups are talking about.’ She rested her head back against the wall. ‘Didn’t. Liked. I hate it, having to talk about Dad in past tense. It’s so… so bloody final.’

      It was.

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Cutting’s the only thing that got you through?’

      It seemed she wasn’t done with the topic.

      ‘No. I wrote journals. Lots of them. All the time.’

      ‘Did you stop writing them?’

      ‘No… Or… yeah. It’s been awhile.’ I’d never meant to stop, but there had been big lapses in time, and eventually I’d just never got back to it. ‘I miss it. But it doesn’t help. What’s the point of writing things in a book that only I’m going to see? I already know how I feel. I don’t need more reminders of it.’

      The blog helped more but I didn’t want to tell her about that. Didn’t want her to search it up on the internet and actually find out everything I had been through. She was too young for that…

      Except when I was her age I’d finally been free of Andrew’s abuse, only to have to go to trial after trial to tell my story.

      She bent forward and picked up the knife. She turned it around in her hand, studied the bloodied blade.

      I wanted to take it from her, to throw it away, to tell her to never look at it. But I didn’t. Instead I just sat there, watching her out of the corner of my eye.

      ‘Why don’t you start a blog?’

      ‘A blog?’

      ‘Yeah, a blog. You know, like a journal, only digital and in the public domain. Some people find it more therapeutic to share on a blog where other people can comment and share their stories as well.’

      I cleared my throat.

      This was exactly what I didn’t want to get into.

      ‘Do you have a blog?’ I asked instead, trying to steer the conversation away from me.

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘What do you have to write about for therapeutic purposes?’ As far as I knew, Matt was the only one showing signs of depression. Matilda had always been happy, well-liked, busy with her friends and after-school activities.

      ‘Nothing. I write a blog simply because I like to share. Daily outfits, what shoes I bought, what food I ate, what book I read. That kind of stuff. Nothing deep. But I follow blogs where people share personal things from their life. Real deep and meaningful texts. This one girl is battling eating disorders. She finds it helps to write a blog, to hear from other people in the same situation, or just from people who wish her well.’ Matilda shrugged. ‘You’re always on your laptop. What do you do on it?’

      Except for the blogging I wasn’t going to tell her about…

      ‘Trying to write a book.’ It was going abysmal.

      She turned to me, attention piqued.

      ‘What kind of book?’

      ‘Fiction, mostly, but, you know… drawing from my own life. So maybe a bit auto-biographical too. I don’t know. I haven’t gotten that far in it. I’m better at short stories, I guess.’

      Matilda put the knife back on the floor.

      ‘I’ve got more serious things to blog about now.’

      She sure had.

      ‘Writing used to help. Along with therapy. Talking about it… I used to be in group therapy too.’

      She eyed me wryly.

      ‘Start a blog,’ she suggested. ‘Then you can process things in your own home instead of having to look everyone in the eye. I don’t want to look anyone in the eye now. Everyone’s going to feel so sorry for me, or tell me it’s going to get better, or what I can do to make it better. It doesn’t feel like it’s ever going to get better.’

      What could I say to that?

      It was six years since my life had turned better, except not by much. Everything that had happened before still plagued me, by nightmares, flashbacks, or just all around anxiety.

      ‘It’s not going to. Ever.’ I’d have to live with my past. It wasn’t ever going to go away. Unless I got amnesia, but what were the odds? Or if I got Alzheimers in my old age.

      Or not… If I got that and reverted back to childhood, I would live it all over again.

      ‘I don’t know what we’re going to do now.’ She looked so small, so fragile. ‘In less than twelve hours it’ll all be so final. I don’t think it’s quite sunk in yet, you know, but once Dad’s in the ground… it will. And what’re we supposed to do then? I don’t think Mum’s going to be able to keep it together afterwards. She’s barely keeping it together now. Matt and I are both in college. I don’t even know how Matt’s holding up, since he’s cooped up in his room. We can’t take care of ourselves.’

      I bit my lip.

      What could I say to that?

      I was twenty-one years old, mostly unable to take care of myself, on disability because my diagnosis currently made it impossible for me to get a proper job. No education, no nothing. I couldn’t help her—them. I couldn’t even help myself.

      ‘Damian and Chloe—even Mum—say we shouldn’t worry. I don’t see how we can’t though. I mean, Mum’s got a good job and all, but this house…’ She looked around. ‘It’s a big house. Probably expensive. I know they haven’t paid it off. I’ve heard them talk about money.’ She swallowed. ‘I don’t think Mum’s going to be able to afford to keep the house on her own. So where are we going to live? Where are we going to go? I mean, they’ve probably got life insurance—not that Mum talks to me about it—but… I don’t know. Maybe we could sue? He broke the rules, didn’t he, your stepfather? When he came after you? He killed Dad.’

      Well, she was certainly more in-tune with all this than I was. I didn’t even know what to say because what she’d just rattled off, I hadn’t even thought about any of it. Yes, I reckoned a house was expensive, and the debt they must have on it… I had no idea what would happen now. At all.

      I was woefully ignorant. I’d never had to worry about this. Mum had always earned good money, and even if she hadn’t, Grandma came from money so it wasn’t like our family would ever be poor.

      ‘Have you ever experienced anyone dying before? Someone close to you?’

      ‘No.’ No one in my family. ‘Yes.’ My thoughts went back three years, to Mal and the friendship I’d thought we’d started to build. Only he’d thrown himself in front of a car. After shoving me out of the way so I couldn’t stop him. That had landed me in hospital for over a month.

      Mal had been even more of a mess than me. Maybe it was better for him now, not to live with all the horrible things he’d experienced. As far as I knew, he hadn’t actually had anyone of his own. Not like I, who’d had Mum and now Damian.

      ‘How’d they die?’

      Should I tell her? It might not be good, all things considered, but I couldn’t lie either.

      ‘He jumped in front of an oncoming car.’ Ray hadn’t jumped though, he’d been the victim of a car-crash through no fault of his own.

      ‘Oh.’

      Heavy silence.

      ‘He was like me. Borderline. Emotionally unstable. Except his past was even worse than mine. I didn’t think that was possible, but in group therapy… well, you hear a lot of stories. A lot of shit. A lot of messed-up things.’

      Matilda closed her eyes.

      I caught sight of tears squeezing their way underneath her lids to trickle down her cheek.

      ‘I get suicide. Some say it’s selfish to do that, but I don’t know—If you really, really don’t want to live, then suicide is better, isn’t it? But Dad… he wanted to live. He had lots of things to live for. That he was taken from us like this—that I don’t get. It’s not fair.’

      ‘No. It isn’t.’ Seeing her crying made it all the more difficult to hold back my own tears. Holding back was not one of my strengths. Usually it all came tumbling out in a waterfall of tears and tantrums and neediness and desperation and impulsivity.

      She cried silently, the only sign of it was the tears and her trembling. I didn’t know what to do, if there was anything I could do to make her feel better, so I simply sat there with my hands in my lap. The blood still trickled, my joggers absorbing it as it fell.

      This was us: bonding on the kitchen floor. Bleeding, crying, grieving.

      And tomorrow… or today, depending on how one looked at it… was going to be even worse.
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            Nothing Will Ever Be the Same

          

        

      

    

    
      Josh

      I woke to an empty bed. The other side was cold, so Damian must’ve already been up a while. I sat up and rubbed my eyes, wondering what time it was. I’d been up so late. I hoped I hadn’t overslept.

      No… Damian would’ve woken me if that was the case.

      Then again, light was filtering through the window, bathing the room in bright light.

      I threw my feet off the edge of the bed. My joggers were discarded on the floor and I sighed as I saw the blood stains. Damian must’ve seen them too, they stood out bright against the grey.

      My bag lay at the foot of the bed, and I bent over to fish a new pair out of it. When I saw my suit, I sighed, because I’d forgotten to hang it up. Now it was probably  wrinkled.

      Once I’d hung it up, I finally ventured upstairs.

      What awaited me now?

      Silence, was what. Damian was at the table, elbows on the wood, and head in his hands. Breakfast stood untouched in front of him.

      ‘Morning.’ I couldn’t get myself to say good morning because it sure wasn’t. This would be a very hard day.

      Damian didn’t answer.

      I went to his side, bent to kiss his temple, and then positioned myself behind him to rub at his tense shoulders.

      I can be a good boyfriend.

      I can do this. Be of support.

      Pep-talks never helped me. Perhaps this would be the first.

      ‘Anyone else up?’

      ‘Chloe’s in the living room. Matilda made breakfast and retreated to her room. Claire… I don’t know.’

      ‘What about Matt?’ I still hadn’t seen or heard him. Nor had I seen or heard Storm. Was she still locked up in Matt’s room too?

      Damian only shook his head.

      I retreated to the kitchen counter to make breakfast for both myself and for Matt. If he wouldn’t come down, I’d bring it up. Damian had done that for me many times when I’d been too depressed to get out of bed.

      A tentative knock on Matt’s door turned up no answer.

      ‘Matt?’ I knocked again, but when he still didn’t answer, I tried the knob. The door swung open.

      Matt was lying stretched out on his bed, staring at the ceiling. Storm’s little, fluffy body was curled up against his waist.

      ‘I made you breakfast.’ I held the plate and glass of milk out, both to show him and hoping he’d take it.

      He didn’t.

      I put it on his nightstand.

      Matt didn’t so much as move a muscle.

      I looked down at him. Just started college, still underage, and having lost his dad. I knew I’d feel pretty helpless if I ever lost Mum, but I couldn’t even begin to fathom how he must feel right now.

      I felt completely out of my depth.

      Was this how Mum had felt back when she’d found out about the abuse? About what her husband was capable of? Back when I’d been so depressed and self-destructive and suicidal I hadn’t known what was up and what was down? It was awful not knowing what to do. Not knowing what would be an appreciated gesture and what would not be.

      ‘I’m here if you want to talk.’ Talking had helped me. It still did. I still went to therapy.

      There was no answer from Matt. No acknowledgement.

      ‘Please eat.’ I glanced at the food. Glanced back at him. I doubted he would, but at least I’d tried. That was all I could do.

      I turned and left the room, Storm now following in my footsteps, yawning wide. She likely needed to go outside and do her business.

      I felt rather helpless.

      

      There was a deep, rectangular hole in the ground. That’s where the coffin would go.

      Actually seeing it lowered, put into a dark hole, and knowing that it would soon be filled up by dirt again… it was not a good feeling.

      Everyone would die in the end. Some would end up in a coffin, like Ray. Others would be cremated. Everyone would end up like this, one way or another. Everyone would die sometime. Even if they’d end up in the ground or cremated, everyone would die. It was a fact of life.

      I’d tried my best to die a few times, but I’d always failed at it. Now, staring down at the hole in the ground, I was glad I’d failed.

      What if it had been me lying dead in a coffin, being dropped into a hole and then covered with dirt? Maggots would start eating through, everything would rot eventually, until only bones were left…

      I turned my back on the sight, horrified at my own thoughts.

      This is about them. It’s not about me.

      Everything wasn’t about me—today nothing was about me.

      Damian was standing still at my side, staring at what was going on. All stone-faced. He and Mum could join a club with that, win a bloody championship.

      Speaking of Mum, she was to the side of me. She stood behind Matilda and Matt.

      Chloe was at their other side with her boyfriend. When I’d first met her, she’d had a girlfriend. I’d thought she was gay, but such had not been the case after all.

      Maybe this was me, black-and-white thinking again. There was either straight or gay, no bi in-between.

      Ridiculous.

      My thinking pattern, that was.

      I was ridiculous.

      Claire stood at Damian’s other side with a handkerchief pressed to her face. Her thin shoulders shook.

      Mum reached out to squeeze my arm. I tried for a smile but didn’t manage it. When her hand fell away I slowly turned back around. I stepped closer to Damian, slipping my hand around his, squeezing.

      He squeezed back, but his full focus was on the grave in front of us.

      Matilda was crying at my side, big sunglasses unable to hide the torrent of tears.

      Matt… still no emotion.

      Chloe was also crying, leaning against the boyfriend.

      Everyone grieved in their own way.

      There were friends of Ray and Claire here—they had a lot of them, though none I’d ever met.

      My family were here; all the way from Bristol to come see me in hospital. They’d all met Ray, they all knew how important he and Damian were to me. They were here for support.

      Grandma stood at Mum’s side.

      Harriet stood on the other, also there for support. Even though she was my mum’s girlfriend, she was mostly there for Damian. He’d worked for her for so many years—they were as close as Damian could ever get to anyone who wasn’t me or Silver.

      He and Kian were here too.

      It crawled on. I didn’t hear what anyone was saying, it was like I’d checked out completely. Except this wasn’t what my dissociative episodes were like at all—because I still saw and took notice, it was just it all seemed to have been put on mute.

      We were back at the house once it was over.

      Claire was now the one who was stone-faced.

      Chloe was crying on her boyfriend’s shoulder.

      Matilda sat miserable at the kitchen table, hands wrapped around a mug filled with tea.

      Damian was sitting opposite her, also stone-faced.

      Matt had disappeared to his room. He hadn’t brought the dog this time though, because she currently weaved around my legs.

      And me?

      I moved on auto-pilot. Or stumbled around on auto-pilot.

      I couldn’t do it anymore. I needed to be alone. I needed to calm down, I needed peace.

      Once I filled Storm’s bowl with kibble, I headed down to the basement. No one stopped me. No one spoke to me. No one so much as looked at me.

      The mattress bounded as I dropped down on it.

      It was soft. Not quite familiar, but it felt good nonetheless. I lay across it, cheek against the duvet I’d been using, feet hanging off the edge. I stared at the wall. It was light, smooth, calming. No disruptions or glaring colours or patterns. All soothing.

      I needed that. I needed something with nothing to focus on. I needed to check out for a bit.

      

      
        
        There was blood everywhere.

        The tub, the toilet, the sink, the floor—all dotted red.

        I lay on my back on the floor, the fluffy rug a nice place to rest on. I stared at the ceiling, but didn’t actually see it. The pain in my arms held me grounded, held me firmly in place inside myself.

        As long as I felt the pain, I couldn’t flit away. I couldn’t leave, I couldn’t give up, I couldn’t die. I was still alive—as long as I felt the pain. I wanted to be alive, I really did, but it was hard. Living was so bloody hard.

        A startled gasp could be heard, but it hardly registered. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was the pain. I focused on that. What else could I do? It kept me alive.

        ‘Josh?’

        Why was someone calling me? Didn’t they realise I was fighting a battle here? A battle I couldn’t lose. I had to win it. They had to let me fight it.

        Someone slapped my face.

        ‘Josh?’

        ‘I’m ringing for an ambulance. He’s lost a lot of blood, mate.’

        I didn’t know what the answer was to that. Did Damian think Silver was right? Had I lost that much blood?

        My face was slapped again.

        ‘Don’t—’

        ‘Josh, come on.’

        I couldn’t come on. It didn’t work like that. He didn’t know what it was like to relive my life in my dreams every night. To wake up in a cold sweat, terrified that my life up till now had been the dream and that when I did wake up, it would be Andrew next to me instead of Damian.

        ‘They’re on their way, D.’

        Another slap to the face.

        ‘Stop!’

        ‘Come on, Josh, stay with me.’

        I didn’t want to stay anywhere. Well, okay, I wanted to stay with him, of course I did, but everything hurt. Not just the outside, but the inside. So much I couldn’t breathe.

        I wanted that to stop. That on the inside.

        But it didn’t. It never did. I was stuck with it.

        Forever.

        

      

      The bed dipped and I blinked myself into the here and now. I turned over on my other side to find Damian’s back sitting in front of me.

      He sighed.

      I put my hand on the small of his back, hoping it would be of some comfort to him.

      ‘Claire doesn’t want to keep the house.’ His voice was low, not quite a whisper, but not far from it. ‘She says she can’t afford it on her own, but I mean—he had life insurance. It shouldn’t be that much of a problem. I think…’ He swallowed heavily. ‘I think she just doesn’t want to live with the memories.’ He propped his elbows on his knees and covered his face with his hands. ‘She wants to sell. And I can’t buy it. I don’t have the money for that.’

      ‘Why would you want to?’ I asked carefully, not quite following.

      ‘Because this is where I grew up. This is where I’ve lived since I was twelve and my mother had her psychotic break and killed everyone.’ He muttered it all into his hands. ‘This has always been safe. Nothing bad has happened to me here. Or—not until now anyway.’

      I pushed myself up so I sat next to him, putting a hand on his shoulder.

      ‘I could quit school, get a loan, maybe… except I won’t get a job that pays well enough to get a bloody loan.’

      ‘No, Damian. No.’ He wanted to become a surgeon—he’d always known that. I wasn’t going to let him quit now, when he was three years in, just started his fourth, and still so sure of his path. ‘Being a surgeon is your dream. It’s what you’ve wanted for so long.’

      He started shaking his head before I finished talking.

      ‘It’s not. I don’t want to be a surgeon. I don’t want to be a bloody doctor. I don’t want to.’ He drew in a shaky breath.

      What?

      Where was this coming from?

      ‘You don’t mean that.’ He’d never expressed any doubt about his education to me before.

      ‘I do!’ He turned his head abruptly to stare at me, eyes red. ‘I hate it. The rotations, dealing with people day in and day out. I’m good at one thing only and that’s the books. The theoretical part. I’m brilliant at that. But everything else—I’m not.’

      He buried his face in his hands again.

      ‘We’ve got rotations on Child and Family Health, and Women’s and Men’s Health, and—just, I don’t bloody want to watch a vagina squeeze out a kid. I don’t want to do that. I don’t want to do any of it. The only thing this year I’m looking forward to is a rotation in adult psychiatry, and that’s just because maybe that can be of help to you.’

      This was a lot to take in.

      ‘But once you get through this, you can start doing what you want to do,’ I pointed out.

      ‘No, I won’t. If I manage to finish this year—with me being gone for almost an entire week—I still have a year left. And then there’s two years of foundation training where you’re at the bottom. You have to do all the shit jobs. First when you’re done with that can you start specialising—and that will take years.’

      ‘Yeah, but—’

      ‘I don’t want to study medicine, I don’t want to be a doctor, I don’t want to be a surgeon.’ He was shaking his head now. ‘I made a mistake. It’s not for me.’

      I hooked my arms around his shoulder and clung tight.

      ‘Then quit.’ I wasn’t going to talk him into continuing if he didn’t want to. If it made him miserable… ‘You’re young. You can start over with something else.’

      ‘But I don’t know what.’

      Now he sounded like me.

      I didn’t know what to do with my life either. Maybe I’d influenced him somehow—but no.

      This isn’t about me.

      Not everything’s about me.

      I need to remember that.

      ‘You’ll figure it out.’ I moved my head so my chin rested on his shoulder. ‘We’ll figure it out. I’ll help you.’

      He didn’t say anything, just sniffled.

      ‘How long have you held this inside?’ He must’ve kept it to himself for a while, since he sounded so sure. So sure he didn’t want to continue.

      ‘Too long,’ he admitted in a low voice. ‘I told your mum last time you were in hospital.’

      ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

      ‘Because you weren’t awake, Josh.’ That came out harshly—but he patted my forearm with one hand so I managed not to take his tone too close to heart. ‘And when you woke up… You had enough on your mind. I didn’t want to put this on you.’

      It made sense. I didn’t like it… but it was what it was. I wasn’t good at dealing with lots of different things, after all.

      ‘So, anyway… Claire doesn’t want to stay here. I can’t afford the house, and even if I could, what would we do with a big house like this?’

      Something cold slithered down my back.

      Of course I’d have to live here too if he did. But I didn’t want to stay here either. I didn’t want to even be near the house if I had a choice. Not after Andrew had been here, after he’d hurt me here, sullied the place I’d always felt so good coming to.

      Just the thought of staying here any longer brought more chills down my spine.

      Back when I was fifteen and Andrew was arrested, Mum had moved us out of the house we’d lived in my entire life and into a flat by the time I was out of hospital.

      I’d never been more grateful for anything in my life. Going back to the house I only had terrible memories of… I couldn’t have taken that in the fragile state I’d been in then.

      Claire, Matilda and Matt had good memories from this house though. Except not anymore.

      Especially not Matt, who’d been the one who found me.

      What must it have been like for him? What must he have thought and felt?

      ‘Would it be so bad if she sold the house though?’ I tried hesitantly.

      Should I be truthful? I’d been living by that rule ever since I told Mum about Andrew.

      ‘I don’t want to stay here either. I’ve got good memories, sure, but the last ones are not, and I just… I don’t want to stay.’

      He turned around slowly, gaze meeting mine, searching.

      ‘They’ve got a lot more good memories from here than you do. Matilda and Matthew grew up here. So did I.’ He turned away, sighing. His hands clasped together. ‘But it’s not the same anymore. Not without Ray. They had no plan for what they’d do if—if either of them—’ He couldn’t finish the sentence, but I got it. ‘Who thinks of something like this ever happening? You don’t go around making plans for what happens if your husband dies—’ He stopped himself, took a deep breath. ‘How were any of us supposed to be ready for this?’

      ‘You weren’t.’ I sat up and leant in close, resting against him. ‘No one can ever be prepared for something like this.’ I’d been expecting it—not Ray dying, not ever that, but I’d been expecting Andrew—and I wasn’t even prepared for it.

      Not even after ten years of abuse. Never prepared, never ready to deal with it, never ready to fight it.

      ‘I didn’t fight back,’ I whispered. ‘He overpowered me easily. I’m terrified of him. I’m not a kid anymore, but I am terrified. I didn’t fight back.’

      His arm slid around me, pulling me in tighter.

      ‘Fear does that. It makes you freeze.’

      ‘It’s pathetic. I’m twenty-one years old… I haven’t got a lot going for me, but I should be able to fight back.’

      ‘He tormented you for a decade. As far back as you can remember, he’s been hurting you. Of course you’re terrified of him. He used a little, defenceless kid. What you felt then… it’s not going to go away in a blink of an eye.’ He squeezed me tight, cheek resting against the top of my head. ‘He’s never coming near you again. He’s going away for a long time now, and when he does get out—if he decides to settle here in London again, then we’ll move.’

      My heart started beating faster.

      ‘Yeah?’ It was years ahead. I might be doing better then, whenever it happened, but that he put the possibility out there… it meant a lot.

      ‘Yeah. We’ll move as far away as we can get.’

      My nose rubbed against the side of his neck.

      ‘I love you so much.’

      ‘You too.’ Silence, then he drew a deep breath. ‘I never got to tell Ray how much he means to me. How much I appreciated all he’s done for me. I don’t think I ever, not even once, told him I love him.’

      He wasn’t big with words, Damian. Not to anyone but me. I’d always required him speaking his feelings. Reassurance. Neediness, was what it was.

      ‘He knew.’ Ray wasn’t—hadn’t been—like me, doubting everything once there were no reassurance to be had. ‘Parent, or parental figures, they just know things like that. Trust me, Damian, he knew.’

      We hugged for a long time, no words spoken, just the two of us breathing in sync.

      ‘Do you think they’ll be all right?’ he asked eventually.

      I thought about it seriously. ‘I hope so. Claire… it’s hard to say. Matilda will be, I’m sure. Matt… I don’t know.’

      Matt.

      I wished it had been anyone but him who’d found me. Who’d come home to find the scene of the crash, to see the place his dad had died.

      No wonder he was locked up in his room, usually with his dog. No wonder he didn’t eat, didn’t cry, didn’t speak. He must be in shock.

      ‘I think maybe therapy would be good for him.’ It had helped me, in any case, and Matt might be more like me than anyone realised.

      He gave a brief nod.

      ‘Yeah. If he’s willing. It’s not like forcing him into it would make anything better though.’

      That was true.

      I had been willing. Mum had gotten me into therapy right away—after I got out of hospital. There, therapy had been part of the deal, anyway. She had made sure, however, that I would continue once I was out.

      I’d been lucky. I’d met Vincent. I hadn’t stopped going to therapy since. Not one-on-one with Vincent anyway. I’d dropped out of group therapy after Mal killed himself.

      ‘I hope he’s willing.’ I really did.

      Matt did need help—and I couldn’t give it to him, no matter how much I knew what it was like to be traumatised. How much I knew cutting helped, though the scars it left would never go away. That they would be a symbol of shame, yet also a symbol of what I’d lived through.

      I hoped Matt wouldn’t inflict the kind of harm on himself that I’d done. I hoped whatever he’d dealt with before, coupled with recent events, wouldn’t leave him as broken as I was.

      I didn’t want anyone to experience the way I was.
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      Josh

      The kitchen table was decked out for all of us. And all of us were there, except I just—I couldn’t.

      ‘No.’ That table. The corner of it, my head, blood. I’d been in a coma for four days because Andrew had hit my head against it.

      ‘Josh.’ Damian’s arm clamped tight around my shoulders. ‘It’s okay.’

      The doorbell rang shrilly.

      Everyone seemed to stop, to freeze for a second as the surprise washed over us. Matilda got up to answer the door, once it was clear no one else was moving anytime soon.

      My gaze was already back on the table. On the corner. The corner that had left a hole in my head.

      ‘Josh.’ Matilda came back. ‘It’s your mum.’

      I glanced over at her briefly, but the table drew my attention like a magnet. It was impossible to resist.

      ‘You need to come with me, Joshua.’

      Damian’s arm tightened a bit more around my shoulders.

      ‘Where are you going?’

      That’s what I wonder too.

      Except my voice didn’t work.

      ‘To the police station.’

      ‘No!’ I jerked out of Damian’s half-hug. ‘No, I can’t face him. Never again! No!’ I shook my head wildly.

      Mum glanced towards the table.

      ‘You’re not going to, Joshua. You’re not. You just have to tell the police what happened. It’ll help.’

      Tell the police?

      He killed Ray.

      He nearly killed you.

      Coma for four days…

      My stomach sunk heavily.

      ‘He has to go to court again, hasn’t he?’

      I could see Claire tense up at the table. Matt had sunk so far down his chair it was a wonder he hadn’t slid down on the floor. Only Chloe and Matilda were paying rapt attention to Mum.

      She nodded.

      ‘Yes. He committed a new crime. If—when—found guilty, the new sentence will be added to the old one.’

      I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to see any of them. I didn’t want them to see me.

      ‘Joshua, please. Come on. Don’t make this harder on everyone.’

      I opened my eyes again to see Mum gazing at Claire. Claire was now the one with her eyes closed.

      ‘Okay.’ I didn’t want to argue, not here in front of all of them.

      They’d lost Ray. There was no doubt Andrew would get a new sentence—but seeing me fall apart because of a little chat with the police, of knowing I’d have to witness again in the future… that was not something I wanted them to see.

      Damian squeezed my shoulder.

      ‘You want me to come with?’

      I shook my head.

      ‘No, that’s okay. You should stay here.’ I desperately wanted him to come. But I needed to not be so selfish. I needed to be able to do something by myself.

      I trudged after Mum outside.

      ‘They’ve wanted to talk to you ever since you woke up in the hospital, but I put them off.’ She got in the driver’s seat.

      I slid into the passenger seat.

      ‘I don’t want to stand in that witness box again.’

      ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to.’ She started the car and backed slowly out of the driveway. The same way Andrew must’ve done when he’d hurried to get away from his crime scene—only he’d gone a lot faster. And he’d crashed right into Ray. ‘You do want to put him away, don’t you?’

      ‘Yes. Of course.’ But I didn’t want to see him. Didn’t want to see those cold eyes with no remorse.

      He wasn’t just this evil person I’d made him out to be in my mind—he truly was evil. There was nothing at all redemptive about him. Not a single thing. No matter what he’d experienced in his life, no matter what left him the monster he was, I felt no compassion. None at all.

      ‘Why can’t he just die?’

      Mum’s fingers tightened on the steering wheel.

      ‘Because the world’s unfair.’

      ‘He got away with no injuries?’

      ‘Just some whiplash, as far as I could gather.’

      Figures.

      ‘You’ll get through this too, Joshua.’ She reached over to pat my hand tentatively. ‘You’ve got through so much already. This’ll be nothing. Besides, you know legal procedures don’t exactly come around quickly, so it’ll be a while until another court case.’

      Yes, I had got through a lot. But I was a right mess too.

      Still alive though.

      That’s something.

      ‘I don’t want to do this.’

      ‘I know.’ She sighed. ‘I don’t want to make you do this. But you have to. They need to hear what happened from you.’

      Yeah.

      I knew I had to. I knew it would help.

      Maybe he’d get another year or two for what he did to me along with what he’d get for killing Ray. That would definitely be more than he ever got for abusing me.

      That still didn’t mean I wanted to do this.

      

      I went home afterwards.

      I was exhausted and going back to face Ray and Claire’s house was not something I was up to.

      ‘Hey.’ Silver was home when I got there. He was sprawled over the smaller sofa, surfing through channels on the TV.

      ‘Hi.’ I sank down on the other sofa.

      He eyed me.

      ‘How are you feeling?’

      I shrugged.

      ‘I’m going to stay here tonight.’ I wanted to go be with Damian, but… I couldn’t face that house. I couldn’t face all of them. ‘I think it’ll be best if he gets some alone-time with them. That he doesn’t have to worry about me.’

      ‘Have you let him know? Or else I’ll promise you, he’ll be worried.’

      ‘Yeah, I sent him a text earlier.’ After I got out of the police station and told Mum to drive me home.

      She hadn’t come up with me because I’d insisted she go home. There’d been lights in the flat, which meant someone was home already, so she’d relented a lot easier than she normally would’ve. I wasn’t about to do anything while Silver and Kian were around, anyway.

      ‘Good.’ He nodded, then turned back to the telly where he switched channels again. ‘There’s nothing on. Tell you what, how about we rent a film and order in? Have a nice, quiet evening in front of the telly?’

      A smile spread on my lips. It was small, but a smile nonetheless.

      ‘That sounds great.’ Just what I needed. Get my mind off everything.

      The door rattled, opened, and then Kian came spilling inside.

      ‘Hi!’ He smiled once he spotted Silver, then again as he saw me. ‘Josh! What a surprise.’

      ‘We’re ordering in. Watching a film.’ Silver tilted his head back to get a more proper look at Kian. ‘It’s just the three of us and we’re going to have a nice, quiet evening.’

      ‘Now that I like the sound of.’ Kian strode over and bent to press a light kiss to Silver’s lips.

      They had such a different relationship than Damian and I had. Every time I saw them interact, I couldn’t help but think about it.

      They were so loving, so intimate… it was always what I’d wished for, but once I met Damian—being like that wasn’t something he was comfortable with. Constantly touching, kissing, sex… it was not for him. And I liked what we had. I was happy.

      Well, as happy as I could be.

      My phone vibrated.

      I pulled it up from my pocket.

      Damian had answered my text.

      
        
        Damian: OK. You all right?

        

      

      I wasn’t surprised he worried.

      
        
        Me: Yeah, I’m fine. S, K, and I are ordering in and watching a film.

        

      

      I waited anxiously for his answer. It popped in not long after.

      
        
        Damian: Have fun! See you tomorrow.

        

      

      My fingers tapped on the screen without thought, writing ‘you too’. Then I stopped myself. I couldn’t encourage him to have fun. Nothing was fun for him right now. Definitely not staying over in that house, without his uncle. Knowing Ray was dead.

      Instead I wrote something else.

      
        
        Me: I love you.

        

        Damian: Love you too.

        

      

      With nothing more to say, I hesitantly put my phone at my side, screen facing down. I chewed my lip, worried.

      ‘I have no idea what’s going to happen now,’ I murmured, without thought.

      ‘No one knows what’s going to happen in the future.’ Kian clapped my shoulder on his way past. ‘What happens, happens. No need to worry about it before you have to. I’m taking a shower.’

      Silver caught my gaze.

      ‘I know things suck right now. And it feels like they aren’t going to get any better. But they will. Eventually. A bit better, anyway.’

      First then did I remember that Silver had lost someone. His boyfriend and two best friends. In a car crash—where he’d been the driver. He’d been the only survivor.

      Even Kian, no matter his cheerful attitude most of the time, had baggage. He had a mum who had neglected him his entire childhood. Who’d kept his dad, who wanted to be a part of his life, away.

      Everyone had baggage—and most people lived through it. For most people, it got better.

      It would for me too. For us. Hopefully.

      Damian’s lost so many people already.

      He’s not going to lose me.

      I’ll make sure of that.

      Easy enough to promise, not that easy to do. But I’d do my best. I’d take my meds, go to therapy, maybe even start back up with group, if Vincent felt it would help. Anything not to spiral back down and do something impulsive again.

      Damian didn’t deserve more heartbreak. He had enough already. His whole family was dead now… his only actual blood relatives left were Matilda and Matt. And Matt… Who knew what went on with him? What would happen to him.

      ‘Hey.’ Silver’s hand clamped onto my knee. He’d bent forward and was now staring intensely at me. ‘Let it go for one night, okay? Let’s enjoy our evening. You’re allowed to, you know, to enjoy yourself. So, whatever’s bothering you, put it away for a few hours. For the whole night, preferably.’ He smiled slightly, but it wasn’t a happy smile.

      The one I returned wasn’t happy either. But at least it was a smile. At least I was capable of it.

      It was something.

      

      Screaming met me when I entered the house.

      ‘We can’t move!’ That was Matilda and she was crying.

      ‘We have to!’ Claire sounded upset too, but at least she wasn’t sobbing along with the yelling.

      ‘This is our home. We can’t just up and move right away—’

      ‘I can’t stay, Mathilda! Don’t you get that? He died here!’

      ‘I know he died here! I live here too and I know!’

      I wasn’t sure what to do. This wasn’t my fight. I could leave again… but I’d just arrived and it would take forever to go back into the city and home. I could sneak down to the basement, maybe, and hope they didn’t hear me.

      ‘But we need time, Mum—time to pack, to find another place to live, time to—to process—’

      ‘I can’t stay here! This is where he was killed. Right out there! And I just—I can’t!’ And now Claire broke down too.

      I shuffled awkwardly over to the basement door.

      ‘Where the hell are we supposed to go?’ Matilda asked, still sobbing, almost breathless.

      ‘I don’t know,’ Claire whispered brokenly. ‘I don’t know. Everywhere but here.’

      Only another sob answered her and then Matilda came running through the living room door—right into me.

      I steadied her with hands on her shoulders.

      She peered up at me, eyes swimming in tears and her cheeks wet with them. Then she tore away and brushed past me, running up the stairs. I heard her bedroom door slam… and then silence.

      ‘Josh.’

      I jumped at Claire’s voice.

      ‘I’m sorry.’ It slipped out automatically.

      She frowned. Her eyes swam with tears too, and though they weren’t actively running down her cheeks, I could tell they had been.

      ‘You have nothing to be sorry for.’ She wrapped her arms around herself, sniffling.

      ‘Where’s Damian?’ It was weird he hadn’t been there to calm the situation.

      ‘He’s at school.’

      My eyes widened in surprise.

      ‘He went to school?’ He hadn’t told me that.

      Claire nodded jerkily.

      ‘They approved his absence for extenuating circumstances, but he said he couldn’t be away more than a week. So this morning… he went.’

      Claire hadn’t been at work since Ray died, and Matilda and Matt hadn’t been to college. Everyone else had gone back to their lives, but nothing else was to be expected.  No one else could take time off for this… though my family had taken a few days to come up here. First to visit me in the hospital, and then to stay for the funeral.

      They were all gone now though. Gone back home.

      ‘I can ask Mum if you can stay with her and Harriet,’ I offered then. ‘My old room’s a guest room now. Someone have to sleep on the sofa, though. And there’s always our sofa.’

      Claire pressed her hand to her mouth. Then she nodded.

      ‘I would really appreciate it if you could do that.’

      ‘I’ll ring her when she’s finished work.’

      Claire glanced around.

      ‘I have to get away from this house.’

      ‘I understand,’ I whispered because I did. I didn’t want to stay here either. ‘The good memories… there might be more of them, but we remember the bad ones better anyway.’

      Claire nodded again.

      ‘Exactly. The sooner I can get away from here, the better.’

      ‘I’ll ring Mum soon. Promise.’

      She turned back into the living room then and I trudged down to Damian’s room in the basement.

      I’d expected him to be here.

      That’s what I get for not texting first, I guess.

      Now what was I supposed to do for the next few hours?

      I hadn’t had a good night’s sleep, so resting my eyes for a bit felt like it was in order.

      Next thing I knew, a hand stroked my cheek, coaxing me awake.

      ‘Damian.’ I smiled sleepily up at him.

      ‘You been sleeping since you got here?’

      ‘Mmm, yeah.’ I stretched, slowly coming back to awareness. ‘I didn’t know you were going to school today.’

      ‘I didn’t either until this morning. Just figured I should. I didn’t have anything better to do.’

      ‘Have you made a decision on what to do?’ I rubbed his forearm gently.

      He shook his head.

      ‘I don’t now. It’s my fourth year… Should probably just finish the degree and take it from there.’

      It hadn’t sounded like he wanted to do that at all—but maybe the grief had been talking.

      ‘I shouldn’t make any decisions right now. Not big ones like that.’ He stroked my cheek again. ‘I might regret it later. If not… then I can just quit then.’

      ‘Wise choice.’

      He shouldn’t make decisions while he was grieving.

      At the same time, he’d sounded absolutely miserable when he told me about all this… I’d support him no matter what he decided.

      ‘I have to talk to Mum.’ I pushed up on my elbows and fished my phone out of my pocket.

      ‘What for?’ He eyed me wryly.

      ‘Claire doesn’t want to stay here. She had a row with Matilda earlier. They were screaming and crying.’ It still made me uncomfortable. ‘But she can’t stay here. So I said I’d talk to Mum, maybe they could stay with her for a while.’

      He frowned, but nodded.

      ‘Yeah, I know. She told me last night she didn’t want to stay another night in this house. I don’t get it; it’s her home. Has been for years. How can she just leave it?’

      ‘Because it reminds her of Ray and it hurts.’

      He stared at me now.

      ‘Yeah…’ He sighed. ‘If it’d been you—then yeah, I guess I wouldn’t want to stay here either.’

      Something twisted painfully in my chest. It could’ve easily been me. If Andrew had bashed my head against the table a little harder…

      I wrapped my arms around Damian’s neck and pressed up close to him.

      It wasn’t me, but I wished that it had been.

      I couldn’t say that. I was going to be strong now, I wasn’t going to do anything that jeopardised my life. I was going to be here for him.

      He’d already lost everyone.

      He couldn’t lose more people.

      It was going to be hard for me, with my unstable emotions and self-destructive impulsivity… but I was willing to do whatever it took. As long as I got to be with him, all would be well. Especially now that Andrew was back in prison and staying there for a good, long time.

      With Andrew back behind bars, everything somehow seemed a little easier to deal with on my end. Even with Ray’s death, even with all the chaos Andrew had landed us all in.

      ‘We’ll get through this,’ I whispered against his shoulder, squeezing him tight. ‘We will.’

      He grabbed my forearms and held on, eyes squeezing shut.

      ‘I bloody well hope so.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The house was empty. Floors and walls were bare, the windows devoid of curtains and flowers; everything that had made it a home. The contents had been sold or thrown away or put in storage for when they got their own place to live, like most of the furniture from both Matilda and Matt’s rooms, as well as pictures and knick-knacks of sentimental value.

      Claire hadn’t wanted to keep much of the bigger stuff from every other room in the house. It was too painful for her. Like their bed. She couldn’t bring herself to throw it or sell it, so she’d put it in storage, but she planned on buying a new one for when she moved.

      I could totally understand.

      Damian walked from room to room. He left the basement for last.

      I followed him down without a word. He hadn’t spoken since we entered the house, and I didn’t want to break the silence.

      Once inside his old room, he stopped. Right in the middle of it. He looked around, eyes filling with tears. I could see he tried to stop them, but he was unsuccessful. They spilled over, running down his cheeks.

      ‘They had two kids to take care of,’ he whispered in a broken voice. ‘Yet they came to the hospital the second they were notified. They took me home—and I stayed there until Silver and I moved into the flat. They didn’t even hesitate.’

      He wiped furiously at the tears.

      ‘I came here from an abusive childhood, to people who wanted me, who were normal. I’d never known that before. No more fits of anger, of being slapped around, of emotional abuse. I was safe here. They made it safe. For the first time… Only good things happened to me after they took me in, and now Ray’s not here anymore to see what good they both did for me.’

      I walked up behind him and wrapped my arms around his waist, leaning against his back, resting my cheek against the top of his spine.

      ‘He knew. He knew how much you loved him and he knew what he’d done for you, how much you appreciated it. He knew you were going to be okay, that you were okay.’

      ‘They worried about me, you know. Until you came along.’

      They’d worried Damian would forever be alone. He’d had no interest in anyone—except me. Here I was, three years on, and we were still together. We were tight, strong.

      ‘My family’s gone. Ray is gone. Now the house is gone too. It’s too bloody much.’ He drew in a shaky breath and that simple motion seemed to tip the full glass over.

      He turned abruptly, a sob escaping him as he wrapped his arms around my shoulders and cried into my neck.

      I stood steady, held him tight, and let him lose it. He needed to get all the feelings he kept bottled up inside out.

      ‘I don’t know what I’d do without you.’ His voice was hoarse, broken, wounded.

      ‘Me neither.’ I clung to him, needing his strength as much as he needed mine. ‘What was it Silver said back when me met? “Maybe two scarred souls can make each other whole”. I think he was right. We do make each other whole. Or as whole as we can be, anyway.’

      He didn’t reply, only continued to cry, but I knew he’d heard me because he held me tighter.

      ‘Do you think she’s acted too quickly? Moved everything out of here too soon? If you can’t handle it—’

      He drew back and wiped at his eyes.

      ‘It’s fine. I’m fine. I can handle it.’ He looked around at the empty, hollow room again. ‘This was always my room. Even when I moved out, they left it exactly as it’d been when I still lived here.’

      ‘They love you so much.’

      Loved, in Ray’s case.

      I ran my hand over his face.

      His gaze settled on me, who in turn was studying him closely. He looked a right mess, all cried-out, eyes red and sore. He’d seen me like that so often—crying wasn’t something foreign to me, I did it all the time—but I could count on one hand how many times I’d seen him like this.

      He cupped my cheek fondly.

      ‘I love you. I try to tell you often, but I don’t think I’m very good at it.’

      I smiled widely.

      ‘I love you too.’ My fingers wrapped loosely around his wrist. ‘And you are. Good at it, I mean. You’re amazing.’

      No one else would be able to keep up with me and my mood swings. His patience… it was legendary.

      ‘Are you ready to go? If you’re not, we can stay a little longer.’ Now that the kitchen table was gone, it was easier for me to be in the house too. The veranda door was still there, obviously, but… it was the kitchen table he’d used to try and kill me. It was that that left me in a total panic.

      It was gone now. Thrown away. Definitely not put into storage.

      He looked around again, sniffling a little. Then he nodded, lips thinning into a line for a brief second.

      ‘Yeah.’ He entwined his fingers with min. ‘I’m ready.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            What now?

          

          Want to read about other characters?

        

      

    

    
      If you want to follow Matt two years after this book, he has his own serial: Lost Souls. Josh and Damian shows up in both of his books, so you get a look into their relationship further down the road.

      If you haven’t read any other book in this series besides Josh and Damian’s serial, there’s also more: Kian and Silver gets their story told in Inked Souls, we get to read Chad and his two men’s story in Broken Souls, and Tyler has a short story that doesn’t end happily, A Shattered Soul.

      Then there’s Bruised Souls, set after Matt’s duopoly, telling the story of Kasey, Kian’s younger brother.

      If you want to read WIPs and short stories that aren’t released yet, you can find these on my Patreon. They usually remain there until I have enough stories to fill a book.
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