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    True love stories never have endings… 
 
    There are no end credits that role by, or forever afters that leave it just as that, unexplained. No, true love stories repeat themselves over and over again. True love stories are about loving, hurting, fighting, separating, meeting anew, and loving again; over and over and over again. 
 
    And some say that even the grave can’t stop a true love story. 
 
    -Richard Bach 
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    Dedication 
 
    
      
 
    
    To everyone who has waited patiently for this book, thank you; and to the few who have waited impatiently, thank you also! 
 
    
    I can’t begin to thank everyone enough for their support and love, and I hope you enjoy this book as much as I enjoyed writing it. 
 
    
      
 
    
    If anyone ever tells you that you can’t do something, or laughs at your dreams, turn around, slam the door in their face, and go and do it anyway! 
 
    
      
 
    
    Sarah and Tarin, thank you so much for proof reading. You've been superstars and I wouldn't have got this far without you. 
 
    
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Prologue 
 
    “Two Macallan, neat please.” Seb has finally managed to get the attention of the woman behind the bar, and she starts to pour our drinks. “So how’s Scott doing?” He turns to ask me. 
 
    “He’s great. He’s finally stepped up and is taking charge with the business a bit more, which means Suze is in a slightly better mood, well some of the time anyway.” He laughs at me and takes our drinks from the blonde bartender, throwing a coy smile in her direction. She blushes softly and walks away. “You’ve not changed at all then I see?” I laugh at him. 
 
    “Hey, if there’s a beautiful woman in front of me, I’m obviously going to have a try. We can’t all be emotionally dead inside like you!” He winks at me as he lifts his glass, and I tap mine against his. 
 
    “It’s so good to see you.” I say once I have taken a sip of my drink. I put my glass on the bar and absentmindedly run my fingers around the rim of the glass. 
 
    “It has been a while hasn’t it, and I’m sorry for that, I really am.” Gone is Seb’s cheeky grin, his face suddenly falls and looks solemn. 
 
    “It’s hardly your fault.” I try to smile at him, but the memories of how we are here come creeping back into my mind. We both sit in silence for a while. 
 
    “I met someone.” I finally say. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “You know?” 
 
    “Of course I know, I know everything. Just because you can’t see me doesn’t mean I’m not around. I have to keep an eye on my big brother to check he isn’t getting himself into any trouble!” He smiles at me. 
 
    “So, what do you think of her?” I ask nervously. 
 
    “She’s amazing, fuck knows how you managed to land someone like her!” He laughs and takes another sip of his whiskey. “Even with all her drama, I reckon she’s totally worth it.” 
 
    “She is. Totally worth it. I thought Mum had completely fucked up my chances of ever trusting any woman, but- I don’t know. She is prefect.” I turn to lift my drink to my lips while I remember every detail of Rachel’s face. Her beautiful smile, her swirling blue eyes. 
 
    “If she is so perfect, then what are you doing here buddy?” Seb’s eyes are staring deep into mine, and I can feel the pain radiating from him. “You can go back, you can fight. I never had this chance. My life was snatched away from me so suddenly, but you can fight this. You have to fight Taddy.” 
 
    I’m suddenly aware that everyone at the bar has disappeared. It’s just Seb and I, and I can’t get a handle on what I’m feeling. I’m back with my brother, I’ve missed him so much, and I’d give anything to spend more time with him. But I can’t leave Rachel, I love her so much, and we have the rest of our lives together. 
 
    “I don’t want to lose you again.” I whisper as tears start to flood my eyes. 
 
    “You haven’t lost me. I’m still there, always, okay, not always, nobody needs to see what you two kinky fuckers get up to in the bedroom!” His laugh trickles through me and brings a smile to my face. “But I’m never going to leave you, I will wait for you until it is actually your time to join me here. And then I can laugh at you, because you will be all old and grey and wrinkly, and I will still be this young beautiful specimen of a man!” We both laugh and he throws his arms around me. I pull him tight into me, and we embrace for a long while. 
 
    He pulls back, grabs my face in his hands and looks straight into me. “You have to go back. Fight Tad, you can do this. Go and live your life, and live mine for me too. Do everything we said we would. Go and be a Dad, to Ami, and to the nephew I won’t get to meet. Tell him about his amazing Uncle Seb, about all the adventures we got up to when we were kids. Love that woman until it hurts, and then love her some more. Live Tad. Live.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter One 
 
    Rachel 
 
   The coffee in the polystyrene cup in front of me is probably stone cold by now. I’ve been waiting in this room for hours. I can’t get the last few hours to stop repeating over and over in my head, the gun, the blood, the police and my Tad. My beautiful Tad laying on the floor, being worked on by four paramedics, before being whisked away in an ambulance. 
 
    “Rachel, I’m sorry to have kept you waiting for so long.” DCI Robins suddenly walks through the door with another police officer and sits at the table in front of me. I lower my head and resume my stare at the table and I hear a click from somewhere in the room. “I’ve just got off the phone with the hospital. Mr. Turner was taken straight in for surgery. They have removed the bullet, but it perforated an intestine, which meant the contents leaked into him. They are cleaning him out, and have started him on high dose antibiotics to try to make sure he doesn’t get an infection. He isn’t out of the woods yet, but they are confident he should be out of surgery and recovering soon.” 
 
    I hear what Robins is saying to me, but his words are met by numbness. I can’t feel anything. I just know I need to get to that hospital. I need to be there for Tad. 
 
    “Can we just do this quickly so I can go to him please?” I say without looking up from the table. 
 
    “Okay. I just want to run through what happened. Peters is in custody waiting to be questioned. Can you just tell me briefly what happened?” 
 
    “I was upstairs and heard a bang. I went down and heard talking from the kitchen, and when I walked into the kitchen I saw Theo, Ted, whatever the hell his name is pointing a gun at Tad. When he saw me, he turned the gun to me, and said something about wanting Tad to lose me like he had lost everything. Then Tad jumped in front of me just as Theo fired the gun. Tad got hit and fell on the floor. I went to try to help him but Theo started screaming at me to stay back, he tried to fire the gun again, but something must have gone wrong. He couldn’t get it to work, so instead he just lunged at me.” The words are tumbling out of my mouth as I remember what happened, but I don’t recognise the voice coming out of me. “He pulled me off of Tad and threw me to the floor, then he started trying to strangle me. I was trying but I couldn’t get him off of me. I thought I was going to die.” My voice stays completely monotone, emotionless. I can’t feel a thing. “Suddenly there was a bang, and Theo collapsed on top of me, then I saw Tad had managed to pull himself up and had hit him on the back of the head with a big pan. But then he collapsed again, that’s when I called the ambulance.” 
 
    “Was Mr. Turner still awake when you called the ambulance?” Robins asks. 
 
    “Barely. He told me to tie up Theo so he couldn’t escape, but then he was drifting in and out of consciousness.” 
 
    “So that’s when you put cable ties around Peters’ ankles and wrists?” I nod, still staring intently at the table in front of me. “And when did he come round?” He asks. 
 
    “Only when the ambulance turned up and there was a load of noise being made.” I recall. 
 
    “Okay. And just to clarify, we are talking about Ted Peters?” 
 
    “Well I knew him as Theo Peters…” I look at Robins for the first time since he walked in the room. The deep black circles under his concerned looking eyes tell me that he must have been up all night dealing with this. 
 
    “It seems that he goes by different names, his birth name is Theodore Peters, which he shortens to Theo Peters when dealing with personal things, but the business name he used was Ted Castle, which is how Mr. Turner knew him. I suppose it would explain why neither yourself nor Mr. Turner realised he was in either of your lives in any way.” 
 
    “He said that he wanted to sleep with me, or make me fall in love with him to steal me away from Tad. He just wanted to hurt him, revenge. Why would he then suddenly decide he wanted me dead instead?” I can’t make sense of it. Making Tad pay by stealing me from him is insane in itself, but it’s not murder. 
 
    “It would seem that his soon to be ex-wife has started a new relationship, quite publicly and it must have tipped him over the edge.” 
 
    We sit in silence for a few minutes while Robins makes some notes in the folder in front of him. 
 
    “We can leave this now Rachel. I know you must be anxious to get to the hospital. If you just take a seat outside, I will have someone take you there now.” He smiles at me and my eyes start to burn. I weakly smile back before following him out of the room and taking a seat. 
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    I think it’s the smell of hospitals that makes me feel so uneasy. They just smell too clean; it’s hard to explain. To me it’s the smell of death covered over with disinfectant. 
 
    Walking along the overly bright corridor, half sprinting to try to keep up with the nurse who was rushing me to Tad’s bedside is all a blur now. She was talking to me the whole way round the hospital, I’m guessing about Tad, and what had happened in his surgery, how he was recovering, that sort of thing. But I couldn’t concentrate on anything. That excessively clean, bleach filled smell was making me feel sick to my stomach. 
 
    Her voice just seemed to get swallowed in the silence of the numerous empty corridors we walked through. The only sound I clearly remember is that of a cry. Cry may be an understatement. It was more a wail. Just a sound of pure pain. I’m not sure if it was from a patient, or loved one, but it sent a shiver down my spine and set my mind into overdrive about what I would find when I got to Tad’s room. 
 
    Now, I am sitting in a cold, bright room, filled with various beeps and alarms, staring at the man I love, laying lifeless. He is attached to a multitude of wires and tubes, and somehow, my big, strong Tad just looks small. It’s breaking me. 
 
    The surgeon who operated on him said that midway through the surgery, there was a complication and they lost him for a moment. They managed to bring him back, and the rest of the surgery went without a hitch. He is still on a massive dose of antibiotics to kill any remaining infection, but he should recover well. 
 
    Now it’s just a waiting game for him to wake up, but every minute that passes seems to last an age. 
 
    “Coffee Rach?” I turn to see Scott holding out a paper cup of coffee he must have got from the machine in the hallway. 
 
    “Oh, thanks Scott.” I take the hot cup from him and return his kind smile. “I didn’t even realise you’d left the room.” 
 
    “You seemed pretty lost in thought, so I thought I’d give you a minute with him. No change I take it?” 
 
    I shake my head as I take a sip of the burning hot, bitter coffee. Instinctively, my whole face screws up in disgust at this foul attempt at coffee. I look over and see Scott pulling a similar face and can’t help but let a small laugh out. 
 
    “This is absolutely not worth the fifty pence I paid for it!” He laughs and I hear a spluttering coming from in front of me. I turn around so fast boiling hot coffee spills all over my legs, I’m aware of the burning sensation creeping over my lap, but I couldn’t care less right now. Tad is moving. His eyes are open! 
 
    “Tad, Tad, babe, can you hear me?” I practically throw my coffee cup on the floor by my feet and stand as close as I can to him. His eyes find mine and seem to focus, as a broad smile lights up his face from behind his oxygen mask. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Two 
 
    Tad 
 
    Nine months later 
 
   As I’m watching Rachel flipping pancakes onto plates for us all to eat for breakfast, I can’t help but grin like a mad man. 
 
    “Ami, breakfast.” Rachel calls to her. She puts a plate of steaming hot pancakes in front of me, covered in fruit and yoghurt. 
 
    “Thank you baby.” I say as I pull her close for a kiss. A year on and I still feel a spark somewhere inside of me every single time I get to kiss this beautiful woman. 
 
    “Eeww!” We hear from behind us. “Do you two have to do that?!” Ami says in mock disgust as she hops into the kitchen. 
 
    “Sorry baby!” Rachel laughs as she goes to get Ami’s breakfast. “Now quickly eat your breakfast or you’re going to be late for school.” 
 
    Ami starts tucking into her breakfast and Rachel sits at the stool next to me with just a cup of coffee. 
 
    “You not eating babe?” I ask as I grab Rachel’s hand. 
 
    “Not feeling great this morning, I’ll pick at something later.” She flicks her hair out of her eyes as she turns to look at me and her beautiful smile just makes my heart skip. 
 
    “What’s up?” I wrap my fingers around hers and resist the urge to throw her down on the breakfast bar. 
 
    “Just didn’t sleep very well, I’m okay.” She assures me as she squeezes my hand. 
 
    “Well, how about we give Mum a break and I take you to school this morning Aims?” 
 
    “Yeah okay.” She says without looking interested at all, until a split second later when she throws her head up, “Can we go on the-” 
 
    “Don’t you even finish that sentence!” Rachel interrupts. 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “There is not a chance in hell I am letting you on a motorbike Ami.” 
 
    Ami rolls her eyes at Rachel and turns to look at me. “Tad, tell her!” She pleads with me. 
 
    “I’m not even allowed on the bike anymore Aims!” I laugh as I stand and ruffle her hair. “Come on, go clean your teeth and I’ll grab your shoes.” 
 
    She sighs as she stands and mutters “spoilsport” under her breath as she walks past Rach. 
 
    “Well I’m sorry if I’d like to not add any extra danger into our already drama filled lives!” Rachel calls after her as she walks out of the kitchen. 
 
    “Yeah yeah…” is all we hear as she starts running up the stairs. I can’t help but laugh at the similarities between the two of them. 
 
    “What?” Rach asks. 
 
    “She is so like you!” 
 
      
 
    “Seatbelt on?” I look over to check Ami is strapped in before I pull out of the driveway. 
 
    “Can I put the radio on?” Ami asks me. 
 
    “Of course you can.” She starts pushing buttons and a song starts playing on the radio that she starts nodding her head along to. After the song comes a news bulletin. 
 
    “And now for today’s news. Kevin Blackford, former police and crime commissioner of Sussex will today be sentenced after a long court case. Blackford stands accused of-” I quickly press a button and change the radio station over to another one. 
 
    Shit, what do I say? 
 
    I look over at Ami who is staring at her hands in her lap. 
 
    “Hey, you ok?” She nods without looking up. I pull up on a road not far from school and shut the engine off. “You know, it’s okay to miss him?” She looks up at me with a confused look on her face. “He is your dad after all. I know he did some pretty evil things, but that doesn’t mean he didn’t love you. Some people are just a little bit muddled up in their heads.” I’m not really sure if I’m making things better or worse, but I can’t let her go off to school without trying to help. 
 
    “I used to miss him, a little bit. But I don’t anymore. He wasn’t really a very good Dad. Mum did everything for me, and now Mum has you and she is happy.” She smiles at me and I see so much of Rachel in her. 
 
    “You know, you have me too right? I know I’m not your Dad, and I won’t ever try to be, but I want you to know I’m always here for you and I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too Tad.” She leans over and gives me a very quick hug before grabbing her bag from her feet and opening the door. I get out of my door and lock the car before we walk towards her school. 
 
    “So, are you looking forward to your trip next week?” She is off to Wales for a week with school. I’m putting money on that being the reason for Rachel not sleeping and feeling rubbish, she’s been so worried about it. She didn’t want to let her go, but Ami really wanted to, and now with Kevin about to be sentenced, and that crackpot Castle safely behind bars, there wasn’t really any reason why she shouldn’t go. 
 
    “I can’t wait!” She answers excitedly. In the distance a group of kids start waving in our direction. 
 
    “Go on, you go in and I’ll wait until the bell has gone.” 
 
    “Thanks Tad, see you later.” She runs off towards her friends and they all stand in the playground talking enthusiastically.  
 
    At least this keeps me away from the playground Mums, I think as I lean up against the fence while I wait for Ami to go into school. From the corner of my eye I can see a group of Mums all turning to look at me from the other side of the fence. I try to hide my eye roll as I notice them all suddenly needing to exit the playground. 
 
    I grab my phone from my pocket and text Rachel. 
 
    Be home soon baby. Love you x 
 
    Before I’ve even put my phone away I’m surrounded, on all sides. 
 
    “Hi, you’re Ami’s stepdad aren’t you?” One of them says. 
 
    “Uh yes, I guess so. Nice to meet you.” I try not to make eye contact because I really don’t want to get stuck into conversation with these women. I wouldn’t mind if they had anything real to talk about, or even just wanted to make polite chit chat to the parent, well step parent, of one of their child’s classmates. But they just stand and flutter their eyelashes and pry for details about mine and Rachel’s relationship. 
 
    “Got a date set for the wedding yet?” Another asks. 
 
    “Uh, not yet no.” And as if I would tell you even if we had! 
 
    Thankfully just before another stupid question is asked I hear the bell ring, and start to make my escape. “Not to be rude ladies but I must be heading home to my beautiful fiancée. Have a lovely day.” 
 
      
 
    Rachel 
 
   Ican’t work out who is more worried about Ami’s trip next week, me or my Dad! 
 
    “Honestly, Rachel, I don’t mind going along just in case she needs anything. We can take the caravan and have a break ourselves?” 
 
    “Dad, honestly, she will be fine! Please stop worrying so much, you’re making me more worried!” 
 
    “I’m sorry princess, just after everything, well, you know. I’m just a bit protective of you both that’s all.” I take my phone and cup of coffee into the front room and sink into the sofa. 
 
    “I know Dad. Anyway I’m not trying to get rid of you, but I have a massive pile of washing and ironing to get done so madam can pack when she gets home from school.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll speak to you later then.” 
 
    “Love you Daddy.” 
 
    “Love you too Princess.” 
 
    I throw my phone onto the sofa next to me and switch the TV on. Jeremy Kyle is mid argument with a man explaining that he must be able to remember cheating on his partner, or the lie detector wouldn’t have picked up that he was lying. I decide that the washing can wait as I curl up on the sofa and get sucked into the crazy argument on the telly. 
 
    A little while later I hear keys in the door and a few seconds later I feel his warm arms wrap around my shoulders. 
 
    “How you feeling now baby?” He asks through little kisses on my neck. 
 
    “I’m okay thanks. Ami go in okay?” He walks around and sits next to me on the sofa. 
 
    “Yeah, well, she did, but just before we parked, the news on the radio started talking about Kevin.” 
 
    “Oh God, was she okay?” I suddenly feel a bit panicky, we knew the trial had ended and he was being sentenced, but I wanted to wait to tell her until we knew exactly what was going on. 
 
    “She was fine, we had a chat, and she gave me a cuddle then ran off to her friends.” He lifts his arm behind my head and pulls me in close to him, and immediately I feel a little calmer. “Have you heard anything yet?” 
 
    “Not yet, the phone went earlier but it was just my Dad checking in.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will be soon.” 
 
    The trial was intense. Well, trials. It’s all I seem to have done most of the last year. Having two separate court cases going on, both for such serious offences, was not easy at all. Theo’s was, thankfully, much quicker than Kevin’s. He was charged and found guilty of possession of an explosive substance with intent, and attempted murder. After hearing all the evidence and details of everything Peters did to taunt Tad and I, the judge gave him the maximum sentence of life in prison. 
 
    Having to relive those moments where I thought I was going to lose Tad was horrendous. He came so close to dying in my arms, in the middle of our kitchen, all because some idiot couldn’t handle how badly he had fucked up.  At least that was over relatively quickly. 
 
    Kevin’s case however seemed to be never ending. His list of crimes was huge, and horrific. Once he was arrested, people began to come forward about things that he had done to them in the past. Awful things. He has assaulted victims, tampered with evidence and even stalked female members of staff. 
 
    During the trial I met the parents of the girl he murdered. Seeing their broken faces, watching them fall apart in that court room, is something I will never ever forget, until the day I die. I felt, and still feel, guilt like you wouldn’t believe. If only I had spoken up earlier, if I had just done something earlier, she could have been saved. 
 
    I can feel my eyes start to gloss over as the memory of her mum breaking down seems imprinted in my mind. Quickly, I stand and head to the kitchen to make coffee. 
 
      
 
    From the side I hear my phone ringing, I quickly jump up and see my lawyer’s number flashing on the screen. 
 
    “Hello?” I try my best to sound confident, but the quiver in my voice gives me away instantly. 
 
    “It won’t be long now, do you want to be here?” 
 
    Do I want to be there? To watch the man who ruined my life, and so many others, get sent down for hopefully the rest of his life? Part of me does, part of me wants to turn up there all smiles, look in Kevin’s eyes and show him that he hasn’t won. But part of me wants to hide away. I won’t ever be able to shake the guilt that I could have prevented this, and that part of me wants to go and hide in a corner until this is all done with. 
 
    “Is that him?” I feel Tad’s hand on my shoulder as he leans into my phone to try to hear the conversation. 
 
    I nod. “He wants to know if we want to be there.” I say as I slightly hold the phone away from my mouth. 
 
    “Well of course we do, don’t we?” Tad catches sight of my face and his tone changes. “Rachel, you’ve been so brave, so strong during this case. Never mind during the case, but for the whole time you were trapped by that monster. The last time you were in court, you were having to go through some of the most horrific, private details of your life, you were clearly devastated, and that- that thing, he sat there and smiled. He smiled Rach.” Tad’s face has gone a shade of red and from the corner of my eyes I can see him balling his hands up into tight fists. “Go there today with your head held high. Show him that he has not won. You have not only survived him, but you have come out an incredible person the other side. None of this is your fault, none of it, and for you to keep thinking like that just means he is still in your head. Today is the time to get him out of your head for good.” He holds his hand out to me and smiles that smile at me that still makes me tingle. I take his hand and pull the phone back towards my mouth. 
 
    “We’re leaving now.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Three 
 
    
     “K 
 
   
 
    evin Michael Blackford. I have been a judge for over thirty years, and yet in all my time I have never had to deal with a case as horrifying as this one. You started your adult life with a promising career in the Metropolitan Police force, and moved on to Sussex Police to climb your way to the top.  You had a perfect home life, with a wife and child, and you were outstanding in all areas of your work. At least that is what you would have everyone believe. 
 
    In reality, you used your job role, your stature, to intimidate people; to assault vulnerable victims, to silence other officers who dared question your practices. You abused your own wife, in every way possible. You managed to start a relationship with a woman ten years your junior, based on lies and empty promises, and when Sally Barker dared to stand up to you, you strangled her to death. You then go on to evade the police, and instead of facing up to what you had done, you kidnapped your wife, and then your own daughter! And do you know, even worse than all of that, is that you still show no remorse for any of your actions.” The judge shakes his head and looks down at the papers on his desk. 
 
    Tad is sitting next to me and I have both of my hands in his. His eyes are flitting between the floor and the judge, and every so often he looks at me and gives me a reassuring squeeze. But my eyes are stuck on the figure in the dock. The sunken face of my ex-husband. The man who abused me, the man who tried to make my life hell. His face is bruised and his left hand is bandaged up. I hear prison is not a nice place for police officers. 
 
    “As the jury has found you guilty on multiple charges, the most serious being murder, I have no option but to sentence you to life in prison. It is necessary for me to set a minimum period to be served, and as I am sure you already know this is absolutely not the period you will serve. This is the very minimum amount of time you will serve before you will even be considered for release. That minimum period will be thirty years. You have already served two hundred and thirteen days in remand, so your minimum period for release will be twenty nine years and one hundred and thirty nine days. 
 
    Take him away.” 
 
    Tad leans over and wraps his arms around my shoulders. Two police officers walk up to Kevin and as he stands to follow them, he looks at me. Straight into my eyes. That look used to send fear coursing through me, my hair used to stand up on the back of my neck and I knew something bad was going to happen. But now, nothing. I am about to watch him leave this court where he will then spend at least the next thirty years of his life in prison, locked away with people who will hate him just because of who he used to be. I feel like smiling, I feel like laughing in his face, shouting and cheering. But I hold my gaze, I will not look away. I see him sigh and look down as he turns out of the dock and I smile. I turn to look at Tad who is watching me intently. 
 
    “You okay?” He asks. 
 
    “Better than okay, now let’s forget about that thing and go and spend the rest of our lives together.” My smile practically reaches my ears and I lean in to kiss Tad softly on his lips. As I pull back I can see Kevin trying to shake off the two officers leading him away. 
 
    “Do you really think prison will stop me?” He screams. “This is not over Rachel, I swear to you, this is not over.” 
 
    The judge bangs his gavel, “Get him out of my court, NOW!” He shouts over Kevin, and more officers walk over and push Kevin out of the court, while he is still shouting and screaming. 
 
    “I almost feel sorry for him.” I say out loud, surprising myself. 
 
    “What, why?” Tad says looking confused. 
 
    “I don’t know, but somewhere in his life, something must have gone very, very wrong for him to be this way. I know it doesn’t excuse anything, but he is going to spend every day of the next thirty odd years angry, plotting revenge, hating me and you. He will be hated by every inmate and every guard in every prison he ever goes to. It’s almost sad.” 
 
    “You’re such a good person Rach. It takes an incredibly strong person to be able to feel any sort of sympathy for a monster like that. But sometimes people are just bad. And now he has to pay for everything he has done.” 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad he is going to prison. I know he deserves every second of that sentence, and to be honest with you I don’t want him to ever step foot out into the real world again. It just makes me think that somewhere down the line, before he was like this, something could have happened differently in his life and he may not have ended up like this.” 
 
    “Maybe, but maybe not.” Tad strokes my cheek and I let my head lean into him. 
 
    As we walk through the court room doors, Mr. and Mrs. Barker come over to Tad and I. They smile weakly at me and hold out their hands. I shake Mrs. Barker’s hand and then Mr. Barker’s, but as I go to take my hand from his, he grips it tightly, and wraps his other hand around mine. 
 
    “Thank you for making sure he got sent down for as long as he did.” My eyes begin to water as that overwhelming feeling of guilt creeps over me. 
 
    “Oh Mr. Barker, I’m just so sorry that this has happened. I-” a tear slips from my eye and he interrupts. 
 
    “I don’t ever want you to think that any of this was your fault at all. Ever, you hear me. I don’t care what anyone says, you speaking up sooner may have made no difference at all. It may well have made things worse. Who knows? What I do know is that my daughter was a smart girl with good morals. I don’t know what he said to her or how he talked her into being in a relationship with him, but I swear to you, she was not a bad person.” 
 
    “I don’t for one second think she was.” I smile at the both of them. “Kevin is, was, an evil, manipulative man, and I’m just so sorry that your daughter got caught up in it.” Mr. Barker releases my hand and puts his arm around his wife. 
 
    “At least that beast has got exactly what he deserves, I hope he rots in that prison.” 
 
    I just nod as Tad grabs hold of my hand next to me.  They turn away and I lean into Tad’s chest. 
 
    Tad 
 
      
 
   The sense of relief knowing that Kevin has been put away for potentially the rest of his life is indescribable. We have freedom for the first time. Even though Kevin was caught almost a year ago, there was always some fear that somehow he would be able to worm his way into a reduced sentence. But thankfully, partly down to the evidence Rachel gave, they saw right through him. 
 
    He tried to claim that Rachel was a cheat. That he was a doting husband who just wanted to be loved by Rachel, but that she was abusive to him. He said that one day he snapped and that’s why he killed Sally Barker, and then the next few months were him having a mental breakdown. Because Rachel had never been to the police about his behaviour, and he seemed to be such an outstanding member of the community, he very nearly had support in his claims. 
 
    That was when Celine came forward. She said that every time Rachel had come round with a new bruise or mark, she had taken a photo without Rachel noticing, and she had even recorded some of their conversations without Rachel knowing, in the hope that one day she would go to the police. Rachel gave her permission for the photos to be used as evidence, and she gave extremely detailed and absolutely horrifying evidence about everything Kevin put her through. 
 
    But now we can start to put all of that behind us. We don’t have to have a team of security following us around, we can think about the future and know that he won’t be a part of it. 
 
    I didn’t even get to enjoy when Peters was put away, it just felt like one problem had gone but we still had this huge possibility of another even bigger problem. 
 
    But now, sat in Rachel’s parents’ front room, sipping champagne, laughing and joking with them all, the weight of the last year has disappeared. 
 
    “Are you sure it’s okay for Ami to spend the night Mum?” Rachel asks as she puts down her empty champagne glass. 
 
    “I can hear her snoring down the hallway, it wouldn’t be fair to wake her. Let her sleep, she’s had a stressful day. We didn’t have any plans anyway.” 
 
    “Thanks Mum.” Rachel turns to look at me, and smiles. Not just any smile, but a smile that says we have the house to ourselves tonight! “We’re going to head home, but I’ll come and get her early as we are going shopping.” 
 
    “Okay darling, we will see you tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    As soon as I hear the door close behind me, Rachel has thrown herself in my direction. Her hands are frantically running all over my body and her lips are crushing mine. Immediately I feel her kiss, it spreads right the way through me, like cold water trickling down my body. My cock springs to life from in my boxers and I can think of nothing I’d like to do more right now than lose myself inside this gorgeous woman. 
 
    “Downstairs, now.” I pull myself away from her and manage to put on my sternest voice. 
 
    “Yes Sir.” She whispers excitedly and skips off in the direction of the basement. 
 
    I quickly head towards the kitchen in search of a bottle of wine and some glasses. I can almost feel my skin tingling with excitement for what is waiting for me downstairs. Rachel will look through our trunk of toys, and she will pick out a few things she wants to use. She will then strip to her underwear and kneel in the middle of the floor waiting for me. 
 
    She took me totally by surprise one day, I got a text from her when I was in my office simply saying “Downstairs.” I went down and found Rachel kneeling, almost naked next to the bed waiting for me. 
 
    I reach the bottom of the stairs, and there she is. In a beautiful red and black set of underwear, kneeling on the floor. Her hands are on her legs with her palms facing upwards, and she is looking down at the floor. The sight alone is enough for me to be rock hard by the time I have even reached the bed. Laying across it, are a blindfold, cuffs, and amongst some other things, anal beads. I pick them up and walk towards Rachel. 
 
    “Feeling brave today are we?” I ask as I dangle the beads in front of her face. 
 
    “Yes Sir.” She replies, her eyes not moving from their spot on the floor. 
 
    I walk over to the dressing table and set down the glasses. After I have poured us both a glass of wine I walk over to Rachel. 
 
    “Rachel?” I say as I gently lift her chin to look up at me. “What are your safe words?” 
 
    “Amber and red.” 
 
    “Good girl.” I smile at her and move towards the bed where I pick up a leather paddle. “Stand up.” Immediately she does as she is told and stands before me. I run the paddle along her soft curves and see a trail of goosebumps left along her soft skin. I turn her around so she is facing me and take a sip of wine. Once I have swallowed, I pour more wine into my mouth, but instead of drinking it, I pull Rachel towards me and open my mouth on to hers. The liquid spills out of my mouth into her own, and drips from the places where our mouths don’t quite meet, leaving a trail of wine down her chin, neck and chest. I start to kiss and lick the wine from her skin, starting at her chin and slowly working my way down to her beautiful breasts. Her breathing becomes heavier and faster, and from the corner of my eye I see her fingers desperately trying to reach out and touch me. 
 
    I kiss lower and lower, until my lips meet the soft lace of her bra, I hear Rachel’s sharp intake of breath as she prepares herself for what’s next. Only, I stop. I pull back, take another sip of wine and then return to the dressing table to put my glass down. 
 
    “Spread your legs.” I order as I walk back up to her. “Good girl, now bend over.” I watch as she bends as far forward as she can manage. Her beautiful arse is sticking out in the air and it takes all of my inner strength not to just go up to her and start fucking her. 
 
    Without warning I flick the paddle sharply at her inner thigh. She quickly takes a breath and steadies herself. I continue to flick her with the paddle, in different places, using various force. She is panting now and my hard on is threatening to burst through my trousers. I throw the paddle back onto the bed and quickly remove my clothes. I see Rachel staring at me out the corner of her eye. 
 
    I pull her up and lean in to kiss her. Her greedy lips are devouring my own. I can taste how desperate she is for me. As we kiss, I push her back towards the bed. 
 
    “Lay down on your back.” 
 
    She shuffles across into the middle of the bed and lays flat. I grab the cuffs from the bed and cuff one wrist, loop them around the frame at the head of the bed and then cuff the other wrist. I then put the blindfold over her head and cover her eyes completely. 
 
    This is going to be fun. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rachel 
 
      
 
   All of my senses feel like they have been heightened. I can’t move, and I can’t see a thing. My skin is practically tingling while I wait for Tad’s next move. It doesn’t take long until I feel his strong hands under my backside grabbing my knickers. He pulls them down my legs and off, before trailing his soft hands up from my foot, to my knee, to my thigh, but skimming right across the one place I want to feel him. 
 
    He carries on trailing his hand up over my stomach until he reaches my bra. He roughly grabs hold of it and pulls it down. The next thing I feel is the warmth of his breath next to my chest. It sends tingles through me and makes my insides squirm in excitement. His soft lips meet with my skin and I can’t help but moan out loud. The way this man makes me feel, just with a single touch, I just couldn’t describe it if I tried.  I can feel his hands on my breasts, his fingers, his teeth. Every part of my body is crying out, needing to feel more of him. I start to squirm under him in a desperate attempt to get him to touch me. 
 
    His kisses start to trail lower, and lower, over my stomach and I grip onto the bed frame to prepare myself. Lower and lower, and without realising I lift my hips to try to get him there quicker. I feel him push my hip down with one of his hands, and then he starts to kiss the inside of my thigh, my hips, anywhere, except where I want, where I need him to kiss. 
 
    “Please Sir!” I beg. 
 
    “Please Sir, what?” He asks. 
 
    “Please touch me.” I whimper. 
 
    “I am touching you baby.” He mumbles through kisses along my hip bone, while moving his hands along my thighs, as if making a point. 
 
    “Please, touch me there!” I wiggle my hips under him and see his answering smile. 
 
    “All in good time baby.” He takes his hand and ever so gently runs his fingers along the front of my sex. I can’t help myself, I jerk my hips forward slightly so that his fingers slip just inside and end up right next to my clit. 
 
    “Mmm you’re soaking Rachel.” He begins to slowly move his fingers. Oh, so painfully slowly. Gently across and over, teasing every nerve ending. My body aches for more with every slight movement of his finger. 
 
    “Oh, please Sir!” I beg once more. 
 
    “Fuck, I love it when you beg.” He growls deeply. 
 
    His fingers start to move harder over me, as if he is finally giving in. I can feel it everywhere, my orgasm starts spreading inwards from every part of my body. 
 
    “Please can I come, Sir?” I breathe, nervous that if I even speak loudly I will push myself over the edge. 
 
    “Not yet.” He says as he pulls his fingers away. 
 
    “No!” I cry out. “Please!” I’m panting, on the very edge and so frustrated that part of me wants to lunge up and slap him. 
 
    Suddenly his fingers are inside of me, exploring, stretching me; it’s bliss. His fingers are quickly replaced by something cold, and bumpy. The change in sensation is almost too much and I realise I’m gripping so tightly onto the bedframe that I can’t feel my fingers anymore. He pulls out the toy and suddenly it becomes obvious what it is, as he begins trailing it down. I can feel how wet the beads are, as he slips them down, from one hole to the other. A finger goes back to masterfully playing with my clit and I forget to be nervous about the toy that he is pushing into me. 
 
    “That’s one.” He almost whispers, his voice is thick with desire. 
 
    I barely felt it. I’d been nervous about introducing anything other than Tad’s fingers there. I just assumed anything else would hurt. But this feels, well, I’m not sure. It doesn’t hurt that’s for sure. I’m struggling to focus on anything other than his fingers right now. His magical fingers, keeping me right at the edge, not letting me fall until he says so. 
 
    “More.” I say, and no sooner have I finished speaking, I feel him pushing and myself getting fuller. It’s a strange sensation but, fuck, it feels amazing. “More.” I moan at him, and I can her his breathing pick up speed as he gets more and more excited. 
 
    “Oh God, Sir, please can I come now?” I’m begging, I need to come or I’m going to explode. 
 
    “Yes, come baby.” All at once I lose sense of everything, the world slips away and all I can feel is Tad’s fingers and him pulling out the beads from my arse, one by one. Each time another comes out it makes my orgasm last that little bit longer. After what feels like minutes, my body finally stops shaking, my breath steadies, and I feel like I am back on earth again. 
 
    I feel Tad hovering over me and reach up to kiss him. His soft lips meet mine and I can feel him smiling. 
 
    “Why are you smiling?” I ask. 
 
    “You are just fucking beautiful, and you’re mine.” He says through a flurry of kisses he plants on my neck and chest. 
 
    “Yours.” I answer. 
 
    “Mine.” He says again, this time as he slowly thrusts into me. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Four 
 
   As the coach pulls away with my baby girl on it, my stomach is in knots. This is the first time that Ami has ever spent any time away from me where she hasn’t been with Mum and Dad. 
 
    “How you doing?” Tad asks as we turn to walk back to the car. 
 
    “I’ll be okay. Lots to keep me busy.” I smile at him as he wraps his arm around my shoulders. 
 
    “What time are you dropping the cake off?” He asks as he opens the car door for me. 
 
    “As soon as it’s finished. Maybe an hour or two.” One good thing that came from having two court cases going on was that I didn’t have enough time to work. Okay, so it wasn’t a good thing at the time. I was constantly having to take time off for to go to court, or meet with police or lawyers, and I felt so guilty that I handed my notice in. James was amazing about it, and promised me the job would be waiting for me once everything calmed down. 
 
    But most of the time when I was home, Tad would be at work, and Ami would be at school. I was bored stiff and needed something to keep myself occupied. So I would bake. I made some cakes for a cake sale at school, and then was asked by a parent to make her child’s birthday cake. It sort of spiraled from there and somehow I have ended up with my own little cake business. I’ve always loved baking and this is just perfect. I can fit cakes in around any plans I have and still get to spend time with Ami and Tad. 
 
    “Okay, I have a couple of things I need to get done this morning, but then we can leave after lunch time?” 
 
    “That sounds great.” I smile at Tad. He has to work in London this week, so I am going with him. “I’m so looking forward to seeing this fancy pants apartment you have.” I say excitedly. 
 
    “I have a feeling you’re going to love it.” He smiles at me. 
 
      
 
    I’ve finally finished carefully sticking about a hundred edible flowers onto my cake. Even I’m impressed with this one. It’s by far the best cake I have made to date. Two tiers, one with a red velvet cake, and the other with lemon sponge cake. Covered in pastel pink icing, decorated in hundreds of flowers and butterflies. A final sprinkling of glitter and it’s done. 
 
    I step back and admire my work, when suddenly a wave of nausea flows through me and I have to sit down and take a deep breath. I can feel sweat beading on my forehead and I have to seriously concentrate on not throwing up all over my beautiful cake. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tad 
 
      
 
   Iwalk through the front door, into the kitchen and can see Rachel sitting on a stool. She looks pale and sweaty, and not well at all. 
 
    “Hey what’s wrong?” I drop my bags and quickly walk next to her. 
 
    “I just feel awful. I felt fine a minute ago, but I just feel really sick suddenly.” She says, her eyes are tightly closed and I can hear her trying to take deep breaths. 
 
    I go to the fridge and get her some water. “Here babe.” I hand it to her and she takes a small sip. “Come on, let’s get you on the sofa.” I lift her slowly, and she leans on me as we walk into the front room. 
 
    She leans back into the sofa and closes her eyes. “Feel any better?” I ask and stroke her leg softly. 
 
    “A little, thank you. Think the nerves of Ami going got to me, and I’ve been standing for hours sticking those bloody flowers on.” 
 
    “Have you eaten anything today?” I ask. 
 
    “No, I felt crappy when I woke up too.” 
 
    “Well that won’t be helping. I’ll make you some toast.” I kiss her on the forehead and make my way into the kitchen. She hasn’t been feeling well for a little while now, I’m a bit concerned, maybe she should stay behind and go to the doctors this week. 
 
    I bring her toast in to her and she looks much better already. 
 
    “Thank you baby.” She smiles as she takes the plate of hot buttered toast from me. 
 
    “You look better.” I say as I sit down. 
 
    “Yeah, I feel fine now. Weird hey?” 
 
    “Maybe you should stay here this week, rest up and book a doctor’s appointment?” I suggest. 
 
    “Absolutely not!” She says after quickly swallowing a mouthful. “I’m fine, honestly. I’ll be worse if I am here alone and worrying about Ami without anything to take my mind off it.” 
 
    That’s probably true. “Okay, but promise me if you’re still not feeling right when we get back you will go and see your doctor?” 
 
    “Yes, okay bossy pants.” She smiles and rolls her eyes jokingly at me. 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    “Wow!” Rachel says for the fifth time. I’m showing her my apartment and every time we walk into a new room, wow seems to be her only response. 
 
    “And finally, the front sitting room, complete with views of Buckingham Palace.” 
 
    “Wow!” I can’t help but laugh at her face, eyes wide open, like a kid in a sweet shop. “Sorry, it’s just, incredible!” She says. “You can see everything from here, the Thames, Buckingham palace, Hyde Park! This is honestly the most amazing place!” 
 
    “It’s not bad is it?” I reply as I start to arrange wood in the fireplace. 
 
    “Not bad?! It’s amazing!” She walks over to the window and peers out at the view. “Do you think the Queen is in? Or Prince Harry? Because as much as I love you Tad, I’d absolutely drop you if Harry made a move!” She laughs at me and I grab her waist from behind. 
 
    “Well lucky for me I don’t think Prince Harry is even in the country, so I’m safe for now!” 
 
    “Damn.” She giggles as she turns into me and kisses me softly. 
 
    My cock starts waking up at her touch and I have to remind myself that we have a reservation for dinner. 
 
    “I’m going to have a shower and then get ready.” I say. “Make yourself at home.” 
 
    I make my way into the bathroom and turn the shower on. Within seconds, thick steam starts filling the room. I hear the click of the door closing and turn to find Rachel behind me. 
 
    “I don’t think we have time-” 
 
    “Sshh.” She interrupts me as she grabs the bottom of my shirt and lifts it over my head. I follow suit, pulling her top over her head, before throwing it somewhere behind her. She undoes the button on my jeans and I pull them down before kicking them to the side. I hook my fingers over the tops of her trousers, and slowly pull. As I pull them down I start to trail kisses down her stomach, bending and kissing until I am kneeling at her feet. She lifts each leg and I pull her trousers off and throw them away. I look up and her eyes are staring into my own. 
 
    I stand up and turn her around in front of me. Her long, chestnut hair flows down her back, and I gently sweep it over her shoulder. I unclasp her bra, and push it over her shoulders so it falls to the floor in front of her. She turns back round to face me and the she looks like a goddess. 
 
    “You’re so beautiful Rachel.” I stroke her cheek and she smiles as they blush a beautiful rosy pink at my words. 
 
    “And I’m yours.” She says softly. 
 
    “All mine.” I say huskily as all the blood rushes to my cock. 
 
    She rushes towards me, her hands are in my hair, and her lips are pressed tightly against mine. I run my hands down her body, to her underwear, and pull it off so quickly she almost loses her footing. I pull my boxers down as I push her under the stream of hot water. 
 
    The sensation of the hot water trickling over my body as it is entwined with Rachel’s is incredible. Hot drops of water dripping in between our bodies as they are pressed tightly together. I lift her legs and wrap them around me, my cock is so close to her gorgeous pussy, it feels like it’s trying to make its own way in. 
 
    Rachel pulls back and looks at me, looks deep into me, as she moves her hips down and teases me. I lower her slowly and push myself up into her. Her eyes close and she opens her mouth wide in a silent moan. I slowly lift her up and down, and I can feel every inch of her, squeezing me tightly, begging me for more. 
 
    “Harder.” She whispers before gently biting my ear lobe. 
 
    I take a step forward and lean her against the shower wall and I start to fuck her. I fuck her as hard as I possibly can and can do nothing but watch the look of pure pleasure on her face. Her moans are no longer silent, and every little noise, every moan just spurs me on, harder and faster. 
 
    I can feel her pulsing around me and I know she is close, I pull her face down so she is looking at me. 
 
    “Open your eyes, I want to watch you come.” I grunt through thrusts. 
 
    “Oh God!” She cries out and I feel it everywhere. My whole body starts tingling as she explodes around me. Her eyes are locked on mine, and suddenly I’m emptying myself inside of her. 
 
  
 
  
   
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    Rachel 
 
    
     “M 
 
   
 
    orning sleepy head.” I feel Tad’s soft fingers brushing the hair off of my face and I open my eyes to find him sitting next to me in bed. He is dressed in a sleek grey suit and looks incredible. 
 
    “Morning gorgeous.” I say sleepily. “You should have woke me, I’d have made you breakfast.” 
 
    “You looked so peaceful, I didn’t want to wake you. Plus I can grab something on the way to work so don’t worry about it.” He leans in and kisses me on the cheek. “I have to go, but I’ve left the address for my office in the kitchen. I’ll be done by lunch time, so come and meet me and I’ll take you out.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” I smile. “Have a good day.” 
 
    “I love you.” He says as he stands. 
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
    I hear the click of the front door and check my phone. 
 
    Mum, I’m having such a good time. Love you loads xxxx 
 
    I smile to myself, and quickly text Ami back. 
 
    Love you too baby, have fun, be safe! Xxx 
 
      
 
    Once I am showered and dressed I decide to go for a walk. There is so much to see in London and I haven’t ever had the chance to just walk around it and take in the sights. I’ve only ever been here a few times. When Kevin first started out in the police he worked in London on the Metropolitan police. When we were first together, before all the shit, he asked if I would ever consider moving here. But it wasn’t for me at all. As much as I love London, it is a beautiful place, it’s just too busy for me. We bought our house as it was close to Mum and Dad and Kevin would commute. 
 
    One day he came home and announced he had transferred to Sussex police, wouldn’t tell me how or why, it was all a bit strange really. When I was pregnant with Ami I asked him a number of times to transfer so he could be closer to home, but he had no interest at all. 
 
    I decide to head on to the underground and go for a wander around Oxford Street. The station is absolutely filled with people. Men and women in various styles and coloured suits rushing along without a second glance at where they are going. Groups of tourists all huddled around a map, speaking in foreign languages, stressed and lost. There is even a group of young children, all wearing high visibility jackets being counted by a frazzled looking teacher. 
 
    Oxford Street is no quieter. The hustle and bustle all gets a bit too much for me at one point so I head off in search of a coffee shop. I head up a few little side streets and find a cosy little place that only has a couple of people inside. 
 
    I order myself a latte and a slice of cake, before sitting by the window, to do a spot of people watching. When my cake arrives, I find myself poking at it, I just don’t seem to have much of an appetite at the moment. I’ve been feeling off for a while, but hoped once the trial was finally over I’d start feeling better. 
 
    I sigh, dropping my fork and look back out of the window. Opposite the coffee shop is a little wedding dress boutique, in the window is the most stunning dress I have ever seen in my life. Pure white, lace fitted body with beautiful lace sleeves, the skirt is poufy, but not so poufy it looks like a giant marshmallow. 
 
    I finish my drink and wander over to the window to have a look. I can’t help but picture myself wearing this dress, walking down the aisle to my perfect Tad. I catch sight of my smile in the reflection in the window. Quickly, I snap a picture of the dress on my phone and make a mental note to show it to Celine when I next see her. 
 
      
 
    Tad’s office is a few minutes’ walk from Waterloo station, and I get there just before midday. I say office, but it’s an entire building, a great big, giant building overlooking the Thames. I look up in awe, I’ve seen photos of it before, but it didn’t look quite as big. 
 
    I walk through a set of glass revolving doors into a huge foyer. It’s quiet in here, there are a couple of people talking over by some lifts, and there is a little reception where a blonde woman is staring at me. Her eyes are cold, and her lips set into a stern line, she has far too much make up on, which appears to age her. I make my way over to her. 
 
    “Can I help you?” She says, rather curtly. 
 
    “Um, yes. I’m here to see Tad- Uh Thaddeus Turner.” The look she is giving me is making me nervous. 
 
    “And you are?” She looks me up and down and I start to get a bit pissed off. 
 
    “I’m Rachel Bennett, he is expecting me.” 
 
    She starts typing away on her computer. “I can’t see an appointment with your name on it. Sorry.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t have an appointment exactly, I’m his-” 
 
    “Look, if you don’t have an appointment then I can’t let you in. Sorry.” She is half smirking at me and can feel my frustration rising rapidly. 
 
    “Look, I am his fiancée, and he is expecting me for lunch.” 
 
    She narrows her eyes at me. “Fiancée or not, if your name is not on his list of appointments, I am not letting you in.” She folds her arms and I can feel my cheeks going red as I try to keep my anger contained. 
 
    I take a step back and get my phone out to call Tad. 
 
    “Hey beautiful, where are you?” He answers. 
 
    “Hey, I’m here actually, but there’s a lovely receptionist here telling me I’m not allowed in to see you.” I make sure I smirk at her as I’m talking to Tad. 
 
    I hear him sigh. “Bloody hell, give me a minute, I’ll be right down.” 
 
    “He’s just on his way down.” I say to the snotty cow as I put my phone back in my bag. Her smile disappears pretty quickly and she sits down and starts doing something on her computer. 
 
    The lift doors open and out walks my gorgeous Tad. He smiles, walks up to me and kisses me gently on the lips. 
 
    “Hey baby.” My stomach flutters at his words. He turns to the woman behind the desk. “Hazel, this is my fiancée Rachel Bennet. Please can you get her a building pass with all access granted?” 
 
    Hazel grits her teeth and forces a smile. “Of course Sir. Apologies for the misunderstanding.” 
 
    “Let’s go.” Tad turns back to me and grabs my hand. 
 
    “Bye Hazel, it was lovely meeting you.” I smile at her. “What is her problem?” I whisper to Tad when we are far enough away she won’t hear me. 
 
    “Oh, um, she’s harmless.” He says, scratching his head nervously. 
 
    “Tad…?” 
 
    “Well, she used to work upstairs with me. She was Susan’s assistant. Things got a bit, awkward, so I had her moved downstairs.” 
 
    “Awkward?” I ask. 
 
    “Well, she asked me out one day. I explained that I have a strict no dating the employees policy so I couldn’t.” He catches sight of my face. “Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t interested at all. Totally not my type, but I didn’t want to be horrible!” He laughs. 
 
    “So you rejected her and then demoted her? Ouch!” 
 
    “It wasn’t a demotion, I just moved her. And that wasn’t the whole story.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Well things kept appearing on my desk. One day it was a rose, another a poem, then there was a slightly odd drawing of me, with not many clothes on…” 
 
    “Oh my God! And you let her keep working there?!” I laugh. 
 
    “Well there was never any proof it was her, although the gifts did stop once she moved downstairs.” He shrugs and we both laugh. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tad 
 
   Once we have finished lunch, we grab a coffee and head towards the Southbank. It’s one of my favourite places in London. I’ve lost count of the amount of evenings I have spent here, just watching the people, the boats along the Thames, listening to Big Ben ring out. 
 
    We walk through the crowds of people milling in front of the attractions. 
 
    “I’ve never been to the London dungeons.” Rachel says. 
 
    “I’ll take you one day.” I smile at her. 
 
    We walk under the London Eye and my mind rushes back to New Year’s Eve, where I proposed to Rachel inside one of the capsules. That really was a magical night. Until of course it all went tits up and I got shot in my own home. A chill runs down my spine at the memory of it. Even now, months later, I still can’t quite believe what happened. I can’t shake the fear that it could have been Rachel that ended up in that hospital bed instead of me, that she may not have made it. All because of my business. I give myself a little shake and remind myself for the hundredth time that we are both here, alive and so happy. I look at Rachel who is staring at the giant wheel with a huge smile on her face. 
 
    I pull her to the side next to the wall looking out to the Thames and lift her hand to my lips, I gently kiss the ring on her finger and she giggles at me. 
 
    “So I have some news.” I say to her and she looks intrigued. “Now that Kevin has been sentenced it will be much easier to serve him the divorce papers. I have hired a specialist divorce lawyer, who deals with spouses in prison, and have had all the paperwork drawn up. I’ve arranged a meeting to see him this week to go over what happens next.” 
 
    “Tad, you’re amazing, thank you.” She beams at me. 
 
    “I just didn’t want you to have to deal with the stress of it, so thought I’d do what I can to help.” She buries her head into my chest and I wrap my arms around her. “I can’t promise that he will make it easy, to be honest I am expecting him to make it as hard as he possibly can, but I promise, I will do everything in my power to get you divorced and married to me as fast as possible.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to be Mrs Turner.” She smiles at me. “I actually saw a wedding dress this morning that I fell in love with a little.” 
 
    “You did?” 
 
    “It was gorgeous! I’ve taken a photo to show Celine when we get back.” 
 
    “You should get an appointment booked in, shops in London can be booked up months in advance.” I say. 
 
    “Let’s get the divorce ball rolling first. I don’t want to jinx anything.” She says almost nervously. 
 
    “Oh come on Rach, with all we’ve been through I think we have had our fair share of bad luck! What more could possibly go wr-” 
 
    “Don’t you dare finish that sentence!” She says as she quickly throws her hands in front of my mouth. “Ever heard of tempting fate Tad! Jeez!” She rolls her eyes at me and I laugh as I lean in and kiss her. 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    I’ve headed back in to work to get some things finished off and am currently sitting watching Suze and Scott having a standoff. 
 
    “It’s just not right Scott. You wouldn’t catch Tad doing anything like that.” 
 
    “Hey, leave me out of this!” I shout through my office door hearing the mention of my name. 
 
    “Maybe not anymore, but Tad used to be worse than me, and you know it!” Scott laughs and winks at me from the corridor. 
 
    “I said leave me out of this!” 
 
    “At least Tad was always careful, always making sure that his antics wouldn’t affect the business. You are being careless. All it takes is for one of these women to go to the press and before you know it, the can is open and the worms are everywhere.” 
 
    “Oh Suze, come on, I’m a young man, with burnin’ loins! I can’t help it if I attract many, many women!” 
 
    “There’s a fire extinguisher over there, sort out those burning loins and start focusing more on your work, rather than how you can pull off relationships with two separate women at the same time.” 
 
    Susan storms off into her office and Scott walks in to mine. 
 
    “Jeez, what’s up with her today?” He scoffs as he sits in front of me. 
 
    “Don’t you think she has a point thought?” I say as I close my laptop. 
 
    “Oh fuck not you as well!” He rolls his eyes at me and sighs. “Just because you’ve settled down and are playing happy families doesn’t mean we all have to.” 
 
    “I’m not saying you have to settle down any time soon, just maybe make more of an effort to find one person, instead of one person every couple of days!” I laugh. 
 
    “You’re hardly one to talk!” 
 
    “Look, we both know I was no angel, but we also both know I had a fucked up view of relationships thanks to my Mum. I look back now and at how I used to be, and I’m so grateful I found Rachel.” My eyes flick over to the photo of her I have on my desk and I catch myself smiling softly. I look back and see Scott rolling his eyes so far back I can only see the whites of his eyes. “Take the piss all you want mate, but I’m happy now. Much happier than I ever was back then.” 
 
    “Really though? You’ve been with the same woman for a year, hasn’t it gone a bit, well stale?” 
 
    “Not even a little bit. She’s just amazing. She constantly surprises me and honestly there’s nothing better than knowing I get to go home to her every night.” 
 
    “Yeah, but the sex…?” He almost whispers. 
 
    “What about it?!” 
 
    “It’s gotta be boring after a while? Same person, same old shit?” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh. “Ah mate! Same person yes, but like I said, she constantly surprises me.” 
 
    “What does that mean?!” 
 
    “Look, I’m not going into private details of our sex life. But I can say without a doubt, that A. she is the best I have ever had, and B. we have had to soundproof the basement.” I wink at him and laugh. “I’m going to meet her for a drink in about an hour, want to come with and keep me company before she gets there?” 
 
    “Go on then, can see if I can pick someone up for a bit of fun later.” He winks back at me and I sigh. 
 
    “Did you not listen to a word I just said?” 
 
    I pick up my jacket and head towards Suze’s office. I knock gently. 
 
    “We’re going for a drink Suze, want to join us?” 
 
    “Not tonight thank you Tad, see you tomorrow.” She shouts through the door. 
 
    “Okay, see you tomorrow then.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Five 
 
    Rachel 
 
      
 
    
     “S 
 
   
 
    o I will have this sent off to the courts first thing tomorrow, as soon as I hear back I will have someone book in with the prison to deliver the papers to Kevin. He will have seven days to give a response, and then we will see where we need to go from there. I have included in the petition that you wish him to dissolve all parental responsibilities, so we can also look into the adoption process for Amelia once this is all settled.” 
 
    My brain is spinning with everything that has been discussed over the last hour and I’m not quite sure I have any idea what the solicitor has said. 
 
    But I stand and shake his hand with Tad who thanks him and we leave his office. 
 
    “That was easier than I thought.” Tad says to me. 
 
    “Easier? I had no idea what he was talking about half the time!” 
 
    “Oh Rach!” He laughs softly at me. “You have done all you need to do for now. We just need to wait on Kevin from this point.” 
 
    “But then what happens? It’s not like he is actually going to agree to the divorce is he? Then what do we do? We can’t take him to court while he is in prison, can we?” 
 
    “Let’s just see what happens next. You never know, maybe he will sign it. He might have had a change of heart since being locked up, maybe realise what an arsehole he is and want to try to make things right.” 
 
    I look at tad and raise my eyebrows. “Yeah maybe, and maybe world peace is about to be announced by that flying pig over there!” 
 
  
 
  
   
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    This week has flown by. Tad has left early for work, leaving me to have a lay in. I don’t know how he has managed to get up this morning, we didn’t get to sleep until stupidly late. We made sure to make the most of our last night alone before we head home this afternoon and Ami gets back. 
 
    It’s been such a lovely week, but I can’t wait to see her. She’s called loads, and sent a ton of photos, but it hasn’t stopped how much I miss her. She even asked to speak to Tad on the phone a few times. I can’t believe how much they love each other. Tad and I decided it was probably too much to start discussing adoption with her now, so once the divorce has gone through, if the divorce goes through, and he gives up his rights, then we can discuss it with her. She has been so incredibly strong throughout this last year, I honestly couldn’t be more proud of her if I tried. 
 
    My phone rings next to me and I see Celine’s name on the screen. 
 
    “Hey you! How are you?” I say enthusiastically. 
 
    “Rach! It feels like forever! I’m good, really good!” I hear her smile down the phone. “How are you?” 
 
    “I’m really good too. So what’s new?” I ask while getting up to make myself a cup of coffee. 
 
    “Oh not much, when are we meeting up?” 
 
    “Um, I’m not sure. I wanted to spend some time with Ami this weekend, but can maybe do an evening? You and Danny could come to us or I could come to yours?” 
 
    “What about tonight?” She asks eagerly. 
 
    “Well, we only get back this afternoon, then I’m going to pick Ami up.” 
 
    “Oh come on, it’s been ages. I’ll just pop round to you for a coffee.” 
 
    I really wanted to just have a chill out at home once we are all back and settled, but she seems almost desperate to see me. “Okay babe, say eight?” 
 
    “Eight is great.” She laughs. “Anyway I have to run, but I’ll see you later okay?” 
 
    “Okay, have a good day.” 
 
    Puzzled, I pocket my phone and wonder why she seems so desperate to see me. 
 
    I look at the time and it’s almost 11am. It feels as though I’ve done all the lone sightseeing I can this week and I don’t fancy staying in here waiting for Tad to finish. So, I decide to get ready and go to meet Tad at his office. Mostly because I’m bored, but also I wouldn’t mind wiping that smug look from Hazel’s face. 
 
    Meow! 
 
      
 
    I stride through the foyer at Tad’s building and walk straight up to Hazel behind the reception desk. Her face twists into some sort of lop sided smile as she catches sight of me. 
 
    “Hi Hazel, how are you?” I give her my toothiest grin. 
 
    “I’m fine thank you, I’d just like to apologise for the other day.” She looks anything but apologetic. “I didn’t realise Mr. Turner even had a girlfriend, let alone a fiancée.” 
 
    “Well, water under the bridge now.” I say. “Can I grab the pass that he asked you to get for me? I want to go and surprise him.” Her eyes narrow slightly before she bends down and opens a drawer under her desk. 
 
    “Here you go.” She hands me a card. “If you scan this as you get into the lift and then press the top floor, it will take you directly to his office.” 
 
    “Thank you Hazel.” 
 
    “No problem.” I start to turn towards the lifts. “Oh, and congratulations.” 
 
    I turn back, looking a little puzzled. 
 
    “You know on the, uh-” she is staring at my stomach and making a bump gesture with her hand. 
 
    “I’m not pregnant.” I say, all smiles gone from my face. 
 
    “Oh, well, I uh-” she tilts her head slightly to the side as if to get a better look of my stomach. “My mistake.” Her lips curve into a cold smile and I feel my cheeks redden. I turn on my heel and storm off towards the lifts. God that woman is a total bitch. 
 
    I’m still livid when the lift doors open on the top floor, I storm out and almost walk straight into Susan. 
 
    “Oh! Where’s the fire?!” She exclaims. 
 
    “Oh God, sorry Susan, I was in a world of my own. Um, Hi. Is Tad around?” 
 
    “Uh, yes, he is in his office, at the end of the corridor. He didn’t mention you were coming in today.” 
 
    “Yes, well I wanted to surprise him.” I say quite sharply. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” She asks looking at me over her little glasses. 
 
    “Oh yes, I just had a run in with a bit of an idiot.” I decide not to tell her the exact words spinning around my head. 
 
    “Ah, London is full of them I’m afraid. I’ll see you soon.” She gets into the lift and the doors close. I turn and look down the corridor and see a door slightly ajar. 
 
    I hear his voice as I walk towards the door, and his sexy, bossy work tone, seems to flow me, easing my anger. That voice just does something to me, and fast rising in place of my frustration at Hazel, is frustration of a totally different kind. 
 
    I knock gently on the door. 
 
    “Yes.” He snaps, sounding annoyed at being interrupted. 
 
    I push the door and see his face immediately soften as I walk in. 
 
    “Could you just hang on for a moment?” He says into the phone and then places the call on mute. “Rach, I didn’t know you were coming today?” 
 
    “Thought I’d surprise you.” God seeing him in his suit, sitting behind his desk, his hair slightly messy where it looks like he has ran his firings through it, it’s sending all sorts of images through my head. 
 
    “I just have to deal with this idiot then I’m all yours, there’s a coffee machine in the room next door, you can wait there if you’d like?” 
 
    “It’s okay. I like to watch you work.” I say as I walk towards a chair on the other side of his desk. 
 
    He smiles darkly at me as I take a seat. 
 
    “Sorry Bob, where was I?” He listens intently and starts making notes in a notepad in front of him. “And while I understand your point, that is my offer and I am sticking with it. Personally I feel like we are being extremely generous with the amount we are-” He gets cut off by Bob and I can see Tad’s grip tighten on the pen. 
 
    “Look, Bob, as far as I can tell you are well and truly up shit creek at the moment and I am the only one offering you a paddle. Now if I’m wrong and you’ve got better paddles being thrown at you then be my guest and go elsewhere.” He stares intently at the paper on his desk. “I’ll wait for your e-mail then. Have a good weekend.” He slams the phone down and exhales loudly. 
 
    “Stressed?” I ask. 
 
    “Not any more than usual.” He looks up at me. “And I’m rapidly feeling better the more I look at you.” 
 
    “Good.” I stand and walk around to his side of the desk before I pull his chair out. As casually as I can manage, I lift one of my legs over his lap and straddle him in his chair. “You’re sexy when you’re mad.” I say softly. 
 
    “And you’re just sexy all the time.” He leans in and softly kisses my lips. As he goes to pull away I can’t resist the urge to grab his head and pull it back in. 
 
    He seems to pull back a little at first, but then suddenly his hands are running through my hair and down my back, sending chills through me. 
 
    “Let’s hurry up and get home.” He pulls back and whispers while kissing my neck. 
 
    “Why wait?” I say as I pull his face to look at mine. 
 
    “Rach, not here!” He laughs. 
 
    “Why not? I can be quiet, Sir.” That one word seems to be all it takes, the smile leaves his face and a look of pure desire covers it instead. 
 
    “Go and lock the door.” He says and it sends a visible shiver through me as his tone changes instantly. 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
      
 
    A little while later as Tad and I are leaving, we walk straight past Hazel. I have made absolutely no effort what so ever to fix my hair, and it definitely has a just been fucked over a desk type vibe. I smile at her as I lean into Tad and can’t help but rest my hand slightly too close to his arse. 
 
    Take that, bitch! 
 
    “What was all that about?” Tad smiles at me as we get into the car waiting for him outside. 
 
    “I really don’t like that Hazel.” I say matter of factly as I clip my seatbelt in. 
 
    “Oh Rach!” He rolls his eyes at me. “I don’t have any actual proof it was her-” 
 
    “Not because of that!” I interrupt. “Well, not entirely anyway. But she called me fat before I came up to see you.” 
 
    “She did what?” He snaps. 
 
    “Well, not fat exactly. She congratulated us on being pregnant. And then really stared at my stomach as if to say oh just fat then when I corrected her.” 
 
    “She is just jealous baby, take no notice.” He grabs my hand off of my lap and gently kisses it. “Um, you’re not though, are you?” 
 
    “What?!” I snatch my hand back and immediately go to cover my stomach. “Thanks Tad. No I’m fucking not.” 
 
    “Oh shit! Not like that! Oh God Rach, please know I don’t think you look pregnant at all!” He tries to grab my hand back but I swipe his away. I know I’m no size eight, but he has never seemed to mind at all before. I try to shut out the memories of Kevin, and how he would seize any opportunity possible to tell me how fat I was, how it looked like I’d put even more weight on. 
 
    “Rachel, look at me.” He grabs my face and gently turns it towards his. “My timing is actually shit, and I’m so sorry. I swear to you, you don’t look pregnant at all, but, well you’ve been feeling ill, mostly in the mornings, and it was something I’d been wondering for a few days. I just literally chose the worst time ever to bring it up. Please forgive me, you know I think you’re beautiful.” 
 
    My initial anger subsides and I give in and let his fingers wrap around mine. 
 
    “Worst timing ever Tad! But no, I’m not. I can’t be, I had my injection-” I try to wrack my brain to remember the last time I had my depo injection. “Uh, I know I had it… Hang on.” I quickly grab my phone from my bag and check the last couple of months in my calendar for an appointment. I suddenly start to feel sick. “Shit.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Tad asks. 
 
    “I forgot to have my last injection! It was due in the middle of the court case and I just completely forgot. I meant to book it in, and then just didn’t. Fuck!” 
 
    I turn to look at Tad, expecting his face to mirror the sheer panic on mine. Except he is calm, and half smiling. 
 
    “You had a lot going on babe, it’s understandable you forgot.” 
 
    “Tad, don’t you understand what I’m saying? We have been having unprotected sex for the last two months, a lot of unprotected sex. I could actually be pregnant.” 
 
    “I know.” He grabs my hands. “And if you are, how would you feel?” 
 
    I shake my head as I can’t actually believe he is being so calm about this. Why is he not freaking out? “Uh, I don’t know. We haven’t even really discussed kids. I hadn’t really thought about having another.” His face falls slightly. “Do you want children?” 
 
    “Well, if you’d have asked me that about a year ago, I’d have said absolutely not. I even considered a vasectomy a few years ago. But, well, I love you Rachel. I love Ami and I’ve been thinking recently that maybe a baby of our own would be nice.” 
 
    My face softens and I sit in silence while my brain goes at a million miles per hour. A baby. A baby with Tad. 
 
    I picture Tad holding a tiny little newborn and my heart swells. He is incredible with Ami, and he is an amazing person. 
 
    “We’ll grab a test later.” I say as I lean my head into his shoulder. He wraps his arm around me and kisses me on the head. 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    “Mum!” Ami runs towards me and hugs me tightly. “I missed you!” 
 
    “I missed you too sweetheart. Did you have a good week?” I ask as I grab her bag and then her hand with mine. 
 
    “It was amazing! We went up a mountain, and we were standing in the clouds at the top. Then Dave Brooks kissed Jenny Smith!” She starts laughing to herself. “He got in a lot of trouble for that!” She says candidly. “Where’s Tad?” 
 
    “Oh he had to run to the shops. We only just got back from London.” 
 
    “Ooh, did you have fun?” 
 
    “I did thank you. Tad has a lovely place there, you’d like it.” 
 
    “Can I go one day?” 
 
    “Of course you can. We’ll plan a trip one day soon.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Tad 
 
   Ihad absolutely no idea which pregnancy test to buy, who knew there were so many? Ones with pink lines, ones with blue lines. Ones that have crosses instead of lines and ones that are digital! I just got one of each so there was no chance of me getting it wrong! 
 
    I’m pacing the front room waiting for the girls to come back. I’m eager to see Ami after a week away, I have missed her. But I also can’t wait to find out if I’m going to be a dad. 
 
    I hear keys in the door and race into the hallway. 
 
    “Tad!” Ami says as she comes running for a hug. 
 
    “Hey beautiful, how was your trip?” I ask. 
 
    “It was so good. Mum said you had fun in London, and she said I could go to stay at your place there one day.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’ll sort something out soon.” I laugh. 
 
    “I’m hungry, what’s for dinner?” She asks as she walks towards the kitchen. 
 
    “I’m going to order pizza in a bit, is that okay?” Rachel calls to her. 
 
    “Cool. Can I have a snack?” 
 
    “Yes babe.” 
 
    I can hear her rummaging about in the fridge. I walk over to the stairs, pick up the bag full of tests and give it to Rachel. 
 
    “Jesus Tad! How many do you think I need?!” She laughs. 
 
    “Well there were so many! And they all looked different, so I just got one of each.” I shrug. She kisses me on the cheek and walks upstairs with the bag. 
 
    “Come up in two minutes, okay?” She says. 
 
    I knock on the bathroom door exactly two minutes since Rachel closed it. 
 
    “Come in.” She calls. I open the door and she is sitting on the toilet with the lid down, staring at a test in her hand. 
 
    “Well?” I say nervously. 
 
    “It’s still flashing.” She points it towards me and I see the image of an egg timer flashing on the little screen. I go to stand next to her and we wait in silence. 
 
    Not Pregnant. 
 
    My heart drops a little and I see Rachel’s shoulders drop. 
 
    “How do you feel?” I ask her. 
 
    “Honestly? Really disappointed.” She says as she looks at me with sad eyes. 
 
    “Me too.” I say as I wrap my arm around her shoulders. She stands and wraps her arms around my waist. “What do you want to do now?” I ask. 
 
    “Well, I want pizza.” She smiles at me. 
 
    “No, I meant about this.” 
 
    “A baby is a big step.” She says. 
 
    “So is marriage and taking on a stepchild.” 
 
    She looks like she is deep in thought. 
 
    “Okay. Let’s have a baby.” She smiles. 
 
    “Really?!” I can’t help but beam at her. 
 
    “Really!” She smiles at me. 
 
    “I love you Rach.” I pick her up and squeeze her tightly. 
 
    How is it possible to be this happy? To have gotten this lucky. I never, ever thought I’d have any of this. I thought I’d live alone, grow old alone, die alone. The thought didn’t bother me one bit. Everything has changed since I met this woman, more than anything, I have changed. I barely recognise the person I used to be. Sex was just sex, and love was a pointless emotion. But now I couldn’t think of anything worse than having to go one day without being able to love this woman, this beautiful, wonderful woman. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Six 
 
    Rachel 
 
   Ami is asleep and Tad and I are cuddled on the sofa when I hear a knock at the front door. 
 
    “Who is that?” Tad wonders out loud. 
 
    “Oh shit, Celine called this morning. She seemed very insistent that she came over tonight. Sorry I completely forgot.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, I’ll get the door.” He stands and walks towards the door. 
 
    “Hey Tad.” I hear Celine’s voice. 
 
    “Hi Celine, how are you?” Tad asks her. 
 
    “Good thanks.” 
 
    “Rachel’s in there. Can I get you a glass of wine?” 
 
    “No, I’m fine thanks, I’m driving.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever known you to turn down a glass of wine? Are you feeling okay?!” I joke as she comes to sit next to me on the sofa. 
 
    “I have huge news!” She says suddenly. 
 
    “I’m listening.” I say, intrigued. 
 
    “I’m pregnant!” She beams. 
 
    “No way! Oh my God, congratulations!” I hug her tightly. 
 
    “Thanks.” She says as she pulls away. “How are you?” 
 
    “Never mind how I am! How are you?” 
 
    “I’m okay. Shocked. We decided we were going to start trying about a month ago, and now I’m pregnant. Already. I thought it would take ages!” 
 
    “But you’re happy?” I say 
 
    “Yes, I mean, I’m absolutely shitting myself, and Dan didn’t move or speak for about twenty minutes after I told him. But we’re happy.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m so pleased for you!” I hug her tightly again. “We were almost bump buddies.” She pulls back looking confused. “Had a bit of a scare today, realised I didn’t go for my injection a couple of months ago and I’d completely forgotten about it.” 
 
    “How good would that have been though?! Babies at the same time!” She smiles. “How was Tad about it?” 
 
    “Well, he took it far better than me! And we’ve decided that we’re going to try.” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up!!” She half screams at me. “You have to do it now, like get pregnant now! I want to be bump buddies with you!” She grabs hold of my hands and shakes them. 
 
    “Calm down! I haven’t even had a period yet so the hormones obviously aren’t out of my system. But I’m not going back for any more jabs, so we will see.” 
 
    “It happened super fast for us, so you never know!” She smiles. “Plus, the amount of sex you guys have must give you an advantage.” She nudges my arm and we both laugh. 
 
    “Wow, you’re going to be a mummy.” I shake my head softly. 
 
    “I know. I still can’t quite believe it. We thought it was going to take a while, I mean we were still hoping to move before we had kids. But I guess life has other plans.” She shrugs. 
 
    “Babies are small, they don’t take up that much room.” I joke. 
 
    “That’s what I told Dan. It might be a bit squashed for a while but I’m sure we will manage.” I catch her biting her bottom lip, almost anxiously, but she quickly changes the subject. “Anyway, how was London?” 
 
    “It was good, lots of walking, sightseeing, and feeling a bit like a tourist. Tad also set up a meeting with a solicitor to start divorce proceedings.” 
 
    “How was that?” Her eyes narrow. 
 
    “It’s all so complicated.” I exhale loudly. “Someone has to set up a meeting with Kevin to even drop off the divorce papers. Then if they manage to do that, we just have to wait on Kevin.” 
 
    “Ah.” She says. 
 
    “Ah exactly. Everyone else seems to have a much better outlook on the situation, but I suppose you know Kevin almost as well as I do, so…” I trail off. 
 
    “One way or another, it will happen. And at least Tad is supportive.” She smiles kindly at me. “I’d better get back, need to make sure Dan hasn’t done a runner.” She laughs. 
 
    “Okay, well we will do something soon. I can drink wine and you can watch me.” I tease. 
 
    “Oh God. I really don’t know how I’m supposed to last nine whole months with no alcohol.” She scrunches up her face. 
 
    “Just think of the little squishy baby at the end of it. Trust me, it’s all worth it in the end.” My mind wanders back to that first cuddle with Ami, where she wrapped her hand around my finger and clung on like I was her very lifeline. And then my mind wanders to another little baby, with Tad standing next to me, and I can’t wipe the smile from my face. 
 
    I hug Celine tightly at the door as we say goodbye. 
 
    “Feel free to tell Tad, just don’t tell anyone else. I’m only telling you because you’re like my sister. I’m not sure if we’re even telling our parents yet.” 
 
    “Secret is safe with me. Drive safe.” 
 
    I knock on Tad’s office door before I walk in to find him hard at work. 
 
    “Hey baby, everything okay?” He asks while furiously typing on his keyboard. 
 
    “Celine’s pregnant!” I say, and he spins round to look at me. 
 
    “No way! Wow, talk about timing!” He laughs. 
 
    “I know.” I smile as I think about the possibility of us having babies at the same time. “She has only just found out though so she isn’t telling anyone. Well except us! But don’t tell Ami yet.” 
 
    He imitates pulling a zipper across his lips. 
 
    “I won’t be too much longer here gorgeous, why don’t you go and warm the bed up for me?” 
 
    “Okay baby, see you in a bit.” I kiss him on the cheek and head upstairs. 
 
    I open Ami’s door quietly and pop my head round the door. She is sleeping peacefully and I have to resist the urge to walk in and give her a hug. I softly close the door and make my way to bed. 
 
    I check my phone once I am in bed. Nothing. I’m waiting rather impatiently on the divorce lawyer saying that he has arranged to get the divorce petition to Kevin. I’m not sure what I expect to happen once he does get it. I mean, I know he isn’t just going to sign it and be done with it. He will fight it, or at least make it as difficult as he possibly can. I just want to know what we need to do next, once that has happened. I can’t deal with the not knowing. 
 
    I put my phone on the side, lay back, and try to take deep breaths. 
 
    Logically, I know that me worrying isn’t going to change anything, well except my mood; and not in a good way. I just know how tough and emotionally draining even simple divorces can be. So I hate to think how this is going to play out. 
 
      
 
    I’m woken a little later on by Tad laying down beside me and pulling me into his strong arms. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to wake you, go back to sleep baby.” He whispers while stroking the hair behind my ears. 
 
    I glance at the clock and see it’s almost 3 a.m. 
 
    “You’ve been ages, what were you doing?” I half yawn, sleepily. 
 
    “I just got carried away with something. It’s nothing important. I’ll tell you tomorrow.” 
 
    Too tired to argue, I close my eyes and snuggle into his soft chest. 
 
      
 
    I wake to the sound of Tad and Ami laughing from somewhere downstairs. I can smell bacon wafting in the air and it makes my stomach rumble. 
 
    “Morning you two.” They are huddled around the island in the kitchen. 
 
    “Good timing Mum, we made you breakfast.” 
 
    “You did?!” A wave of love for these wonderful people flows through me. 
 
    “Bacon sandwich and coffee.” She smiles at me. 
 
    “Aw thank you both.” I take a sip of my coffee and they are both staring at me. “What’s going on?” I ask. 
 
    “Tad has a surprise!” Ami shouts excitedly. 
 
    “Oh does he now?” I look at him and he is grinning from ear to ear. 
 
    “Well I’ve booked us a little trip.” 
 
    “To Lapland!” Ami squeals so loudly I almost spill my coffee! 
 
    “Oh wow, that sounds amazing!” 
 
    “That’s not the best bit, we are going for Christmas, and Nanny and Gramps are coming too!” 
 
    “Oh Tad, thank you.” 
 
    “No need to thank me babe, just wanted to do something special for you both. You’ve had a hell of a year and you deserve a treat.” My heart swells. 
 
    Tad comes to stand behind me and I grab his arm as he wraps it tightly around my shoulders. 
 
    “How did I get so lucky to have found you?” I turn and say softly to him. He gently kisses my lips and we hear a gagging sound from the other side of the island. 
 
    “Yuk, you two are gross!” Ami says while scrunching her face up. “I’m going upstairs.” 
 
    “I have some news regarding the divorce.” Tad says once Ami is out of earshot. 
 
    “Oh?” I say as my stomach lurches. 
 
    “The lawyer has managed to get a visit booked for Monday to serve Kevin the papers. He then has seven days to sign them.” 
 
    “And when he doesn’t?” I sigh. 
 
    “Then we cross that bridge if that happens.” 
 
    I sigh. It’s not a case of if. This is Kevin we are talking about. There’s no way in hell he is just going to sign those papers and actually let me not only marry another man, but also let that man adopt his daughter. There is not a shred of decency in him, and he is so selfish. He doesn’t care about Ami, let alone about me. 
 
    A wave of disappointment flows through me. Kevin just gets in the way of everything. Even though I left him over a year ago, he creeps into my brain every day. He ends up in conversation most days, and I can tell it’s getting to a point where it’s starting to bother Tad. Even though he would never say anything. 
 
    This divorce would mean the end of that. The end of having to think about him at all. Tad and I could get married, have a baby. He could adopt Ami and we could get on with the rest of our lives without the shadow of my murderer ex-husband following us everywhere. 
 
    “Hey.” Tad lifts my chin. “Stop stressing, it’s all going to work out fine, I promise.” I fake a smile at Tad and turn back to my coffee. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tad 
 
      
 
   It has become a weekly tradition for us to go for Sunday dinner at Rachel’s parents now. 
 
    We all go round and Rachel’s mum stuffs us full of a delicious roast dinner, with giant sized puddings, and wine glasses that magically never empty no matter how much you drink! 
 
    Then we all enter food comas in the living room watching a film. This week it is Leo’s turn to pick, and “Back to the Future” is starting up on the television. I am so grateful for a decent film as I was getting sick of kids films and soppy rom coms! Ami, however, is not so pleased. 
 
    “But it’s so old!” She moans. 
 
    “It’s not old, it’s a classic!” Leo says. 
 
    “Just like your gramps.” Rachel jokes. 
 
    Mary brings in coffee for us all and a hot chocolate for Ami, then we all sit and watch the film. 
 
    I am sitting with Rachel on one side and Ami on the other, both are cuddled into me. I look around the room at Leo and Mary on the other sofa, the fireplace roaring at the side of the room, the rain lashing down outside, and I just feel so content. It’s such a nice feeling. I can have the most stressful day ever at work, but all of that disappears when I walk into the house and see my two girls, smiling from ear to ear, just because I have walked through the door. 
 
      
 
    Ami has fallen asleep on the short drive home, so when we get back I carry her up to bed and tuck her in. 
 
    “Sweet dreams princess.” I whisper as I kiss her gently on the forehead. She looks so peaceful. I quietly walk out of her room and close the door behind me. 
 
    I walk downstairs and find Rachel in the kitchen. 
 
    “Wine or coffee babe?” She asks. 
 
    “I think I’ll have a whiskey actually.” I say. 
 
    “Yuk, I don’t know how you can drink that stuff!” She says in mock disgust. 
 
    She pours herself a glass of wine as I reach on the top shelf of the wine rack for a bottle of Macallan. 
 
    “It’s clearly a drink for those with expensive taste.” I wink at her. 
 
    “No, it’s gross! Throw some coke over it and it’s drinkable, but how you can drink it like that I will never know.” She laughs. 
 
    “Well at least I won’t have to worry about you drinking all my whiskey while I am out.” 
 
    “No, you absolutely won’t!” 
 
    I make my way over to the front room but Rachel stops at the door to the basement. 
 
    “Wanna play?” She says through an incredibly dirty smile. 
 
    “I’ll meet you down there.” I smile back at her. 
 
    I drain my glass and quickly go into the kitchen to refill it, making sure to half fill the glass with ice first. 
 
    When I get downstairs Rachel is sitting on the edge of the bed. 
 
    “Not choosing any toys today Rachel?” I say as I get to the bed. 
 
    “No, I thought Sir might like to choose.” My cock twitches at her words. 
 
    I walk over to the chest at the end of the bed, open it and rifle through everything in it. 
 
    Searching through the chest, I pick out a leather paddle and decide that’s all I need. It’s been far too long since I’ve seen that beautiful arse turned a hot shade of pink. 
 
    Her smile widens as I put the paddle next to her on the bed. 
 
    “Stand up.” I half growl at her. 
 
    She stands and I pull her shirt from over her head. I unbutton her jeans and pull them down. As she steps out of them, I take a step back to admire the beautiful woman standing in front of me. 
 
    “I want you to turn around, bend over the side of the bed, and use your arms to keep yourself steady.” I watch as she turns in front of me, bends over, pushing her gorgeous backside out. She puts her hands on the bed and waits there silently for me. 
 
    “Good girl.” I stroke my hand down her spine, until my fingertips are teasing the skin of her soft cheeks. I roughly grab a handful of her arse and she squeals slightly. 
 
    “Safe words?” I ask, squeezing tighter. 
 
    “Amber and red.” She replies huskily. 
 
    “Good girl.” Without warning, I pull my hand back and hit her, hard on the backside. The silence of the room is suddenly broken by the crack of the slap, and Rachel’s sharp intake of breath. 
 
    As I alternate between cheeks, her breathing becomes heavier. I pick up the silky black paddle, and gently stroke her pinked arse with it. 
 
    “Do you like being spanked Rachel?” 
 
    I hear her swallow hard before she speaks. “Yes, Sir, I do.” I absentmindedly grab my cock in my free hand and will it to behave for just a little while longer. 
 
    I pull the paddle back and lightly tap it to the top of Rachel’s thigh. I use slightly more force with each hit, and move the paddle back onto her arse cheeks. They have turned a bright red, and Rachel begins to cry out with each slap. 
 
    “Amber.” She says quietly, and I slow the paddle, and begin to move around her thighs with it. I use my other hand to gently stroke her red hot cheeks, and she moans with each gentle touch. 
 
    “Sir?” She risks a look over her shoulder at me. “Please fuck me.” 
 
    Without another word I throw the paddle behind me, pull my boxers down, and plunge into her. I can feel the heat from her backside radiating on to my skin. That with the combination of sounds she is making mean I’m not going to last anywhere near as long as I’d like. 
 
    I slow my thrusts, before pulling out, turning her around and pushing her back onto the bed. In a flash I have dropped to my knees and my tongue is invading her. Her hands are in my hair and she pushes my tongue deeper inside of her. I move upwards and gently start to nibble and suck and I feel her hips buck underneath me. 
 
    “Can I come, Sir?” She breathes and I mumble my answer into her as I increase my assault on her clit. 
 
    Her legs clamp around my shoulders, as her back arches off the bed and I hear her calling my name. I stand and take a second to look at the sight on the bed. Rachel laying there, panting, cheeks and chest flushed red. 
 
    I bend down and lift her in one swift movement, turning as I move to sit her on my lap. She grabs hold of my cock to position it, and the touch alone sends a moan from my lips. She slowly lowers herself down onto me and it’s too much. I grab her hips, lifting and lowering her as fast as I can. 
 
    Her lips crash into mine as I continue pounding into her. She lifts her legs and wraps them around my back, giving me even more access to her and it tips me over the edge. With one final hard thrust I come fiercely inside of her, just as she explodes around me. 
 
    We fall back on the bed panting, and we just lay there for a while, while I try to get my legs to work again! 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Rachel 
 
   Tad has taken Ami to school and let me have the morning in bed. I really do love that man! 
 
    I hear a buzzing from his side of the bed and turn to see he has left his phone. I reach over and see it’s a message from the divorce lawyer, curiosity gets the better of me and I open the message. 
 
    Papers have been delivered. Will update as soon as I know more. Geoff. 
 
    Holy shit, I’d totally forgotten. Kevin has the divorce papers. 
 
    My stomach lurches and a wave of sadness flows through me. Tad is so excited and so positive about this, he just seems to think that Kevin will have undergone a personality transplant and will have developed some sort of conscience. But I know him, I have known him for years. There is not an ounce of compassion in that man, and I know Tad’s hopes of an easy divorce are about to come crashing down. 
 
    I get up and am making coffee when Tad walks through the door. 
 
    “Hey babe, I’ve got coffee.” I call from the kitchen. 
 
    “Hmm, smells amazing, thank you.” He says as he warms his hands around the mug. 
 
    “So, you left your phone in bed.” I say meekly from behind my cup. “And it went off and I sort of read the message.” Tad lowers his coffee cup and goes to speak but I continue without giving him a chance. “I’m sorry, I know I shouldn’t have looked, it’s just I heard it going off and saw it was the divorce lawyer and I just wanted to know what it said. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Hey, you don’t need to apologise!” He puts his coffee on the side and pulls me in close to him. “What did the message say?” 
 
    “Just that the papers had been delivered, and he would update you when he knew more.” 
 
    “Fantastic.” He kisses me on the head, picks up his coffee and walks into the front room. 
 
    I follow him and watch him intently as he sits down and gets his laptop out. While he is scrolling he stops and looks at me. “What?” he asks. 
 
    “You really think he is going to sign, don’t you?” I say as I sit next to him. 
 
    “Yes. I know he is a monster, and I know what he has put you and Ami through, but he is clever. He knows that if he ever wants to get out of prison he is going to have to prove he is remorseful and has learnt from his mistakes. If he says no to the divorce, and to dissolving his parental rights, it is just going to cause trouble for him when it comes to him getting out. But if he just signs and co-operates with us, it looks better on him.” 
 
    I’d never thought about it like that, and the thought of him plotting getting out so soon into him being sentenced sends a shiver down my spine. Tad grabs my hand. 
 
    “Hey, it will be a long, long time until we have to worry about that.” He smiles at me and it helps, a little. “I have a load of calls to make so I’m going to go into my office.” He says. 
 
    “Yeah, I have two cakes to get done today anyway. Mum is getting Ami for us after school and she’s giving her dinner, so I can get more done.” 
 
    “Okay gorgeous.” He kisses me softly on the lips and heads towards his office. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter seven 
 
    
     “W 
 
   
 
    hat has happened to my house?” Tad says as he walks through the door. 
 
    “It’s Halloween!” Ami yells from inside a mess of fake spider webs. I can’t help but laugh at her getting more and more tangled up as she is desperately trying to straighten the webs. 
 
    “I know, but it looks like the house is being used as the set of some grizzly horror movie!” Tad laughs. 
 
    “I know, it’s great isn’t it!” Ami says through gritted teeth as frustration gets the better of her. “Mum! Help!” She wails as she throws the webs on the floor. 
 
    “I’m coming!” I laugh as I get up from the sofa and walk into the hallway. I give Tad a peck on the lips and go to help Ami pull apart the webs and attach the spiders to it. Tad hangs his jacket and loosens his tie before coming over and helping us. 
 
    An hour or so later and the house is finished. There is fake blood dripping from the windows, and an electronic ghost hanging next to the doorway, ready to scare anybody who stands in front of its sensor. The walls are covered in more spider webs than I’ve ever seen and there are a multitude of skeletons and other scary decorations hanging from the windows. Ami is absolutely over the moon with our efforts. Tad goes to sit down on the sofa looking absolutely exhausted and I join him while Ami goes upstairs to get changed. 
 
    “How was your day?” I ask as I lean my head on his shoulder. 
 
    “Long.” He says. “I’m just glad to be home.” 
 
    “Do you still want to go out tonight?” 
 
    “Not really, but Scott actually went to a load of effort to sort this party out, so I think it would be rude not to show up.” I wrap my fingers in his and we sit quietly for a while. 
 
    “Sorry about all this.” I say. 
 
    “About what?” He kisses the top of my head softly. 
 
    “About all the decorations and making you help out when you’ve been out all day.” 
 
    “Don’t be so daft, you didn’t make me, I wanted to help. I love seeing Ami happy, and clearly blood and ghosts make her very happy!” He laughs and I snuggle in closer to him, feeling his heart beating against his chest. I can almost feel myself drifting off to sleep when I hear Ami sprinting down the stairs. 
 
    “How do I look?!” She asks as she walks in. 
 
    Good God, what happened to my baby? 
 
    This year she chose a zombie cheerleader as her outfit. She has backcombed her hair and done her own face paint. She just looks so grown up. 
 
    “Woah, you look awesome baby, I mean, absolutely terrifying, but awesome too.” And it is terrifying, how has my little baby girl grown up so fast? 
 
    Before long she will be a teenager, and then she will be bringing home boyfriends… A cold chill runs through me at the very thought. 
 
    “Mum, go and get changed!” She shouts at me before running off to her room. Tad starts to laugh at me. 
 
    “Oh, this I have to see! What outfit are you wearing?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” I smirk at him as I walk upstairs. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tad 
 
   The first group of trick or treaters has just left. I close the door and replace the huge bowl of sweets on the table next to the door. 
 
    “Oh my God, Mum!” Ami shrieks from next to me. I turn to see Rachel walking down the stairs and my jaw almost hits the floor. 
 
    She is dressed as a nurse, I mean, a scary nurse, but Holy shit. If Ami wasn’t here right now I wouldn’t be able to stop myself ripping off that little dress and fucking her here and now on the stairs. 
 
    Her hair is tied back in a messy bun with stands of hair poking out from under her little nurse’s hat. She is in a white dress, covered in fake blood and rips. But it’s the fishnet stockings that are really doing it for me, and the bright red lips. 
 
    She walks over to us and winks at me. 
 
    “Why aren’t you dressed yet?” She asks me. 
 
    “Me? I don’t have anything to wear.” 
 
    Ami and Rach look at each other and giggle. 
 
    “Oh yes you do, go look upstairs.” Rachel says as she tries not to laugh. 
 
    Intrigued, I run upstairs and find my outfit on the bed. 
 
    Fucking hell! The things I do for these women! 
 
    I have never in my life dressed up for Halloween. We didn’t celebrate as kids and I’ve never had a reason to dress up since then. But here I am, staring at a set of scrubs covered in fake blood. 
 
      
 
    I walk downstairs and the girls both start giggling. 
 
    “How come you get to look kinky as fuck and I get to look like an idiot?” I whisper in Rachel’s ear. 
 
    “Sexism at its finest babe! Men get to look scary or stupid and women get to look hot. Just the way it is.” She shrugs while laughing. 
 
    “Then could you have not picked something scary?” I say as I tug on the surgeon’s hat that is squashing my hair on to my face. 
 
    “I wanted to make sure we matched!” 
 
    I roll my eyes and she kisses me on the cheek. 
 
    “You don’t have to wear it if you don’t like it. What were you planning on wearing tonight?” 
 
    “Uh, clothes?” I say, puzzled. 
 
    “What normal clothes?” 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    “Tad, it’s a fancy dress Halloween party!” 
 
    “I’ve never ever worn a Halloween outfit in my life before now!” I laugh. 
 
    “Well, that’s something to tick off the bucket list then.” 
 
    “Come on you two, let’s go before all the good sweets go!” Ami calls from the front door. 
 
      
 
    By the time we get back from trick or treating with Ami, I am beyond exhausted and bed is calling. We dropped Ami off at Rachel’s parents and she is going to stay there tonight so we don’t have to worry about getting back. Rachel walks into the front room and the sight of her in those slutty stockings is enough to wake me up. She has redone her make-up, undone a couple of top buttons and I’m sure her skirt is shorter now. Her tits are spilling out of her dress and it takes a lot for me to not just grab them. 
 
    “Car is outside babe.” She says before bending over slightly to pick up her bag from the sofa. 
 
    “Please make sure you don’t need to bend down for anything this evening.” I half growl. 
 
    “Why not?” She is still bent down next to me, and she lifts her head, giving me a perfect view of her cleavage, and those bright red lips. 
 
    “Because it’s taking a lot for me not to just turn you around and fuck you right now, and I’m not sure how long I will be able to hold back if I can continuously see your tits almost spilling out at me.” 
 
    She smiles and turns around, still bent over. “I’ll just make sure I bend this way then so you can’t see my tits.” Her perfect arse is staring back at me, she’s wearing the tiniest white lacy panties and I’m pretty sure I’m almost totally hard under my poxy scrubs right now. 
 
    “Oh Rachel.” I pull her back into me and she whimpers as I grab her, firmly on the arse. “This here, is mine, and I don’t want anyone else seeing it, or you teasing me with it. Understood?” I stand and turn her towards me. 
 
    “Yes Sir.” She says with eyes that are telling me she is going to go ahead and tease me all night anyway because she knows exactly what will happen when we get home. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck me up the arse with a rusty spoon!” Scott shouts at us as we walk into the packed club. “How the fuck did you get him in fancy dress?!” He asks Rachel, and I notice the double take he does when he looks at her. 
 
    “I have my ways.” She smiles from next to me. 
 
    “Yes, I can see.” He laughs, while blatantly staring at Rachel’s chest and I have to shake off the urge to shove him away. 
 
    “Hands off you.” I almost growl and then try to force a smile. “Isn’t one of your many girlfriends here tonight?” 
 
    “Uh, two actually. Yeah, that’s a story and a half, and let’s just hope this place is big enough that neither one of them bump into the other and get talking about the sex God in their life eh?” I just shake my head and exhale loudly. “Anyway, you two get a drink, I’ll catch up with you in a bit.” 
 
    “Okay, please try to stay out of trouble!” I say. He just winks at me as he makes his way over to a group of women. 
 
    “Two girlfriends?” Rachel asks when we get to the bar. 
 
    “It’s probably more than that. He’s a nightmare.” I roll my eyes while she laughs. 
 
    “I bet you used to be just as bad!” She laughs. 
 
    “I’m offended! I told you, I’ve never had a girlfriend before.” 
 
    “Okay, what did you call them then?!” 
 
    What, the women I paid to have sex with? 
 
    Luckily at that moment a man dressed as Kermit the frog comes and asks what we want to drink. 
 
    “I’ll have Macallan neat please, Rach, wine?” 
 
    “Yes please, large chardonnay.” 
 
    Before Rachel has a chance to continue our conversation, I grab her in my arms and kiss her softly. I open my lips over hers and her tongue gently tickles at mine. I can feel the skin erupt in goosebumps on the top of her leg as my fingers gently stroke the naked skin between her skirt and stocking. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rachel 
 
   Ican’t remember the last time I danced this much. Tad and I have been on the dancefloor most of the night and it feels amazing. All the drama of the last year feels a million miles away and remembering how stressed I felt this morning about the divorce suddenly seems trivial. 
 
    “I think I need to sit down, my feet are killing me!” I shout at Tad over the loud music. 
 
    “Thank God, me too! I’ll get us a drink, you go sit down.” He wanders off towards the bar, gently pushing through the mass of people dancing. I move over towards the booths at the side of the dance floor, to find Scott sat with a gorgeous looking blonde woman. They seem extremely friendly, and I’m wondering which girlfriend this is. 
 
    He sees me walking over and comes up for air. 
 
    “Rach, meet Louise. Louise, this is Rachel, Tad’s fiancée.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you.” I shout as I lean over the table to shake her hand. 
 
    “Where’s Tad?” 
 
    “Just getting drinks.” I sit down opposite them at the table. “This party is amazing Scott.” 
 
    “Thanks, it’s nice to be trusted with planning something so big for once!” 
 
    I look over and can see Tad at the bar, he is talking to a woman with bright red hair. She is laughing and keeps touching his arm. I can see that he is trying to pull away from her, but it still does nothing to ease the jealous rage that I can feel brewing. 
 
    “Scott, who is that, talking to Tad?” 
 
    “Uh, I’m not sure.” For someone who has more than one girlfriend at a time, he is crap at lying. 
 
    Tad walks back over, hands me a glass of wine and sits next to me. 
 
    “Who was that?” I ask as casually as I can manage before taking a sip of my wine. 
 
    “Oh, uh- just someone I used to know a while back.” He flashes a smile at me and I drop the subject, for now. 
 
    He takes his phone out and looks confused for a second, I lean forward and attempt to ask what’s wrong, but before I can even say a word, he lifts his finger in my direction, silently shushing me. He is reading something intently on the screen, and suddenly his eyes are wide and his smile enormous. 
 
    “Okay, seriously, what?!” I say, pushing his long finger out of the way of my face. 
 
    “He signed it.” He says, so quietly I barely hear him. He is still scanning his eyes over the message. 
 
    “Who signed what?” I ask. 
 
    “He signed it!” He says again, louder this time and he finally turns to face me. Noticing my confused look he shouts. “Rach, he signed it!” 
 
    It takes a long time for the words to register. 
 
    He cannot mean Kevin? 
 
    “You don’t mean-” I start, before he cuts me off. 
 
    “That fucking scumbag actually signed the papers. Rach you’re getting your divorce!” 
 
    He lunges at me, almost knocking the wine from my hands and hugs me tightly, and I should be as happy as he is. I should be over the moon. If he has signed the papers that also means he has given up all parental responsibility over Ami. Not only can Tad and I get married, but he can also adopt Ami, and we can all be a family. 
 
    But something doesn’t feel right, at all. I can’t help but think Kevin is playing a game, that this is all just some grand scheme. There’s no way would he give in so easily… 
 
    Scott is congratulating Tad and I over the table and I think I hear something about champagne, but I can’t concentrate. My brain is racing and a wave of nausea suddenly flows through me. I quickly excuse myself and run to the bathroom. 
 
    I push past the women in the queue, and head straight towards the sinks, where I hurriedly splash cold water on my neck. 
 
    Why am I reacting like this? Why am I not excited, and relieved? Why do I suddenly feel more stressed than I did before? 
 
    “Is everything okay?” I feel a hand on my shoulder as a soft voice startles me from my own thoughts. 
 
    “Yes. I’m fine.” I look up and I see the reflection next to me of the red headed woman from the bar Tad was talking to. 
 
    “Oh, you must be Rachel!” Her eyes widen slightly as she seems to recognise me. 
 
    “Yes, I am, and you are?” I turn to face her and try to get a read on her expression. 
 
    “My name is Lizzie. Lovely to meet you.” Her smile seems genuine enough, but something about the way she is looking at me has me on edge. 
 
    “Sorry, I don’t mean to be rude, but do I know you?” 
 
    “Oh, sorry, no you don’t. I’m an old friend of Tad’s. I just bumped into him a few minutes ago and he said he was here with his fiancée.” Something about the way she said friend made my stomach flip, and she is now eyeing my engagement ring, which I’m suddenly feeling very conscious of. 
 
    “A friend?” I say before I can stop myself. 
 
    “Well, we all have a past.” She laughs and I feel my jaw tensing. “I haven’t seen him in a few years though.” She leans in as though she is about to share some deep secret with me. “How ever did you manage it?” She grins. 
 
    “Manage what?” I ask through gritted teeth. I’m well aware everyone, Tad included, has a past, but I didn’t need his past cornering me in the ladies when I’m already having somewhat of a breakdown. 
 
    “Getting Thaddeus Turner, eternal bachelor, to settle down? We never thought we would see the day?” She leans back and turns to the mirror before applying a fresh coat of deep burgundy lipstick. 
 
    “We?” I don’t want to know, why am I even asking? 
 
    “Just me and the girls.” She catches sight of my reflection in the mirror and turns back to look at me. “Sorry, I haven’t upset you have I?” 
 
    “No. No, I just have to go. It was, just great meeting you.” I turn and push my way past a group of women and half run out of there. 
 
    Tad is waiting for me outside the bathroom doors. “There you are. I was worried.” He smiles at me, but now I can’t get the image of him and Lizzie out of my head. I just stand, frozen to the spot while I try to be sensible. I try to think rationally. 
 
    It was before you. He is entitled to have been with other women. Stop being such an idiot. 
 
    The door leading to the bathrooms opens behind me and I see it in Tad’s eyes before anything else. His eyes go wide as he sees who has followed me out, and he suddenly looks at me nervously. His eyes flit between me and Lizzie, and before he manages to speak I push past him and head for the exit. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tad 
 
   Iwatch as Rachel pushes past me and heads for the club’s exit, and turn suddenly back to Lizzie. 
 
    “What did you say to her?” I shout louder than is necessary to be heard over the music. 
 
    “Nothing!” She says innocently. “Just that we were friends, that’s all, I swear!” 
 
    “Why did you feel the need to say anything at all to her?” I turn around to look for Rach, but can’t see her anywhere. 
 
    “I didn’t know who she was at first. She was bent over the sink looking like she was about to have a panic attack or something, so I just asked if she was okay. It was only then I realised who she was.” 
 
    “I’ve got to go.” I say and turn quickly. I need to find out what’s going on. Why was she in there having a panic attack after I’ve just told her about the divorce? I feel a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Call me, you know, if you ever get bored.” Lizzie smiles at me, and it almost turns my stomach. There are a million things I’d like to say right now, but I have to find Rachel, so I shrug Lizzies hand off me and race to the exit. 
 
    I find Rachel outside, leaning against a wall, arms wrapped around herself to try to stay warm. She is taking a long drag from a cigarette. 
 
    As she exhales, she sees me, and starts trying to waft away the smoke with her hand. 
 
    “Sorry, I just needed some air.” She says quietly. 
 
    “Nice air.” I tease looking at the cigarette. 
 
    “Oh, sorry.” She goes to stub it out on the wall. 
 
    “No, don’t be silly.” I grab it from her hand and take a long drag myself. I breathe in the smoke and smile at the familiar burn. 
 
    “Since when do you smoke?” She asks shocked. 
 
    “Well, I haven’t for years.” I half laugh as I hand it back to her. “Look, Rach, I’m sorry-” 
 
    “No, you don’t need to apologise. I’m just being stupid.” 
 
    “Never.” I face her and hold her cheek in my hand. “What did she say to you?” 
 
    “Nothing. She was just chatting. It’s just, I couldn’t get the image out of my head. I know it’s irrational, and of course you’ve been with other women, but…” 
 
    “It was a long time ago.” I stroke her bottom lip with my thumb and smile at her. 
 
    “I know, and you don’t have to justify it. I mean look at you? There’s no way you’ve stayed single your entire life. This is bound to happen on occasion.” She smiles at me and I want to reassure her that I was single until I met her. I want to tell her that I never even so much as entertained the idea of having a girlfriend, until I met her and she flipped my whole world upside down. But I don’t want to tell her the nature of any of my past flings. So I just pull her close to me and kiss her head softly. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Rachel 
 
   The chair underneath me is cold and hard, and I can’t stop fidgeting with the visitor pass hanging from my neck. I’m trying to calm myself down, but all I keep thinking to myself, well more like screaming at myself is why the fuck am I here? 
 
    I scan the room quickly, there are about ten other people waiting at tables around me, and I’m clearly not the only one who is nervous. 
 
    I can hear noise in the distance, hushed talking, and then the distinct clicking of a lock, and the loud squeak of a door opening. 
 
    Men start walking through the door, and for some reason I can’t bring myself to look at any of them, so I just stare at the table. I can hear chairs scraping on the floor, and the room is suddenly loud with everyone talking all at once. 
 
    I hear footsteps walking in my direction that suddenly stop and my stomach lurches uncomfortably. The instinct to get up and run is so fierce, I have to grab on to the sides of my chair. 
 
    “Do I not get a hug then?” I shiver at the words and for the hundredth time I wonder just what exactly made me want to come here. 
 
    I force myself to look up at the man standing next to me, hardly recognising him. His blonde hair is much longer than I have ever seen, same as his beard, and it’s a mess. He is a mess. His nose is crooked, his eyes are surrounded by so much purple and black, that I don’t know where the bags end and the bruises begin. But that smile, the twisted way his lip curls up at one edge, the fear it sends through me, that hasn’t changed. 
 
    “Sit down Blackford, now.” A guard shouts from next to the table, and I can’t help but notice the other two guards that are keeping a very close distance to us. 
 
    Kevin pulls the seat from opposite me and sits, staring. 
 
    Well come on then. You thought it was such a good idea to come here, you should probably say something. 
 
    My mouth is suddenly so dry that I don’t think I could get any words out even if I knew what to say. 
 
    “I must say, I’m quite surprised you’re here. I only sent you that visiting order on the off chance Amelia might like to see her Daddy again. But I guess after signing those papers I’m not her Dad anymore, am I?” He seems calm, too calm. I risk a glance up at his eyes, and they are staring, burning into me. 
 
    “That’s why I’m here.” I manage in a voice barely over a whisper. “The papers, why did you sign them?” 
 
    He half laughs. “Didn’t you want me to?” He smirks at me. 
 
    “And when have you ever done something because I wanted it before?” I snap, the stupid look on his face is winding me up now, and anger is starting to replace my nerves. 
 
    “Touché.” He puts his arms across the table and leans over towards me. “What can I say? I’m a changed man. That’s what prison is for, to reform evil people like me, isn’t it?” 
 
    “People like you don’t change. You’re incapable of it.” 
 
    “Rachel, you wound me.” He fakes a hurt look, then goes back to grinning at me. It’s so unnerving, I’ve never really seen him like this before. So serene, and calm, but at the same time, something so dangerous and evil just seems to seep from him. 
 
    “Kevin, as much as you like to think it, I’m not stupid, and I know you. I know you don’t do anything unless there is something in it for you. There is no way in hell you are just going to allow me to marry someone else and have your daughter adopted by him without a fight. That’s not you. There’s a reason you’ve signed these, and it’s got fuck all to do with you changing.” I hiss at him, my anger bubbling over now. From the corner of my eye I can see one of the guards edging closer to our table, so I take a deep breath and try to remember where I am. 
 
    Something flashes behind Kevin’s eyes, but before I can work out what it is, he is back to staring, smiling. 
 
    “You know, I still can’t believe I didn’t work out who he was sooner.” He leans back in his chair and I stare at him, confused. “Even at that fundraiser, when he made that bloody speech. Although, I guess I was a bit preoccupied, watching my wife mentally undressing and fucking him the rest of the night.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” I shake my head and wonder just what the hell is going through his brain right now. 
 
    “Oh, nothing really.” He leans back in towards me. “Look Rachel, no hard feelings, okay? Marry the guy, or don’t, whatever, I mean maybe that’s why you’re here. Maybe you don’t really want to marry him and expected me to put a stop to it?” I’m so shocked at his words I don’t have time to say anything before he starts talking again. “At the end of the day, it won’t last. And I won’t be in here forever. So when I’m out, we will be free to start over again.” 
 
    My mouth opens wider with every crazed word coming from him and I’m left sitting in stunned silence, mouth hanging like a dead fish. 
 
    “I’m afraid they don’t offer conjugal visits here, so I’d probably close that mouth of yours, for now.” He winks at me and I can almost feel my breakfast rising in my stomach. 
 
    “What is wrong with you?” I manage to say after what feels like an age of silence. 
 
    “Oh Rach, you know it will always be me?” 
 
    There is not a single part of me that expected him to be coming out with any of this. He really has completely lost the plot. 
 
    “I don’t know how to say this politely, but I can quite safely say, without a shadow of doubt, that if you were the last man on earth, I’d rather kill myself than be anywhere near you.” 
 
    There’s that flash again, and it lasts longer this time. His eyes narrow and look furious. But then, as suddenly as they change, his whole face relaxes again. 
 
    “Rach, we were meant to be together, and we still are. You will get bored of your millionaire, and you’ll find yourself longing to be back with me, and when you do, you know where I will be.” He leans forward even more and raises his hand as if he wants to touch me. I stand up so fast that the chair falls over behind me with a loud bang. Everyone in the room turns to look at us, and in an instant there are three guards right behind Kevin. 
 
    “You’ve lost it, you really have. This will be the last time you will ever see me. I hope you rot in here.” I walk past him towards to visitor’s exit and hear him laughing from behind me. 
 
    “Until we meet again, my love.” I hear him shout after me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tad 
 
   Fucking voicemail. Again. I throw my phone down on my desk and try to ignore the nagging feeling in the bottom of my stomach. Rachel has clearly had something on her mind the last few days, but she point blank refuses to talk to me, and it’s infuriating. 
 
    It can’t just be about Lizzie, it seemed like we sorted that pretty quickly. I have tried to talk to her about it, and tried to ask her what was wrong that night, but she just won’t talk to me. 
 
    She had been so worried for the last few weeks about the divorce, and I’d assumed that once she got it, we could move on and start to plan our wedding, our life together. 
 
    Something heavy feels like it whacks me straight in the chest at the sudden fear that maybe she doesn’t want to marry me at all. Maybe she is having second thoughts but doesn’t know how to tell me. 
 
    I can feel my heart starting to race in my chest, and it takes a couple of deep breaths to calm myself. 
 
    She loves you. 
 
    Yes. Of course she does, there has to be something else going on. I just wish she would fucking talk to me about it. Without even thinking, I slam my laptop screen down hard enough that I’m sure it’s probably cracked. But I can’t bring myself to care. 
 
    This feeling of being kept in the dark, of things not being in my control. I hate it, I always have and I will never get used to it. 
 
    I hear the distinctive buzz of my phone on my desk and quickly grab it. The disappointment at seeing Susan’s name on the screen is fierce. 
 
    “What?” I shout down the phone at her, immediately feeling slightly guilty. 
 
    “Well, good afternoon to you Tad, I’m well, thanks so much for asking.” The level of sarcasm in her voice is enough to shove any remorse deep down and only wind me up further. 
 
    “Did you call for a reason Suze?” I snap back. 
 
    “Jesus, what is the matter with you?” She shouts down the phone at me. 
 
    “Look Suze, it may have escaped your notice, but I’m not in the fucking mood for this. If it’s important, tell me, if not, I will see you on Monday.” 
 
    She is silent for a second too long, and I start to feel like a complete tool. 
 
    “You’re needed in the office. Now.” And with that she hangs up. 
 
    I let the phone drop from my hand, onto the desk and cover my face with my hands. 
 
    I take a few steadying breaths and start to collect my things. It occurs to me as I’m looking for keys and a wallet that seems to have grown legs and disappeared, that something must be wrong in the office. As much as weekends used to be spent holed up behind my desk at work, Suze knows now that weekends are mine, and I’m only to be called in for an emergency. 
 
    A loud groan escapes my lips as I find myself wondering what the fuck has gone wrong now. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell took you so long?” The lift doors open and Suze is waiting for me, coffee in one hand, and a stack of papers clutched to her chest in the other. 
 
    “Traffic. Suze I-” 
 
    “-I don’t want to hear it.” She interrupts. “We have more important things to be worrying about right now than your frankly disgusting attitude.” If I wasn’t feeling bad enough for my earlier outburst, then I certainly am now. 
 
    “Okay, what’s happened?” 
 
    I have to half run towards my office to catch up with her. 
 
    “It would seem we need to have another little conversation with idiot employees about opening strange looking files from people they don’t know.” She slams the papers down on my desk and sits down, waiting for me to sit behind my computer opposite her. I sit and pick up the papers, the words Trojan and ransomware are among the first I see and I groan out loud. 
 
    “Oh you’ve got to be- Do we know what’s been taken yet?” I sigh as I pull my fingers through my hair. 
 
    “The I.T guys are working on it now, but it’s not looking promising at all Tad.” Her tone softens, and I look up and see worry behind those little red glasses. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask, unsure if I really want to know the answer to that. 
 
    “It’s looking quite likely that the virus has been lurking around for quite some time. I’m paraphrasing here because quite frankly I hadn’t the foggiest idea what I.T were talking about. But it seems that as well as client and customer information for a couple of our own companies, including banking information I’m afraid; they seem to have got something else.” I can feel the colour draining from my face. I would have thought that having private and banking information stolen from people who are supposed to be able to trust us with it would be the worst thing out of this. But clearly not from the look on Suze’s face. 
 
    “What?” I ask, definitely not wanting to know the answer this time. 
 
    “Some quite, uh, personal information, of yours.” She says quietly, and I close my eyes and wait for what I now know is coming. “It was all kept locked away in files on my computer, away from prying eyes, but just in case they were ever needed. But it would appear that these files have been taken.” 
 
    “The NDA’s.” It’s not a question, but Suze confirms for me what I already know. “Fuck.” 
 
    “Thaddeus, listen to me, I only thought that keeping them on a computer was better than having files locked away that could easily be lost, or stolen. I had no idea that it was just as easy, if not easier, to steal something form a computer. I am sorry. So sorry.” 
 
    The words just aren’t sinking in. It was her idea to get them to sign NDA’s in the first place. I’d never even thought about it, and I thought it was smart. But now… 
 
    “FUCK!” I shout as I stand abruptly and walk from my desk to the window. 
 
    “Tad, I-” 
 
    “No, Suze. It’s not your fault. It’s mine. I’m so fucking stupid!” I turn and kick my desk, furious at myself. The sharp stab of pain in my foot is nothing compared to the way my stomach is churning. 
 
    “Is there anything I can do?” She asks quietly. 
 
    “Just get the legal team here.” 
 
    “They’re on their way.” With that she stands and leaves my office, closing the door behind her. 
 
    Without realising I’ve even moved, I find myself in front of the shelf containing a hidden bottle of whiskey. Tempting as it is to drink straight from the bottle, I pour myself a large glass, telling myself it’s easier to hide a glass than a bottle when the lawyers turn up. 
 
      
 
    “We will need to issue a statement to the press, and of course let all of our clients and customers know that there has been a breech. They will need to change passwords et cetera. But as the data was taken randomly, and the vast majority of it is encrypted, there isn’t really much anyone would be able to do with it. Stop looking so worried Mr Turner.” The head of the legal team, Thane Matthews, has been part of the company for almost as long as it’s been established. And he knows what he is talking about, that I have total trust in. 
 
    “There’s something else.” I say and Thane’s smile drops slightly. I only managed to have one unhelpful glass of whiskey before he turned up, and I know I’m not going to get through this without at least one more. I walk over to the shelf, pull out the bottle and an extra glass, bringing it all back over to my desk. Thane’s smile has disappeared now and a look of concern is crossing his face as I am pouring us both a drink. 
 
    “Mr Turner, thank you but I don’t drink while I am working.” 
 
    I ignore him and push the glass of amber liquid in his direction anyway. “You may well need it.” 
 
    His brow knits together in either concern or confusion and I pick up my glass and tip the contents down my throat in one go. 
 
    “Some personal files have been taken from Susan’s computer. Things that I didn’t know were even on her computer, so they won’t be encrypted, or password protected.” I pour myself another drink and push his closer to him. “Trust me, this will be needed.” I take a deep breath and try to speak, but I have no idea where to even begin. I surmise the beginning is probably best. “So, after my father died, I hit a bit of a rough patch. I needed certain, things, and I wasn’t entirely sure how to go about getting them. So, I started sleeping with prostitutes.” Thane’s mouth momentarily opens as if he is going to speak, but he obviously thinks better of it and closes it again. 
 
    “When I started the company, Susan overheard a conversation talking about, uh, what I was doing and pulled me into her office. Told me how detrimental it would be for a company starting up to have headlines in the paper that the owner of said company was paying to fuck random women. For fuck sake, please drink the whiskey so this doesn’t feel quite so fucking awkward on my part, will you?” Without a word Thane picks up the glass, drains it and then pushes it towards me, silently asking for another. 
 
    “So Susan contacted a lawyer, made me give a list of names, and somehow found all the woman and had them sign non-disclosure agreements, so they wouldn’t be able to go to the press.” 
 
    “Mr Turner, I completely understand your problem-” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I’m not quite finished.” I push the full glass back to him and finish my third, fourth? I’ve totally lost count. “A couple of years ago, one of the women turned up here unannounced. With a baby.” I risk a glance through my hands which are currently covering my face, and see Thane emptying his glass. “This woman told me that the baby was mine. Said that she wasn’t after money, she just wanted her child to know who her father was. She said that she wouldn’t say a word of how the boy was conceived, just that he needed a dad.” 
 
    I have to stop as I can feel pure shame radiating up my neck and on to my cheeks as I speak. “Instead,” I almost whisper, “I offered her a million pounds to walk out of the door and never contact me again.” I lower my hands from my face only to top up two empty glasses, not daring to look at the disgust that is no doubt radiating from Thane. 
 
    “I knew you would do this.” Susan’s voice startles me so much I almost drop the bottle. 
 
    “How long have you been there!” I shout accusingly at her. 
 
    “That’s not the point. I knew you would paint yourself as the bad guy in all of this. That’s not quite how the story ended was it Thaddeus?” She stomps her way over to the desk, and stands, hands on hips staring at me. 
 
    “Well no, but that’s not how anyone else would see it! The rest is inconsequential. As far as I was concerned, I was sending the mother of my child, my son, away. Paying them off so I didn’t have to bother with either of them!” 
 
    “The fact that boy was not yours, and that woman was just trying to get money from you, is very much consequential.” She hisses at me. 
 
    “But I didn’t know that when I was writing her a cheque and pushing them both out of this office!” I stand and shout. 
 
    “What you did or did not know is totally irrelevant at this point. What we have to do now is damage control. And the facts show that she came in here, parading a baby in front of you, lying to you that he was your son, when there was never a doubt who that child’s father was. The only reason she was here at that time was that her house was about to be repossessed.” 
 
    An uncomfortable silence fills the room, broken only by the sound of my phone vibrating from somewhere within my desk. 
 
    Thane clears his throat. “Mr Turner, most of these attacks are totally random, and are only looking for data that can be used for financial gain. A personal file on a desktop will quite possibly be overlooked. Speaking as a lawyer, I would recommend that we sit on this for now. There is no need to do anything about this, unless it’s made clear that we need to make a move. Nobody would see those files and immediately take them to the press. They would make contact and ask for money, and that is the point where we throw our weight behind this and catch the bastards.” 
 
    “But-” 
 
    “And as someone who has known you for many years now, I would advise that you don’t worry too much about this. I am a lawyer and I have seen many, many NDA’s on my desk, which make yours look extremely tame. You’re a good man Thaddeus, and I know you will have had your reasons for what you did.” 
 
    I go to speak again, but it’s clear he hasn’t finished talking yet. 
 
    “I will go and update the rest of the team, with only what they need to know. Then I’ll sort out a press release and an e-mail to all customers with advice.” 
 
    He stands, offers a small smile and mutters goodbyes to myself and Susan before leaving. 
 
      
 
    Rachel 
 
   This day could not have gone worse. I’ve been sat at home, unable to stop thinking about that prison, and that man. Those things he said. I keep hearing them repeating over and over in my head. I’d hoped to come home and find Tad waiting for me so I could come clean, apologise for being such an idiot for going in the first place, and for not telling him, then try to put it all behind me and forget about the crazed man who will very soon be nothing to me. 
 
    But he isn’t here. Nobody is here. Ami is with Mum and Dad, and this is not the kind of thing I really want to be burdening Celine with right now. 
 
    So by the time I hear keys in the front door, it takes a second to realise that I haven’t moved since I got in, hours ago, and I’m now sitting in the dark. 
 
    Suddenly the lights turn on above me and I’m momentarily blinded as I stand up and turn to look at Tad. 
 
    “Where have you been?” I ask quietly. Something in his face tells me his is pissed off and I start to panic he knows where I was this morning. 
 
    “Could ask you the same thing.” He sneers as he walks over to the sofa. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Sorry, I, uh-” and I want to tell him the truth. I want to explain why I thought it would be a good idea to lie to him and go to visit my psychotic soon to be but not quite yet ex-husband. But he looks pissed off enough, and if he doesn’t know then I don’t want to make it worse. “-had some things I needed to do this morning and I left my phone here.” Not a lie, just an omission of truth. 
 
    Yes, because that’s so much better. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I ask tentatively as I slide slightly closer to him on the sofa. 
 
    He sighs, long and hard and his fingers push through his somewhat disheveled hair, as if he is thinking over what to say. “I had to go into the office. There’s been a security breach, and a load of our customers’ personal information has been stolen.” He looks like he wants to say something else, but stops himself. 
 
    “Shit Tad, is it serious?” He closes his eyes and leans back in the chair. 
 
    “It’s not great, but the legal team say that they probably won’t be able to do much, if anything with what was stolen. So it’s just a case of letting everyone know to change their passwords and that sort of thing. Of course we are going to get blasted in the papers because of this, and no doubt we will lose customers. But I’ve been advised just to wait and see what happens.” He almost hisses the words like they have insulted him. But I get it. Tad is not a wait and see kind of guy. He is very much a take the bull by the horns and remain in complete control, kind of guy, so this must be hard for him. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” I offer as I lean into him, not quite knowing what else I can say. “Drink?” I ask and look up in to the swirling blue of his eyes. They catch mine and he shakes his head. 
 
    “What time will Ami be home?” He asks as a hand starts to sneak its way up my back. 
 
    “Not for a couple of hours. Why?” The sudden pull of my hair towards him answers my question as warm lips crash into my own and I’m sent spiraling. His kiss seems to wash away the surreal start to my day, and erase the insane words that I had to hear. The guilt of lying to him is still hovering somewhere, until a second hand creeps its way onto my backside and pulls me on top of his lap, where something hot and hard pushes all thoughts from my mind. 
 
    Suddenly all I want, all I need is him. Right now. And the feeling seems to be mutual. There is none of his usual control, none of his playfulness, just need, need for me, and that thought alone sends my hands flying to his belt in a rush to feel him. 
 
    His hands slide expertly to the bottom of my top, and he pulls it up and over my head, our lips only separating for the briefest moment. I’m grateful when his determined hands push mine out of the way as he removes his belt and undoes his trousers. I’m so caught up in the heat of how much we both need this that I can’t seem to concentrate on anything but his tongue, gloriously flicking at my own, and the way he is gently sucking on my bottom lip. 
 
    I manage to unclip my bra and slide it over my arms. As soon as Tad notices my naked top half he pushes me back slightly, and leans forward, his lips exploring the soft flesh until I feel a sharp pain as he bites down on my nipple. It sends a surge through me, and I need him, now. I stand up so fast I almost fly backwards, but he catches me and holds my arms steady as I pull my jeans down. As I look up, he is hurriedly pulling his trousers down and only manages to kick one leg out before pulling me on top of him. My lips rush to find his as his hand searches in between us, positioning his cock for me to slowly slide down on. 
 
    Fuck it feels amazing, I stop kissing him, I think I even stop breathing as my insides are momentarily stretched almost uncomfortably to accommodate him. The next thing I feel is both hands on my hips, dragging me up and slamming me down with such force it should be painful. But it’s not. It’s – It’s… There are no words. 
 
    He thrusts up with every pull downwards and with each movement I can feel myself start to fall apart. I force myself to look at him, head thrown back, biting his bottom lip, face screwed up as if he is concentrating on every movement he makes. He opens his eyes and catches me staring at him, his lip curls upwards in a devious grin and one of his hands slowly moves from my hip, gently brushing his fingers over me until he reaches my clit. 
 
    “Oh fuck… Tad…” I catch sight of his eyes, and his determined smile before I’m throwing my head back as the world starts to melt away. The waves start building in my stomach and they flood into every single part of me, stronger than I have ever felt before. Whether it’s the fact we have gone from sitting to fucking so quickly or the intensity of how much we both needed each other I don’t know. But I don’t think I have ever come like this before. My insides are gripping Tad with every fierce surge, and rather than feeling like they are slowing down, they just keep going and going. Somewhere in the distance I hear Tad moan and say my name, and it just seems to spur me on more. 
 
    I throw myself forwards and my lips seem to instinctively find his. I can feel myself shaking as his thrusts start to die down and, finally, so does my orgasm. 
 
    “Wow.” I hear as my head slides onto Tad’s shoulder. I’m not even sure who said it as this point in time. I can barely see straight, let alone use any of my other senses. 
 
    “What was that?” Tad asks, sounding surprised, as he kisses my head. 
 
    “Don’t know.” I mumble into his shoulder. 
 
    “You’ve never-” 
 
    “Nope.” I interrupt. 
 
    “Well we’re going to have to get a new sofa now aren’t we?” Tad laughs. 
 
    “Hmm yeah.” I can feel my eyes starting to close, when I suddenly comprehend what he just said. “Wait, new sofa?” With great difficulty I manage to pull myself off of his chest and look down, where now I can clearly see Tad’s stomach, legs and most of the sofa under him are soaking wet. 
 
    My eyes widen and I can feel the redness creeping on to my face at the realisation of what I must have done. 
 
    I risk a glance at Tad and his face is an absolute picture. Amusement mixed with something that almost looks like pride, have ended up as some stupid lop sided smile which just makes me cover my face in total embarrassment. 
 
    “Oh my God!” I squeak through my fingers. “Well, that’s new.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Nine 
 
   The sweat is dripping off of me as I leap out of bed, and I’m struggling to catch my breath. I practically run to the bathroom and barely make it before I am throwing up into the toilet. 
 
    Every night since I went to visit Kevin I have ended up having awful nightmares again. I can’t help but be furious with myself. I had finally got to a point where I was sleeping well, where I could go for most of the day without sparing him a thought. And now I feel like I am right back where I started. I’m not entirely sure if it’s what he said, or the guilt from lying to Tad, or I suppose quite possibly a mixture of both; but these dreams are more vivid, more terrifying than I remember. And just to put the cherry on top, now they are making me vomit. Great. 
 
    There’s a soft tap on the door and Tad walks in as I close the lid of the toilet before pulling myself up to sit on it. 
 
    “I got you some water.” He says through a yawn, and my guilt intensifies at disturbing his sleep, again. 
 
    “Thanks babe, go back to sleep.” He looks as though he is about to say something, but instead backs out of the room and a few seconds later I hear him flop on to the mattress. 
 
    After splashing my face with cold water and giving my teeth a quick brush, I creep back into bed. 
 
    “Hey.” Tad says as he pulls me into him. 
 
    “Sorry I woke you, again.” I whisper. 
 
    “You don’t have to apologise. What’s going on?” He asks as he gently strokes my arms, the soft contact doing a good job of relaxing me. 
 
    “I don’t know.” I lie and start to chew at my bottom lip. 
 
    “You know you can talk to me, don’t you?” 
 
    “Of course I do. I promise I’m fine.” He takes a deep breath in, and it sounds as though he is going to keep pushing, but luckily, he softly kisses the back of my neck and falls silent. 
 
      
 
    “Come on Ami, we’re going to be late!” I call up the stairs for what feels like the hundredth time this morning. 
 
    I head back into the kitchen and pick up my mug of coffee, but when I take a sip, the feeling of calm that usually washes over me is replaced by the need to spit it straight back out. It tastes rancid and almost burnt in my mouth and I have to take a deep breath to stop myself heaving. 
 
    “Did I just see you spit out coffee?” Tad says, mock horror in his voice. 
 
    “It tastes vile. Has it gone off?” I say as he takes the mug from me. 
 
    He takes a long sip. “Tastes fine to me. Are you feeling okay?” He says sarcastically as he puts his hand on my forehead. 
 
    “Maybe I’m coming down with something?” I wonder out loud, and then inwardly start to panic that maybe this is my punishment for going behind Tad’s back and lying to him. Maybe I won’t be able to stomach coffee anymore. 
 
    “Seriously, are you sure you’re okay? You look really pale?” Tad strokes the hair from my face, all trace of humour has vanished from his face and he looks concerned. “Why don’t you go back to bed and I’ll take Ami to school?” 
 
    “I’m supposed to be meeting up with one of the mums from school, she wants a cake and apparently she has some very specific ideas.” 
 
    “So rearrange, or get her to e-mail you. You’ve not slept properly for days now and I’m putting my foot down and making sure you have a day to rest.” He gently kisses me on the cheek and pushes me towards the stairs where Ami has finally appeared and is putting her shoes on. 
 
    “Mum, you look awful!” She says, so innocently that it makes Tad and I both laugh. 
 
    “Well thank you! Tad is sending me back to bed and is going to take you to school is that okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s fine. Feel better. Don’t kiss me, I don’t want your germs.” She says as she grabs her bag and heads to the front door. 
 
    Tad pulls me close to him and softly kisses me. “I don’t mind about the germs.” He laughs. “Go to bed, I’ll see you this afternoon.” 
 
    I head straight for the shower, hoping the hot water will help ease away some of the stress. As I open the cupboard to get a towel, I feel a plastic bag brush against my hand. I laugh softly to myself at the memory of Tad bringing home an entire bag filled with pregnancy- Wait. 
 
    I grab the bag and pick a test at random before rushing over to turn off the shower. 
 
    A minute or so later, I’m sitting staring at the test, one pink line staring back at me. Then slowly a second pink line starts to come in to view. I can feel my heart pounding in my chest and I look away then look back at the test, just to check it’s not my eyes playing tricks on me. But it’s still there when I look back again, two bright pink lines. 
 
    Five tests later, it finally sinks in that I’m pregnant. 
 
    I’m having Tad’s baby. This feeling could not be any more different to when I found out I was pregnant with Ami. I’ve never known anything quite like it. I can picture the look on Tad’s face when I tell him and it makes my heart swell. 
 
    I quickly stand up and start putting a plan together for the best way to tell Tad. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tad 
 
   When I get home, a lot later than anticipated, Ami and Rachel are laying on the sofa, Gilmore Girls is playing on the TV and there is an empty pizza box on the coffee table in front of them. 
 
    “Good evening ladies.” Rachel looks a million times better than she did this morning and I smile to myself as I realise the day in bed must have done her a lot of good. 
 
    “Hey Tad, Mum said you wouldn’t mind if we watched some without you.” Ami gestures towards the TV without her eyes leaving the screen. This show has been on every day, and I’ve had to feign interest for the last week, so I am categorically not upset that she has got through a few episodes without me. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll catch Tad up on what he’s missed later.” Rach winks at me from her spot on the sofa and starts to sit up. 
 
    “Don’t move on my account, I have to shoot off a couple of emails before I’m done for the day.” I start heading towards my office but see Rachel jumping quickly off the sofa and rushing over to me. 
 
    “Something came for you while you were out, I put it in your office.” She says, eyes wide and grinning at me. 
 
    “Okay… Did you get me something?” I ask confused as I turn the handle. 
 
    “Mmm, something like that.” She is practically bouncing up and down with excitement as I flip the light switch and search my office. I’m wracking my brains for things she could have bought me as my eyes find a large box next to my desk. 
 
    I glance back at Rachel and she looks like she might explode if I don’t open the box soon. 
 
    I get some scissors and slice through the tape. As I lift the first flap, I can see that there is another box immediately underneath this one. Rachel has closed the door and is leaning against it, smile almost reaching from ear to ear. 
 
    I sigh and shake my head at her, while returning her smile, and go to lift the second box out. On the box Rachel has written Time for a new chapter. I glance at her curiously and open the box to find a shoe box inside. Written on the lid is Time for a new start. I quickly pull the lid from the shoe box and see a small box that looks like it is for a watch. Rachel has walked closer to me, and she leans next to me. 
 
    “Read the tag.” She whispers in my ear. 
 
    Time to make space for someone new in your heart. 
 
    In the space of about half a second, I start to get worried that this is some elaborate way to break up with me. I look at Rach, confusion etched on my face, but she nudges me. “Open the box!” 
 
    I look from her back to the box and lift it up. Nervously, I lift the top flap of the box and can see, not a watch, but a long, white plastic- thing. 
 
    Wait- 
 
    “You’re-” I look up at her face, open mouthed smile and eyes glistening before looking back at the positive pregnancy test in front of me. “We’re?!” 
 
    I can barely get any words out, my heart is racing and my eyes feel embarrassingly hot and wet. 
 
    “I’m going to be a dad?” I whisper before I feel arms wrapping around me and hot tears falling into my shoulder. 
 
    We sit in silence, limbs entwined for a few minutes, just utterly contented. 
 
    I’m going to be a Dad. The thought just repeats over and over in my head until the words barely make any sense. This beautiful woman is mine, soon to be my wife, there is a wonderful little girl in the next room who I adore in a way I never thought possible, and now, in a few months, I am going to have my own child. 
 
    “Who else knows?” I finally break the silence, while pulling back and stoking the hair from Rachel’s beautiful face. 
 
    “I wanted to tell you first.” She smiles at me, and the amount of love I feel for this woman right in this moment, is just impossible. “Plus I think we should keep it quiet, just for now, until we know everything is okay?” 
 
    Out of nowhere, panic suddenly grips at my insides. “Okay? Why would everything not be okay?” 
 
    “Everything is fine! People just tend to wat until twelve weeks before they say anything don’t they?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I suppose… Twelve weeks is a long time!” 
 
    “You can tell Scott, and Susan, if you want.” 
 
    “What about Ami?” 
 
    “I’d rather wait until we know everything is totally fine, and before you get your knickers in a twist, I’m sure it is! But let’s wait for a scan so we can show her a picture.” 
 
    I nod and smile softly. 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    “Anyway, you’ve all been brilliant, keep up the good work, and again, thank you for not grumbling too much about all the extra work you’ve had to do over the last few weeks.” The low laugh fills the room of staff members that I’ve called in for a meeting. Thankfully the backlash from our data leak has been nowhere near as bad as I thought. And so far, nothing has happened in regards to the personal files, so I am doing my upmost to forget about them. 
 
    I had planned on telling Rachel everything, as awful as it would be, I should be honest with her. But then things started getting in the way, and now- Well I’m not going to tell her that I offered a woman a shit load of money to turn around with my son and never come back, while she is carrying my child. It will have to wait. 
 
    “Scott, Susan, could you stay a minute please.” The rest of my staff are exiting the room and I see Scott roll his eyes as he sits back down. I close the door behind the last person and head back to the table. 
 
    I smile nervously at them and they exchange a glance with one another, obviously wondering what is going on. 
 
    “I have news.” I say as I sit in front of them. “Rachel’s pregnant.” Their faces could not be any different. Susan’s face lights up and her smile mirrors mine, while Scott looks as though I have told him someone has died. 
 
    “Shit, man, are you okay?” He says grimly, and although I feel like I should be a little pissed off with him, I can’t help but bark a laugh at him. 
 
    “Of course I am, you twat! Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    “Well, a baby. I mean-” He scratches his head. “-It’s a bloody big thing isn’t it?” 
 
    “Actually no, currently it’s about the size of a sesame seed.” I smirk at him. 
 
    He looks confused for a second. “That’s not what I mean. Are you sure you’re, uh, ready?” 
 
    “Oh for goodness sake Scott. Just because the idea of any real commitment terrifies you to the core, does not mean that Tad feels the same way. Unlike some people, Tad has matured immeasurably over the last year, and a baby was just the next logical step.” 
 
    “Well, not quite how I would have put it, but, yes. I mean, we are engaged, she and Ami already live with me, and I couldn’t imagine my life without either of them in it. And now I get to have my own little mini Turner.” Susan’s smile mirrors mine, and I try to reel it in for a second, before deciding I don’t care what I look like. I’ve never been happier in my life. 
 
    “Well, if you’re happy… I guess...” Scott’s bemused face is nothing but comical. 
 
    “I am. Disgustingly.” I confirm. 
 
    “And I’m incredibly happy for you!” Suze stands and gently squeezes my shoulder. “Now, when is the wedding? Can’t be having this baby out of wedlock now can we?” 
 
    “Well, uh, we still have to wait for the decree absolute. We can apply for it in a few weeks-” 
 
    “I was only joking Tad. But that’s good news about the divorce. Anyway, I have things to do, and apparently a rather nice bouquet of flowers to buy. What are her favourites?” 
 
    “Sunflowers, thanks Suze.” I smile at her as she goes to leave the room. “Oh, and Suze, we aren’t telling anyone yet, so-” 
 
    “Telling anyone what?” She winks at me and I turn to look at Scott, whose face is still scrunched up in confusion. 
 
    “Seriously, this is a good thing. I’m happy.” I reassure him. 
 
    He gives his head a slight shake, and finally his lips turn up into something resembling an uncomfortable half grin. “I’m happy for you too mate. Just, uh, don’t forget me, okay?” 
 
    “Forget you?!” 
 
    “Well, it’s just, and trust me, I know how stupid this is even going to sound before I’ve even said it; but since you and Rachel got together, I only ever really see you if it’s work related. We don’t go out anymore, and now you’re having a kid and getting married…” 
 
    “You’re right. I’ve been a shitty friend the last year, I promise, as long as I don’t get stalked, or shot again, I’ll make more time for you, okay?” We both laugh and Scott slaps me, possibly slightly harder than intended on the back. 
 
    “I am happy for you though, you’ve got a good one there.” 
 
    “I know, talking about good ones, how many have you got now then?” 
 
    “Actually, I think you will be rather proud of me. I ditched them all, except Francesca. I like her, she let me stick it up her arse.” Pride quickly turns to mock disgust and we both laugh loudly. 
 
    “Well, I guess that’s, uh, something…” I laugh. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Rachel 
 
   The coffee Celine has made me is lovely, I’m sure, but I just haven’t been able to stomach it since I found out I was pregnant. I have tried, countless times in fact, to just force some down, in the hopes my body remembers it and suddenly lets me drink it again. But here we are, me sitting, holding my mug at an arm’s length, trying not to breathe in the steam. 
 
    “What’s the matter with you?” Celine interrupts my train of thought. 
 
    “Nothing, why?” 
 
    “Well you’re holding that coffee like it has personally offended you! It’s a bit like me with-” She suddenly stops and looks at me. “Wait? You’re pregnant!” She half screams as she grabs the cup from my hands and almost throws it on the table, before leaping over to the sofa I’m sitting on and hugging me so tightly, it almost hurts. 
 
    “Jeez woman, calm down! And thank you for letting me tell you!” 
 
    “So you are then?!” She sits next to me, and grabs my hand in hers. 
 
    “I am, about five weeks.” 
 
    “Eeek Rachel!! We are going to have babies together! I’m so happy!” She wraps her arm around my shoulder and pulls me in close. “Is Tad happy?” 
 
    “He is, so happy.” 
 
    “And I bet Ami can’t wait to be a big sister!” Celine almost squeals. 
 
    “We haven’t actually told her yet. We are going to wait until our scan, just in case.” I say guiltily. I feel bad about not telling her, but she has gone through ridiculous amounts over the last year and a bit, and the last thing I want to do is put her through anything else, if something bad was to happen. 
 
    “That’s fair enough.” She nods, as if she could hear exactly what I was thinking. “When are you due?” 
 
    “15th July.” I beam and I can feel her bouncing around next to me. 
 
    “That’s only three weeks after me!! I’ll make you a deal, I’ll hold on as long as I can, and you squeeze yours out a teensy bit early, then they can share a birthday!” 
 
    “Well, I can’t promise anything!” We both laugh. 
 
    “No coffee then hey?” She says, almost looking concerned. 
 
    “No!” I cry out, louder than I intended and both of us jump slightly. “Sorry, it’s something I haven’t quite come to terms with yet!” 
 
    “Well, you might want to start thinking of an excuse now, because I’m not going to be the only one that puts two and two together when they see you heaving just at the smell of something you usually can’t go an hour without!” 
 
    “Shit, hadn’t thought about that!” 
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    “She must have been exhausted. Snoring away almost as soon as her head touched the pillow!” I laugh as I fall back into the sofa, feeling pretty tired myself. 
 
    “I’m not surprised, I could barely keep up with her today. Speeding round the shops, picking up every single bloody decoration on sale!” Tad chuckles as he pulls my head onto his lap and starts to stroke my hair softly. 
 
    “You know, you could have said no, right?” I laugh back and he suddenly looks a little sheepish. 
 
    “I know, but I just want this Christmas period to be perfect. No kidnapping, or getting shot, just one Christmas where we can enjoy it completely without having anything to worry about except the insane amount of cheese we will be eating.” 
 
    “I get it, but we aren’t even here on the day are we?” 
 
    “Hush you, that’s not the point.” He places a finger on my lips and I concede that he has won. 
 
    “You do know you’re going to have to put everything up though, don’t you?” I mumble past his finger. 
 
    His eyes suddenly shoot open and he looks pained. “Bugger. I didn’t think this through did I?” I can’t help but laugh loudly, and a sharp pain shoots across the bottom of my stomach and I have to lift my knees on the sofa, to try to ease the pain slightly. 
 
    “What was that?” Tad’s eyes are wide and he looks panicked. 
 
    “Nothing to worry about. I promise.” 
 
    “But you looked like you were in pain!” He half stutters. 
 
    “I’m growing a person inside of me babe, sometimes it can hurt a bit. If I laugh too hard, or sneeze, then it sometimes hurts. But it’s normal.” 
 
    He relaxes again and resumes stroking his fingers through my hair. “I’m so pleased you’ve done this before. I’d be a nervous wreck if this was totally new to the both of us.” 
 
    I sit up, suddenly feeling playful. “One thing that surprised me the most first time round was how much better orgasms are when pregnant.” I smirk at him, but he just looks slightly repulsed. “What?” 
 
    “I really don’t want to be thinking about you and-” 
 
    I hold up my hand in front of his face. “Finish that sentence and I will probably slap you. I meant on my own.” I roll my eyes and remove my hand. 
 
    “Oh, good.” He sighs and then suddenly looks intrigued. “You were saying?” 
 
    “Well, they’re just better, more intense. Explains the, uh, sofa situation now I think about it.” I feel my cheeks blush at the memory, unsure if it’s from embarrassment or wanting to do it again. 
 
    “Oh well there goes my Super Tad theory!” He laughs and pretends to look hurt. 
 
    “Well, I never managed to make myself do that, so I guess maybe it is your super powers.” I roll my eyes again. 
 
    “Just call me Squirt Man.” He winks at me and I can’t contain the snort of laughter that escapes my mouth. 
 
    “Well, maybe we could try for a repeat performance, Squirt Man.” I start trailing gentle kisses from his ear to his lips and turn to attempt to sit on top of him, but he suddenly pulls away. 
 
    “I’m not sure Rach.” 
 
    “We can put a towel down.” I giggle at him, but he doesn’t laugh, and just looks nervous. “What is it?” 
 
    “Is it even safe?” He asks. “You know, when you’re…” His hand gestures wildly over my stomach. 
 
    “Safe to have sex?” I frown at him. “Of course it is!” 
 
    “Are you sure though?” 
 
    “Positive!” I lift my leg over his and lean in to kiss him hard. I can feel his restraint, and it’s maddening. I try to push my tongue past his lips, but he moves his head back. 
 
    “Let’s go up to bed.” He gently pushes me back on to the sofa and stands. 
 
    “Up to bed, or down to play?” I bite my lip as obviously as I can. I’m horny now and I need him to fix it! 
 
    “Upstairs. Now.” His eyes narrow and his voice is stern. 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” 
 
      
 
    Once upstairs, I quickly pull my clothes off and sit ready for him on the bed. His eyes light up when he walks in the room. Slowly, he starts taking off his clothes, and I feel like I’m practically drooling. Once he is gloriously naked in front of me, he walks round to the other side of the bed and I feel the mattress dip as he crawls on to it. As I go to turn to him, he keeps me facing away, but pulls me in front of him, in between his legs. The heat radiating from him sends tremors running through every part of me. 
 
    His soft hands start stroking up and down my back, leaving tingly trails behind them. When he gets to my shoulders I feel his thumbs digging into all the leftover stress of the day, and it’s like his touch just melts away everything. His hands move over my neck, my back, the very top of my chest, and it becomes apparent this is not foreplay. 
 
    “Tad?” 
 
    “Yes Rachel.” 
 
    “If you keep doing this I’m going to fall asleep.” 
 
    “Sshh. Just relax.” 
 
    And as his fingers slide over my neck, rubbing away tension from every sore muscle, I can’t help but close my eyes, and completely relax. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Tad 
 
   For the first time in a week or so, Rachel slept all night, and she was still sleeping peacefully when I left her in bed. No nightmares, or being sick, so I left her to catch up on some rest and got Ami ready for school. 
 
    As coffee has now been banned from the house, I’m sipping on a mug of tea, which really doesn’t have quite the same effect. 
 
    “Aims we’re leaving in ten okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” She says not looking up from her phone, which appears to be used for far more than emergencies these days. 
 
    “Have you got everything you need?” 
 
    “Uhuh.” 
 
    “Bag packed?” 
 
    “Uhuh.” 
 
    “Teeth cleaned?” 
 
    “Uhuh.” 
 
    “I’m just going to put some heels and lipstick on before I take you, okay?” I tease. 
 
    “Okay- Wait, what?” She finally lifts her head, looking confused. 
 
    “Ah there you are! Ready to go?” 
 
    “Just need to clean my teeth.” I roll my eyes as she jumps down from the stool and turns towards the stairs. 
 
    I turn towards my coffee machine, and wonder if I open all the windows and close the kitchen door, would I be able to get away with making a quick cup. But the hands that suddenly snake around my waist put an end to my dream of coffee. 
 
    “You’re mean.” Rach huffs. 
 
    “Mean?!” I turn to face her, and can’t help but smile. She looks better this morning than she has done in a while. 
 
    “Yes, mean. I thought we were going to have sex.” I try to hide my amusement at her pouting, but it’s almost impossible. 
 
    “But instead, you got a luxurious massage, and fell into a deep sleep, without waking up once. You’re welcome.” I kiss her on the cheek and she pokes her tongue out at me. 
 
    “Would have preferred an orgasm.” She mutters under her breath, just as Ami walks back through the door. 
 
    I just laugh as I kiss her on the head. “I shouldn’t be late. Love you.” 
 
      
 
    "Mr Wilson, it's been a pleasure and I look forward to meeting with you next week.” 
 
    “Mr Turner, Mr Prescott, we will see you next week.” Derek Wilson shakes our hands and exits the restaurant where we have been having a casual meeting over lunch. 
 
    Scott and I both sit and before I know it, Scott has called over a waiter to ask for more whiskey. 
 
    “He’s a bit intense isn’t he?” He says as he loosens his tie. 
 
    “I guess that’s one word for it, thought the poor bastard was going to burst into tears at one point.” I thank the waiter for my drink and take a long sip. Sometimes, my job is hard. Especially when I have someone come to see me, desperate for help that I’m just not able to give. I’m not a bank, and I can’t loan failing companies enough money for them to attempt to save what most of them have spent half their lives building up. It never affected me as much as it does now though, and I’m wondering if it’s something to do with Rachel. I was so closed off to any kind of emotion before her, and now I feel them all, and sometimes it’s just overwhelming. 
 
    “God, I think his intenseness has rubbed off on you. Crack a smile mate.” Scott says as he drains his drink before calling the waiter over again, no doubt looking for a top up. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have anymore, I told Rach I wouldn’t be late. Plus I’ve got a million Christmas lights to hang on the front of my house.” I groan inwardly as I remember the vast amount of stuff I got yesterday with Ami. 
 
    “God, you really are whipped.” He laughs. “Just one more? Nobody is about to shoot you, I think we have time.” 
 
    “Just one.” I concede while rolling my eyes. 
 
      
 
    As we are walking back to the office, I spot a shop that sells all kinds of things for babies. I’ve walked this way back to work at least a hundred times, but I’ve never noticed it before. In the window is a beautiful white rabbit soft toy. 
 
    “What you doing?” Scott looks puzzled as I stop to look in the window. 
 
    “I’m just going to run in here quickly, don’t worry, you don’t have to come.” 
 
    “You’re going soft mate!” He sniggers. “See you later.” 
 
    I walk in to the shop and straight over to the stuffed rabbit. It’s so soft in my hands that I have to seriously resist the urge to rub it on my face. Something next to it catches my eye. A tiny little white vest, covered in silver stars, with Cute like my Mummy written on it. I’m sure you aren’t supposed to buy anything this early on, but I think Scott is right, I definitely am going soft. So I pick it up and head to the till to pay. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rachel 
 
    
     “R 
 
   
 
    eady?” I call outside to Tad and Ami, who are eagerly waiting to see what all their Christmas decorations look like when lit up. I flick the switch in the hallway, and am immediately half blinded by the lights coming from the front of the house. Rope lights, icicle lights, giant inflatable snowmen, penguins and a Santa with a sleigh and reindeer. I decide to go outside for a better look and can’t help but laugh at Tad’s face. Standing open mouthed, staring at his once beautiful, stylish house, which now resembles a grotto, and a bright one at that. Ami is jumping up and down with a huge smile plastered on her face. 
 
    Suddenly she lunges over to Tad and wraps her arms around him. “Aaah! It’s amazing! Thanks Tad!” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” Tad says while still staring at the lights. 
 
    “You’ve made her very happy.” I nudge him as we walk back into the house and he smiles at me. “How about a nice hot bath?” 
 
    “I’ll just run up for a shower. What are you guys going to do?” He asks while hanging his coat up. His cheeks are flushed pink, and his hair looks out of place from the wind. It reminds me of how he looks after he’s come, and it’s absolutely not helping how horny I am right now. 
 
    “I promised Ami another episode or two of Gilmore Girls.” 
 
    I hear Tad groan. “On second thoughts, I think I will have a bath, don’t wait for me.” I grin at him as he heads for the stairs. I can’t seem to stop staring at his backside as he climbs the stairs, his jeans are tight and show off every curve, and if Ami wasn’t here, I’d definitely be following him. I don’t even notice I’m biting my lip until Ami is standing beside me. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” She follows my gaze at the empty staircase and I wonder how long I have been standing here thinking about Tad’s arse. “Mum! Hello?!” 
 
    “Yes, sorry, was in a world of my own then. You got the popcorn?” 
 
      
 
    “I wondered where you were hiding.” Tad is in bed, laptop perched on his thighs, wearing nothing but boxers. The sight of so much skin when I’m already feeling as wound up as I am, is enough for seriously dirty thoughts to race through my head. I can feel a rush of heat, spreading downwards, pooling and making me almost uncomfortable. 
 
    “Thought I’d leave you both to it, you seemed to be enjoying yourselves and I had a bit of work to catch up on.” Maybe it’s the hormones, or the lack of daily sex, but he looks incredible. “Rach?” 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “You okay there?” I realise I’ve been standing staring at him for what feels like an age and I give myself a little shake before heading straight into the bathroom before I jump on him. 
 
    He walks in behind me as I’m splashing cold water on my face. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Nothing, think I’m going to have a shower before I come to bed.” 
 
    A very, very cold shower… 
 
    “Okay.” In the mirror I can see him walking up behind me and I almost feel my knees shaking when he touches my arms and leans into my neck as if to kiss me. 
 
    “Don’t kiss me unless you’re not going to stop there.” I say shakily, as he lifts his head and looks straight in my eyes though the mirror. 
 
    “Why?” He smiles, and fuck, that smile will be the death of me. 
 
    “Tad, I’m serious. You don’t want to have sex with me, and I’m about to explode. If you kiss me now then I won’t be held responsible for my actions.” His eyes narrow slightly, and he turns me around to face him. 
 
    “Rach, it’s not that I don’t want to have sex with you. I’m just worried that’s all. I’d rather wait, just until we know for a fact everything is okay… You know?” 
 
    And I do know, he’s not doing this to be mean, he is doing this because he cares about the baby. Our baby. 
 
    “I know.” I sigh. “It’s just, I dunno, hormones. I’m just so frustrated, and every time you look at me I just want to throw you down and… Uh! This is so annoying!” 
 
    He looks like he is deep in thought for a few seconds, while I just stand there, chewing on my lip, aware that I probably look like a petulant child, but not really caring too much. 
 
    “Come to bed.” 
 
    “But I was going to-” 
 
    “Bed Rachel, now.” He steps back allowing me room to walk past him and back into the bedroom. 
 
    I swear to God, if he thinks another massage is going to be enough tonight he is sorely mistaken. 
 
    I sit on the edge of the bed and watch him walk steadily towards me, and the look in his eyes tells me that I’m getting more than a massage. 
 
    “Stand up.” My legs are moving before I have even processed what he has asked me to do, and before my brain has caught up, he is slowly lifting my top over my head. His fingers hook the waistband of my leggings, and he slowly peels them down and holds me steady as he pulls them from each foot. 
 
    “Lay down.” He whispers as he kisses my neck, his hot breath and soft lips making my skin erupt. 
 
    I lay in the middle of the bed, head resting on the pillows, heart pounding, unsure of what is coming next. 
 
    Soft hands grip at each of my feet, and push them to each side of the bed. I glance at Tad, who is staring at me with such intense heat in his eyes, that I can feel it everywhere. I can practically feel the blood rushing around my body. He slowly kneels in between my legs, and crawls towards me. 
 
    When he stops, gentle kisses are being trailed up my stomach towards my chest, and I can already feel myself squirming underneath him, desperate for him to touch me. 
 
    “Stop moving.” His voice stalls my body immediately, and I make do with clawing at the blanket underneath me. His lips resume their exploration of my skin, higher and higher until they reach the soft cotton on my bra. Cool fingers make me jump, as they slide under the cups, to free my breasts. At the slight touch, my nipples are already hard, and longing for attention. It comes in the form of gentle kisses, soft tongue flicks, and light sucking, and I bite back the request of harder, please! 
 
    All too soon, the skin on my chest is cold again as Tad lifts his head and moves away. By the time his tongue has reached the top of my knickers, I’m well aware I’m panting hard. Staying still right now is a challenge, as all I want to do is push his head slightly further down. My knuckles almost hurt where I am clinging on tightly to the blanket. 
 
    Rather than remove my underwear, I feel the heat through it as Tad travels lower, and gently nips at me through the fabric. 
 
    The slight touch pushes me too far, and my hands find themselves in his hair, while I try to suppress a moan. 
 
    Suddenly his warm breath is replaced by cool air as he lifts his head to look at me, eyes narrowed in disapproval. I quickly lift my hands and they resume their places at my sides. 
 
    All at once, fabric is being pushed to one side and hot, soft, wet flesh is invading me in the most amazing way. I bite my lip as hard as I can to stop myself crying out. 
 
    His tongue is slowly exploring every part of me, soft, slow strokes inside of me are followed by gentle sucking on my clit, and my entire body begins to shake as my orgasm builds. 
 
    But then as quickly as it started, it stops. I open my eyes, but don’t dare move my head to look at him, and I suspect he is pleased by the soft sound he makes. I start trying to get a bit of control over my breathing, while I wait for Tad to do whatever he is going to do next. But before I’ve managed a second deep breath, his fingers are slowly working their way along the insides of my thighs, all the way to the very place where I need them the most. He starts to work my clit in the magical way that he does, and in seconds, I’m right back on the verge of coming. His finger slows, and begins moving over me so lightly, it feels like it’s barely there at all. But, oh fuck, it’s there. 
 
    It’s there, and I’m nearly there, and then suddenly nothing. My insides clench at the sudden loss of stimulation, and I half feel like screaming. 
 
    “Sir, please may I come now?” I whisper through my erratic breathing, and I risk moving my head slightly so I can look in his eyes. 
 
    “I want this to be the best orgasm of your life Rachel. So you will come only when I think you’re ready to. Is that clear?” 
 
    Oh fuck. This could go on for hours. 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” And without any warning, fingers are inside of me, exploring, stretching, grazing over the one spot where I need the pressure most, but he clearly knows better than that. I clench myself as tightly as possible around his fingers, and the sensation is incredible. I can’t help but cry out with each twist and turn of his fingers and then, nothing. My breath is ragged, and I can still feel myself pulsing around nothing as my body desperately tries to tip me over the edge. 
 
    Again, and again, he pushes me right to the edge, and then brings me swiftly back. 
 
    Every part of me is shaking, my insides are humming and my skin is damp with perspiration. I need to come now, I don’t think I can handle any more teasing. 
 
    “Please, please Sir.” Is all I can manage to say. 
 
    My begging is answered by fingers fiercely thrusting into me, stroking in just the right place. Just as I think he is going to pull out again, his lips find their way to my swollen, painful clit, and start gently sucking on it. 
 
    “Fuck, harder. More, please!” His fingers increase their assault inside of me and before I know it, I’ve grabbed a pillow from under my head and I’m screaming into it as I come violently around Tad’s fingers. I can feel it everywhere, the intense heat spreads out and ends up causing my fingers and toes to tingle. 
 
    My body finally starts to relax and my breathing returns to almost normal, when I feel Tad moving the pillow from my face. 
 
    “Good girl.” He kisses me softly before I give in and close my eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tad 
 
   Rachel is staring intensely into her cup of tea, examining it in detail. 
 
    “Everything okay there?” I nudge her gently and she turns to look at me. 
 
    “I think I want coffee.” She says, as if the words don’t quite make sense to her. 
 
    “Want me to make you one?” I grin at her. 
 
    “A small one won’t hurt, will it?” Her eyes suddenly flash with excitement as I take her cup from her and head into the kitchen. 
 
    I feel arms snaking around my waist as I’m pouring the rich coffee into a small cup. 
 
    “Oh God, that smells like heaven!” Rachel exhales, and I can’t help but laugh. 
 
    “Milk?” I ask. 
 
    “No, just gimme!” She snatches the hot cup from my hands and deeply breathes in the invigorating scent of roasted beans. Her eyes close as she takes a sip, and the look of utter satisfaction as she lowers the cup from her lips, makes my cock twitch. 
 
    “I’m feeling a little emasculated right now.” I tease as she takes another sip. 
 
    She looks confused. “Why?” 
 
    “I thought I was the only one who could make you look like that.” I joke, although the comparison between this face, and one that stares back at me after I have made her come is remarkably similar. 
 
    She snorts into her cup before taking another long sip, closing her eyes and exhaling softly. 
 
    When she has drained the last of her coffee, she sets the mug down on the table and shuffles closer to me on the sofa. 
 
    Sunday mornings have become ‘us’ time. Ami stays over at Mary and Leo’s every Saturday now, which gives me and Rach a chance to reconnect a bit. Life seems to be passing by so quickly. Work always seems busy at this time of year, I don’t know if it’s something to do with Christmas and the New Year looming which sends people spiraling into a frenzy of worry about their companies; or if they see it as the time to call it quits and start fresh in the New Year. Either way, the office has been inundated with requests for meeting over the last few weeks. 
 
    Rachel has been making cakes with every spare moment she has, and as much as I like that she is doing something she loves to do, I hate seeing her run off her feet. Especially when it isn’t just her I’m worried about. But my worries fall on deaf ears, as I’m often reminded that women have been working and having babies for hundreds of years, so she is fine thank you very much. 
 
    Sunday mornings are always spent curled up on the sofa. I have perfected scrambled eggs on toast, so I make breakfast for us both, while Rach catches up on whatever shows she watches when I’m not around! 
 
    The last few weekends, we have also taken to reading a page from Rachel’s big scary looking pregnancy book. 
 
    “Today, your baby is the size of a cherry.” She reads aloud. “Week nine of your pregnancy at a glance: Your baby’s organs, nerves and muscles are starting to function now. Tiny little fingers are toes are beginning to form. Aw, Tad! Fingers!” 
 
    “And toes.” I lean in and kiss her softly on the cheek before my hand slides down protectively on to her stomach. 
 
    “Celine has her twelve week scan tomorrow. I can’t wait for that to be us.” She says absentmindedly while still flicking through the book. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rachel 
 
   December has completely run away from me, and I’ve found myself with two weeks to go until Christmas, with not a single present bought. 
 
    So I jumped at the chance to go shopping with Celine this afternoon, even if the idea of Christmas shopping crowds fills me with sheer dread. 
 
    “What’s wrong with Belinda?” She frowns at me over the top of the maternity dress she is looking at. 
 
    “Kids are men Cel, they’d end up calling her Bell-end-a.” 
 
    “Bollocks.” She sighs. “Hadn’t thought of that. I just liked Belle as a nickname.” She shrugs. 
 
    “Isabelle can be shortened to Belle?” 
 
    “One of Dan’s ex-girlfriends was called Isabelle. No thank you.” She screws her face up and pokes out her tongue and I can’t help but laugh. 
 
    “What about if it’s a boy?” I ask. 
 
    “Oh don’t even ask!” She rolls her eyes. “Danny wants something insane like Canyon, or Theodis, or- I don’t remember, I stopped listening.” 
 
    “Why?” I laugh. 
 
    “Think’s it will make him sound exotic to the ladies…” Her face is an absolute picture and I can’t hold back the loud bark of laughter that makes two women turn to look at me. I ignore the sudden stab of pain in my lower abdomen and continue to tease Celine about Dan’s choice of baby names for a good few minutes. 
 
    “What about you, have you thought of any names yet?” She asks, trying to change the subject. 
 
    “Not really. It’s still early days I guess. I’m just trying not to jinx everything, you know?” It’s not that I’m trying to be pessimistic, it’s just the so much has gone wrong over the last couple of years that I’m finding it hard to believe everything is going to be okay. I catch Celine’s eye roll and nudge gently into her. 
 
    “Rach, it’s okay to be excited you know? Only a couple of weeks until your second trimester? Just, enjoy it.” She smiles softly at me, and it would do a lot more to ease some of my nerves if I wasn’t so aware of a dull ache that seems to quickly be turning into pain in my stomach. “What’s wrong?” She frowns, concerned, obviously seeing the look on my face as I try not to wince. 
 
    “Nothing, I think I might have overdone it a bit today. I’m going to head home.” I say in as calm a voice as I can manage, even though I’m starting to panic. 
 
    “Just wait for me to pay for this stuff and I’ll walk you back to your car.” Celine smiles and makes her way to the cashier. 
 
    “No, honestly, don’t cut your shopping trip short on my account. I’m fine promise, I’ll call you later.” I quickly lean in and give her a brief kiss on the cheek, before turning and almost running out of the shop before she can stop me. Once outside I gulp cold air into my lungs and try to calm the rising anxiety coursing through me. 
 
    A few deep breaths and the pain seems to subside, along with my nerves, but I decide to head home anyway. Maybe a day of resting will do me good. I’m just walking into the car park, when a jolt of searing pain feels like it cuts through me. It knocks the wind out of me and instinctively I drop to my knees and cradle my stomach in my arms. My cheeks are damp and I’m not sure if it’s from the sweat that seems to be pouring from my face or if I’m crying. The pain is agonising, and I’m not even sure I can walk. I look around to see if there is anybody to help me, but I am all alone. Terror grips me as the pain increases and I quickly pull my phone from my coat pocket to call Tad. 
 
    “Hey, how’s-” 
 
    “Tad!” It’s not the cry or the scream I thought would come, just a whisper, a whisper through the tears that are now falling fast, and I can barely catch my breath to tell him where I am when he asks me, panic evident in his voice. 
 
    I turn and sit against a wall while I wait for him and at some point, an elderly lady walks up to me, concern etched on her face. 
 
    “Are you okay dear?” She asks softly as she bends down, close enough that my nose is overpowered by the rose scented perfume she is wearing. 
 
    I open my mouth to speak, but nothing comes out, just the thought of speaking sends more tears rushing to my eyes, blurring my vision and catching any words before any can make it out. So I just nod. 
 
    “Is there anything I can do, it’s far too cold for you to be sitting on the floor.” The kindness in her voice makes me close my eyes against the flood that is preparing itself in my eyes. I simply shake my head. She is about to say something when I hear a car pull up, and a door fly open. 
 
    “Rach.” Tad’s soft voice and strong hands are all around me, and before I know it, he is pulling me to my feet and saying something to the old lady. I let him guide me to the car and get in as I watch him walk around the car and climb in next to me. 
 
    “Rachel, please tell me what’s wrong.” He begs and I can see fear plastered across his face, eyes wide, flitting between my face and my hands grasping my stomach. 
 
    The pain in his eyes makes something snap inside of me. I take a deep breath, straighten my shoulders, and will myself to be strong for him. 
 
    “I’ve been having some pain, I’m sorry I called you like I did. I just didn’t want to risk driving home. I-” 
 
    “Pain? What pain? Do we need to go to the hospital?” He panics. 
 
    “No, let’s go home and I’ll call my midwife.” I fake a smile at him that he doesn’t buy for a second, but without another word he is driving us both home. 
 
      
 
    “What did she say?” Tad asks as he brings me in a cup of coffee. 
 
    “She said that as there is no bleeding, it’s possibly just ligament pain from stretching, so not to worry unless there is any blood.” I know though. I know that is not what it was at all. I should have realised this morning when I didn’t feel sick, and enjoyed my coffee. I stare at Tad and can feel my heart breaking. 
 
    “What, that’s it? They’re not even going to check anything?” He says angrily. 
 
    I want to tell him that it’s because there is nothing they can do. If it’s a miscarriage, there’s not a damn thing anybody can do about it at this point, and even if it shows everything is okay at the moment, there’s no guarantee it will still be okay tomorrow. But I don’t. It physically hurts me to think about how he would react- How he will react… I just shrug my shoulders and warm my icy fingers around the hot mug. 
 
    He turns and walks out of the room and I just feel numb. 
 
    I’m not sure how long it is before he comes back, but he almost runs in the room, a look of determination on his face. 
 
    “Up.” He says as he takes the now cold mug from my hands, puts it on the table, and then gently helps me to my feet. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “There’s a private scan clinic not far from here, I’ve called them and they are expecting us.” 
 
    Fear grips me. I don’t want to know. I don’t want to go and see the looks on everyone’s faces. 
 
    “But Tad, I-” 
 
    “Your Mum is going to take Ami for dinner. Please, let’s just go and put our minds at rest.” His smile is hopeful, and it makes me want to sob in his arms. 
 
    Be strong. 
 
    “But Tad, what if-” 
 
    “No what if’s.” He cuts in. “Let’s just go and find out for sure.” 
 
    But I don’t want to find out for sure. He is moving towards the hallway to leave but I can’t make my feet move. The fear is utterly paralysing. 
 
    He turns back to look at me. “Rach, whatever happens, I love you.” I can hear his voice starting to break and I have to remind myself to be strong, for him. 
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    Everything about this experience is completely different to my first scan with Ami. I’d had to have an emergency scan booked in as I had no idea how far gone I was at that point. The room was cold and dark, and the sonographer was less than friendly. As she was digging the ultrasound wand into my stomach, almost making me wet myself, I was begging there to have been a mistake. Begging any and every God that there was nothing in there, that my test results had been mixed up with someone else’s. 
 
    This time, the room is warm, and lit with soft blue and green fairy lights, hanging from the walls. The sonographer, Sally, has explained the process to Tad and I, and she makes a point of being particularly sensitive, as Tad has already explained the reason we needed such an urgent scan. 
 
    “Might be a bit cold my love.” She says as she squirts the gel on to the lowest part of my stomach. But I can hardly feel it. My heart is thundering in my chest, and the sound must be loud enough for both Sally and Tad to hear. Tad’s hand is squeezing one of mine as I stare at the ceiling, not daring to look anywhere else. 
 
    “I’m just going to keep the screen towards me for the moment love. Are you ready?” 
 
    No. No I am not ready. I’m not ready for this dream to come crashing down around me. I’m not ready to see Tad’s face. To feel the utter devastation. 
 
    “Yes.” I lie. 
 
    The wand starts moving over my stomach, poking so hard it’s almost painful. It feels as though it’s been minutes. She should have said something by now. Any hope I had hidden deep inside of me has gone. I close my eyes and wait. 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” Is all I hear before I scrunch up my face and desperately try to keep the tears at bay. I can hear Tad talking, begging with her to check again, before I zone out completely. Unable to face the sadness in his voice. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Tad 
 
   The words just keep repeating in my head, over and over. I’m so sorry. There’s no heartbeat. 
 
    We made it home in almost complete silence, and Rachel headed straight for bed. I have no idea how long I’ve been sitting on the sofa, staring into nothing, debating with myself whether I should give her some space or go up and be with her. 
 
    Eventually I decide on the latter. I walk in to find her laying on the bed, staring up at the ceiling, hands resting on her stomach. Silently, I walk around the bed, climb on and pull her close to me. She says nothing, but her hand reaches up and begins gently stroking my cheek. 
 
    “I won’t ask if you’re okay.” I whisper gently to her, noticing the red rims of her puffy eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” She breathes, barely loud enough for me to hear. 
 
    “Rach, you don’t need to apologise.” I pull her in close to me and gently stroke the cold bare skin on her arms. She just closes her eyes and we stay that way for a long while. Eventually, her breathing becomes slow and heavy, and I realise she has fallen asleep. Moving gently, I shuffle off the bed and wrap the quit around her before heading downstairs. 
 
    I head into my office, planning to make a few calls to try to make this week as easy as possible on both of us. 
 
      
 
    I let her sleep for a couple of hours, and she doesn’t wake until gone nine. She finds me in my office, trying, and failing miserably to keep myself busy. 
 
    “Hey.” She calls softly from the door, before walking in and climbing on to my lap. She nuzzles her face into my shoulder and I wrap my arms tightly around her. “Are you hungry?” She asks. 
 
    “Not really.” I kiss her head softly. 
 
    “We should eat.” She mumbles into my shoulder. 
 
    “Come on then.” I stand and grab her hand to pull her into the kitchen. 
 
    The silence is deafening. So many unspoken words flying around, things we both need to say, but neither of us knowing whether it will help or not. 
 
    “There’s a pizza in the freezer,” Rachel breaks the silence after what feels like an age. 
 
    “Frozen pizza. I don’t think I can mess that up. Why don’t you go and sit in the front room and relax?” I say as I close the freezer door and go to turn on the oven. 
 
    “I don’t want to be alone.” She murmurs and sits on a stool at the island. 
 
    So many words, flying around my head, dancing on the tip of my tongue, and yet I can’t produce a single one of them. I have no idea what to say to her. So we both stay silent as I put the pizza on a tray and into the oven. 
 
    I walk around to her and pull her head gently into my chest. Maybe there is no need for words now. Maybe this is all we both need, each other. 
 
    Suddenly she pulls back, her face wide with panic. “Oh my God, Ami, I forgot-” 
 
    “It’s okay.” I stroke her face gently. “I already called your parents. I told them you weren’t very well and before I could even ask, your Mum had offered to have Ami for a few days so you could rest. I said you were asleep and you would call tomorrow.” 
 
    She smiles softly. “Thank you. I feel awful lying though.” She starts chewing on her bottom lip. 
 
    “Well, you could always tell her? Your Mum I mean?” 
 
    “I can’t deal with her knowing. I just want tomorrow to hurry up so we can start to move on.” 
 
    After the scan, Sarah- No, Sally? Well, whatever her name was phoned Rachel’s midwife. At that point I wasn’t paying anything much any attention, but Rachel spoke to her on the phone. I say spoke, it was more intent listening with a few ‘okays’ muttered. Rachel has been booked in for a procedure tomorrow that I just don’t even want to think about. 
 
    It stings a little that she is willing it to hurry up, and the sensible part of me tries to reason that it’s no use clinging on to false hope. Our baby has no heartbeat. It will not magically start up again, and I can’t even begin to imagine how Rachel must be feeling, knowing she is carrying our baby inside of her, but that baby will never be. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I know how that must sound.” Her voice cuts through the voices in my head. “It’s just… I just…” She exhales slowly and looks down. 
 
    “It’s okay. I know.” 
 
    We hold each other for so long that I start to smell the distinct acrid scent of burnt cheese, and the thought that yes I can actually fuck up a frozen pizza almost makes me laugh. Almost. 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    “How are you feeling?” I ask as Rachel’s eyes open. It’s the morning after her procedure and the nurse told us to expect some pain. 
 
    “A bit sore, but I’m okay.” She smiles, but it doesn’t quite reach her eyes. 
 
    “I’ll get you some painkillers.” I hop out of bed and head down to the kitchen. While I’m there I start making us both coffee, and put some bread in the toaster. Just as I am putting everything on a tray, Rachel walks into the kitchen. 
 
    “I was just about to bring this up. You should be resting.” 
 
    “I’m fine honestly, and I really can’t do another day in bed.” She smiles again as she picks a piece of toast from the tray and takes a large bite from it. “At least you make good toast.” She teases before picking up her coffee and heading towards the front room. I follow her and we sit, eating and drinking, while she aimlessly flicks through TV channels. 
 
    Once we have finished, she collects the mugs and plate on the tray and goes to stand up. 
 
    “I’ll do that.” I say as I try to take the tray from her. 
 
    “It’s okay, I’m going to put a load in the dishwasher.” 
 
    “Rach, you should be resting.” I implore. 
 
    “I don’t need to rest, I’m fine.” She calls back to me as she makes her way into the kitchen. 
 
    I lean back into the cushions and sigh. She should be resting, she should be trying to deal with this, and already I can see she has put her walls up and is pretending everything is fine instead of being honest. We both know that won’t end well, but I have no idea what to do. I don’t want to push her, but I don’t want her to bury this all away and not grieve. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Rachel 
 
   Ican see him staring at me again. I know he is worried, and I know he must also be trying to deal with this in his own way; but I wish he would stop fretting about me. I’m fine. I mean I’m not fine, but what use is crying? It won’t bring our baby back, it won’t magically fix everything. 
 
    I’ve got through worse than this over the last couple of years. I’ll do what I do best and just get on with life. 
 
    Fuck. If only I could believe my own lies. In reality, every time I catch Tad looking at me, the hurt in his eyes just makes my heart break that little bit more. I’m trying my absolute best to just shut down my emotions for the time being. Occasionally I will forget why I’m sad, just for a moment, and then it hits me. Like a boot to the stomach. Gut wrenching sadness just floods through me and it takes absolutely everything not to break down. 
 
    I have to be strong for Tad. That’s all that is keeping me sane right now. Knowing he needs me to be strong for him. This is hard enough for him to process, without having to watch me fall apart too. So I will be fine. I am fine. I am. 
 
      
 
    “Have you seen my phone?” I ask Tad as he is pottering around the front room. 
 
    “Uh, no, not since yesterday. It was upstairs. Want me to have a look?” He smiles at me and I know I’ll get through this. This beautiful man would do anything for me, so I will be okay for him. 
 
    I find my phone in the drawer in the bedside table. I haven’t wanted to even look at it since we found out… Because I know what’s coming. When I switch on that phone, I know there will be a message from Celine telling me how happy she is, how her baby is beautiful and healthy, and how it will kill me. 
 
    Deep breaths. 
 
    I plug my charger in and wait for my phone to come on. A few seconds pass before some notifications pop up. Lots of messages from Celine. My stomach is in knots as I open her messages. The first one sends the most hideous pang of jealously stabbing through me, which immediately makes me hate myself. 
 
    Baby all good, kicking like crazy, due on 23rd June, so fucking happy! 
 
    And under the message is a black and white scan photo of her baby. Big round head, body curled with its little legs up, and the image is so clear I can even make out perfectly formed, tiny toes. 
 
    I feel like there is a burning hot poker rammed into my throat as I desperately try to stop myself from crying. I want to throw my phone way, climb under the covers, and pretend that there is no world outside of my bed. 
 
    There are a few messages after the photo checking in on me, and she seems more worried with each text. 
 
    She is so happy, her baby is healthy. She gets to be excited, to look forward to meeting this person. The last thing I want to do is tell her, and for her to feel sad for me, to pity me, to feel guilty that her baby is okay and mine is not. 
 
    My heart is hammering in my chest as I internally argue with myself that I can’t keep this from her. 
 
    Congratulations mummy. Beautiful baby. I unfortunately have some bad news. But please don’t be sad for me. I lost the baby. But I’m okay. Can’t talk about it now as Ami is around, but I promise I’m doing fine now. Tad is looking after me. Just one of those things. Love you lots, don’t be worried about me. Speak to you soon xxx 
 
    I stare at those words ‘I’m doing fine’. Fine, the one word that means anything but. I send the message, lay down and let the tears flow, holding my now empty stomach and feeling utterly lost. 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
      
 
    It’s been eleven days since we lost the baby, and things have been tense. It feels like neither myself or Tad know what to say, so we don’t say much at all. He has been busy with work, and I’ve been busy trying to keep myself occupied. I’ve cleaned the house to within an inch of its life. Rearranged bedrooms, rearranged the kitchen. Anything I can do to keep my mind from being quiet enough to think. 
 
    I’ve hardly spoken to Celine either. Again, neither of us know what to say. I don’t remember the last time I felt quite so alone. 
 
    But, its two days to Christmas and I’m currently trying to get excited about our trip to Lapland. Ami is currently in her room re-thinking what she had packed after I explained to her that we were going for three days, not three weeks. Tad is hiding in his office again and here I sit, alone with my thoughts. 
 
    Until I hear a little ping on my phone and a reminder pops up from my calendar. 
 
    43 days! Apply for absolute! 
 
    Fuck! With everything going on I completely forgot. The six weeks and a day is up since I sent off the decree nisi for the divorce. Kevin has pulled no stunts, so now I can apply for the decree absolute. And that’s it. As soon as that comes through I am completely free of him. My stomach flutters and I find myself smiling for the first time in what feels like forever. 
 
    Feeling a burst of energy, I skip downstairs and knock on Tad’s office door. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    I slowly open the door and can see he is busy typing something on his laptop. 
 
    “You busy?” I ask. 
 
    “A little. Everything okay?” He replies without taking his eyes away from his screen. 
 
    Dejected, I decide now isn’t the time. “Yeah everything’s fine. I’ll come back later.” 
 
    I start to close the door before he calls my name. “I’m not so busy I can’t spare you five minutes. Come here.” He smiles at me and pushes his chair away from his desk to make room for me on his lap. 
 
    For the first time in a while, it looks like he actually means the smile he is giving me, and as I sit on his lap and wrap my arms around him, I can feel the broken pieces of my heart start to mend back together. I just sit quietly for a few moments, breathing him in, savouring the feel of him after what feels like too long. 
 
    Eventually I remember why I came down in the first place. 
 
    “Guess what today is?” I ask as I pull back to look at him. 
 
    “Uh Christmas Eve, eve?” He searches his mind in case he has forgotten something. “Celine and Danny’s anniversary?” 
 
    “No, well, yes, actually you’ve reminded me, I need to message them. But no, it’s something else.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “It’s been forty three days.” I smile and wait for him to work it out. 
 
    His confused look slowly turns into the biggest, most genuine smile I’ve seen in a long time as he realises. My face mirrors his and he leans in to kiss me. It feels like years since we even last kissed and the flood of emotions I feel is almost too much. I think I got so caught up in my own grief, that I forgot just how much I love this man. And how much he loves me too. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Tad 
 
      
 
      
 
   The snow is falling thick and fast around us as we arrive at our little log cabin. I fully expect Ami to pass out from excitement at any moment. I’ve never seen her looking so happy, and it warms my heart. 
 
    Rachel has smiled lots today too, and for the first time in a while, I can see an end to the black hole we have been stuck in the last couple of weeks. 
 
    As I am pulling suitcases from the cab, I can’t help but stop and stare at the two of them. They are laughing and playing in the snow, cheeks and noses rosy from the cold, breath billowing out in front of them. 
 
    Leo is helping Mary to the front door, and I quickly get ahead of them so I can open it. 
 
    As soon as I have let them inside, I feel a cold lump hit me in the back of the head. The snowball explodes on impact, covering me in a dusting of freezing cold snow. As I turn I can see Ami and Rach running in different directions, laughing at my squirming as some of the ice cold water drips down my collar and freezes my back. 
 
    “Oh girls. You shouldn’t start something you can’t win!” I say as I scoop up huge handfuls of snow and make an extra-large ball. “Come out, come out, wherever you are!” I call as I stalk around a bush, trying to find where they have gone. 
 
    I see them hiding behind a tree stump and run towards them. They see me coming and scream, but before I have even managed to lift my massive snowball, they have pelted me with at least three or four smaller ones, causing me to drop my big one. 
 
    Their laughter is infectious and we all stand outside, laughing so hard we struggle to breathe. Although that may also have something to do with the intense cold. 
 
    “Okay, fine, I give up. Let’s go in, I’m freezing!” I say through slightly chattering teeth. 
 
    The girls high five behind my back as I walk them inside. 
 
    Once we have shaken off as much of the snow as we can, we walk inside and I hear Ami take a huge breath in and exhale a long “wow” as she looks around. 
 
    The cabin is stunning. There is a huge fire in the main room, surrounded by comfy looking sofas and chairs, each piled with thick blankets and soft cushions. 
 
    There is a door which leads to the main bathroom, which includes a little steam room. Upstairs are three bedrooms, each with their own bathroom. 
 
    “Tad, this place is amazing.” Rachel walks over to me and grabs my freezing fingers in her equally cold hand. 
 
    “Can I go and find my room?” Ami calls excitedly from the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    “Of course, Nanny and Gramps must be up there too, go and check they aren’t getting into any trouble will you?” Rach says from next to me. 
 
    We watch her skip up the stairs and then Rach turns and leans her head into my chest. I wrap my arms around her and pull her tightly in to me. 
 
    “We’re going to be okay, aren’t we?” She whispers into my chest. 
 
    “Of course we are.” I lift her chin up to face me and gently kiss her. She smiles and it’s like I can feel all of her tension just melt away. 
 
      
 
    A few hours later and we are sitting eating pizza by the fire. Mary and Leo have started to tell somewhat embarrassing stories about Rachel from when she was a child and I can’t remember the last time I laughed this much. 
 
    “So Ami, what are you hoping Santa brings you this year?” Mary says whilst clearing plates away. 
 
    Ami rolls her eyes wildly. “Nanny, I’m ten.” She states matter of factly. 
 
    “And?” Mary’s eyes narrow. 
 
    Ami sighs loudly. “I know Santa isn’t real.” 
 
    The look of horror on Mary’s face, forces a roar of laughter through me that I have to fight very hard to suppress. 
 
    Rach leans in and whispers “This will be good.” 
 
    “Amelia Joanne Blackford,” I can’t help but notice both Rach and Ami wincing slightly, and I’m not sure it’s because Mary is full naming Ami, or if it’s because of the reminder of Kevin in her surname. “You stand in Lapland, the home of Santa, and then say he is not real? You had better take that back pretty quickly if you expect to get any presents this year!” 
 
    “Nan-” 
 
    “Don’t you Nan me! Only believers get presents, isn’t that right Rachel?” They both turn to look at an amused Rachel, who quickly stiffens her face and looks gravely serious. I can practically feel the laughter bubbling over. 
 
    “I still believe in Santa, always have.” Rachel says seriously. 
 
    “Oh Mum.” Ami shakes her head softly before turning to me for help. “Tad, tell them.” I feel Mary’s eyes on me before I see them. 
 
    “Of course he is real Aims! How else do you think you get presents?” I say as flatly as I can manage while trying not to laugh. 
 
    She sighs again, looking defeated. “Fine, he is real.” She rolls her eyes again as Mary turns and heads into the small kitchenette. Ami catches my eye and I can’t help but wink at her. She smiles and gives me an exasperated look that she seems to have perfected for someone who isn’t yet out of primary school. 
 
    Later that evening, Mary and Leo are engrossed in an old movie on the telly, Ami is sitting on the floor while Rachel puts her hair into an intricate plait, and I am sitting next to her, rubbing the small of her back every so often. 
 
    “Mum?” Ami says as she stands and looks at the floor. Rach pulls her onto her lap, and I make room for her legs across mine. 
 
    “What’s up?” She asks as Ami is twiddling her fingers, almost nervously. 
 
    “Well, I hate my name.” She rushes out. “Not the Ami part, just, my last name.” She murmurs as she looks back at her fingers. 
 
    Rachel and I look at each other, and she pulls Ami into her chest. 
 
    “Oh babe, has anyone said anything to you about it?” 
 
    “No, it’s just, I know he is my Dad, and he will always be. But I don’t want to have to remember him whenever I write my name, or tell people my name.” 
 
    “What would you like to be called?” 
 
    “I want the same name as you. Bennett. For now anyway.” She smiles nervously. 
 
    Rachel and I share a knowing look, and she smiles at me. 
 
    “How about we tell school we have changed your name to Bennett for now, and you can use that, and then once Tad and I are married, we can legally change your name to Turner, if you’d like?” 
 
    Ami’s eyes widen and her smile is infectious. “Can we really do that?” 
 
    “Yes, definitely, if that’s what you want?” I say. Her smile just widens as she nods her head and squeezes Rachel tightly. 
 
    Of course, then plan is for me to legally adopt her once we are married, but we are keeping it a surprise. I had been completely on edge about asking her, but now I feel that weight has been lifted. She wants to be a Turner! My heart feels fit to burst. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Rachel 
 
   The presents have been opened, and we have just got back to the cabin after having a huge Christmas lunch at the hotel at the bottom of the hill. 
 
    Mum looks as though she doesn’t quite know what to do with herself. Usually she spends all of Christmas day in the kitchen, either cooking, sorting out nibbles, or cleaning. This is the first time she has never had to do anything, and she looks lost. 
 
    “Mum, sit down and relax.” I say as I guide her to the sofa and put the television remote in her hand. “Drink?” I ask her. 
 
    “Oh go on then, make it alcoholic.” She winks at me and I walk towards the fridge. I pull out a bottle of prosecco and grab two glasses from the cupboard. Tad, Ami and Dad are all getting their thermals and coats on as Dad wants to show them the Northern Lights. 
 
    They wander in to the room as I reach the sofa and I have to stifle a giggle when I see Ami. She must be wearing at least three or four jumpers, underneath the thickest thermal coat I have ever seen. 
 
    “You look warm.” I call over to her and she narrows her eyes at me. 
 
    “I can’t even bend my arms.” She complains and I can’t help but laugh, and I can hear Mum giggling from the sofa too. 
 
    Dad and Tad join her, looking significantly less bulky. “We won’t be too long.” Tad calls. “Are you sure you don’t want to come too?” 
 
    “We’re fine thanks.” Mum calls as she takes the bottle of prosecco from my hands and waves it at Tad. 
 
    “Have fun, stay warm.” I kiss them all on the cheek as I usher them out of the door. Mum has poured me a glass of fizz by the time I get back to the sofa and I tentatively pick it up as I sit down. I haven’t had anything alcoholic to drink since before…. 
 
    Mum is talking to me but I’ve been lost in my thoughts and haven’t heard a word. 
 
    “Rachel?” 
 
    “Hmm, yes? Sorry, was miles away.” I look up from my untouched drink and look at Mum, whose face is etched with concern. 
 
    “I’ve never known you to stare at a drink rather than drink it straight away. What’s wrong?” Her eyes suddenly light up. “You’re not-” 
 
    “Mum, don’t. No. I’m not.” I say bluntly, willing my eyes to stay dry. 
 
    I sip the drink and as the bubbles sip down my throat I can’t help but feel the first twinge of sadness since we got here. It’s in no way as consuming as it was before, but it’s still there. This crushing feeling of loss. 
 
    “Is there anything you want to tell me?” Mum asks softly from next to me, and I realise she has been watching me intently. 
 
    Well that does it. My eyes start to water on their own and the lure of comfort from my mum is too strong. 
 
    “We were- I was, pregnant.” I stutter and without needing to say anything else Mum pulls me close to her and lets me cry. I can feel the hot tears splashing on to her top, pooling and leaving a wet patch. But Mum just sits and strokes my hair until the tears subside. 
 
    “It gets easier, I promise.” She mutters into my hair. 
 
    “Thanks Mum.” I sit up and wipe my eyes. “Sorry I didn’t tell you.” 
 
    “Don’t apologise, I understand.” She smiles at me. “Talk to me now.” 
 
    So I do, we talk for what feels like hours. I tell her about the scare when I had forgotten my injection, about Celine being pregnant, about how I told Tad. More tears are shed from both of us as I tell her about the scan, and we end up curled up together on the sofa. 
 
    Just as I am starting to get a little concerned at how long the others have been gone, I hear footsteps from outside and the door opening, letting in a freezing gust of wind. They emerge one by one, looking frozen. Faces bright red, and coats covered in snow. Tad and Dad are shivering, while Ami looks slightly smug. 
 
    “It’s freezing out there!” Tad stutters as he helps Ami out of her many layers. 
 
    “I was quite warm actually.” Ami smirks and I can’t help but laugh. 
 
    “Have fun?” I call over. 
 
    “It’s quite cloudy out, so we didn’t see too much, but what we did see was just-” 
 
    “Amazing!” Ami shouts over Tad. 
 
    They all come over and settle next to the fire to warm up while telling Mum and I about what they got up to. Ami grabs the remote, and before I can ask what she is doing, she has put Love Actually on and we all settle down for our annual Christmas tradition. 
 
    I feel like a huge weight has been lifted after talking to Mum, and I settle into the sofa to watch the film. 
 
      
 
    Ami drifts off to sleep before the film has finished, so Tad carefully lifts her up to bed. 
 
    “We’re heading up to bed. Thanks for a lovely day Tad.” Mum says through a yawn. 
 
    Once we’ve all said goodnight, Mum and Dad head off upstairs, leaving Tad and I alone. 
 
    “My bones still feel like they are cold. I’m going to have a bath. Wanna join?” He winks at me. “Bath is big enough for two.” His lip quirks into a sexy half smile, and how could I ever say no to him. 
 
    “I’ll go and run it, you get some towels.” I say as I head towards the bathroom. 
 
    The bath is huge. It’s longer than a standard bath and so deep it has a built in step to help you get in. I turn the taps and pour in some deep blue bubble bath. The room is quickly filled with steam that smells something between floral and spicy. 
 
    As I am sitting on the side of the bath checking the temperature of the water, I hear the door click closed behind me. Before I turn around I can feel Tad’s arms snaking around my shoulders. He pulls me up gently and turns me to look at him. I’m not sure if it’s the steam, or something else, but I feel my cheeks flush and I feel an intense heat spreading through me. 
 
    We haven’t had sex in months, and we haven’t done anything at all for the last couple of weeks. The realisation that I want him hits me hard and I look into his eyes to try and gauge how he is feeling. Well, I try to, no sooner have I lifted my face to look up, when his lips come crashing into my own. Fierce and desperate, it’s the kind of kiss that utterly takes your breath away. His hands are in my hair, down my back, on my backside, and I get completely lost in the kiss. 
 
    Until he quickly pulls away, leaving me hanging, mouth still open, desperate for more. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I couldn’t help myself.” He says breathlessly. 
 
    “It’s okay. Don’t stop.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    I answer him by pulling his face back to mine, so roughly our noses clash together almost painfully. But he immediately resumes kissing me and his hands are once more trailing all over my body. I start tugging at the bottom of his shirt and without a word spoken he leans back and pulls it over his head. He turns me around, and his hands stroke down my sides until they reach the bottom of my jumper. He lifts it and pulls it over my head before discarding it on the floor. 
 
    His fingertips softly graze my back as he goes to remove my jeans, and I quickly step out of them and kick them away. I turn to face him as he is taking his own trousers off and the heat radiating from me is so intense, I’m worried I may combust. 
 
    Suddenly remembering the bath, I quickly spin around to turn the taps off before we flood the bathroom. The water is so high that the bubbles are almost spilling over the sides. 
 
    I can feel the heat from Tad’s body behind me and next thing I know, I feel him pressed up against me. The hard bulge pushed just above my backside makes me moan out loud. 
 
    His hands slide, slowly and purposefully down my shoulders, chest, stomach, until they are toying with the top of my knickers. My eyes close and I bite my lip, holding my breath, waiting for his fingers to move further down. His lips connect with the side of my neck and his fingers side down. My legs almost buckle beneath me at the sensation, and I feel his other arm wrap around my middle to keep me upright. 
 
    His finger is gently stroking the exact place I need it, and it feels as though all the blood in me has rushed to the very spot he is caressing so softly. 
 
    I desperately try to quieten the soft mews and whimpers escaping from my mouth, not wanting to be heard, but it becomes increasingly difficult as he works me expertly. 
 
    I twist the top half of my body almost uncomfortably, so I am able to lock his lips on to mine in an attempt to soften the noises coming from me. 
 
    His tongue is flicking at mine and I can hear my moans muffled as they pour into his mouth. One second I’m right on the edge, and the next I am exploding everywhere, my knees buckle and I don’t fight it. I can almost see stars and I’m aware of Tad holding me up while I almost crumble in front of him. 
 
    No sooner have I caught my breath, before he is turning me around, tugging my underwear off in one swift motion, and lifting me up. I wrap my legs around his waist and feel him, hard and hot. I move my hips slightly and he starts to push inside of me. It’s not slow, steady, or teasing. He thrusts straight into me and it is desperate. He needs this as much as I do. As he thrusts deeper, I can hardly control the sounds coming out of my mouth. He kisses me to try to suppress my moans, but if anything it just amplifies them. 
 
    He holds me still for a second, bends down and picks something up, before lifting me and slamming back down on to him. I half scream, and as my mouth is open he thrusts my underwear in between my teeth. I open my eyes are stare at him, half surprised, half amused, and he just winks at me and continues pounding into me. 
 
    I can feel my insides start to tighten around Tad as my orgasm builds. My muffled cries echo around the bathroom as I explode around him, he speeds up and a second later he groans in my ear as he empties himself inside of me. 
 
    He holds me up for a few seconds longer until his arms give out, then gently lowers me to the floor. 
 
    “Fancy actually getting in the bath now?” I tease as I kiss him softly on the lips. 
 
      
 
    The bubbles have disappeared, and the water is almost cold by the time we manage to drag ourselves out of the bath. Tad wraps me in a towel and carries me up to bed. It’s been far too long since we have felt this close, and I didn’t realise just how much I missed him. He helps me dry off and get into my pyjamas, and once he is in bed next to me, he pulls me into him and strokes my face softly. 
 
    Something just clicks and I realise that what happened was awful, it was heartbreaking. But I have Tad, I will always have Tad. Life will be awful at times, but I am so lucky to have him, and this is it. He is it. For life. Whatever happens, we will always have each other and maybe that’s all we really need. Just us and Ami, and if we get to have another baby then that would be amazing, but for now, I am blissfully happy with everything I have. 
 
    I drift off to sleep, feeling him close to me, hearing his soft breath, feeling the rhythmic beat of his heart against my back… 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Tad 
 
   Christmas and New Year went by relatively quietly, with no kidnappings or shootings, so I feel that’s a promising start to the year! 
 
    Work is going well, the mess of the data leak seems to be well behind us and we’ve had no major backlash from it. I was able to give all my staff a surprise New Year bonus, thanks to the sale of a company I took over a few years back. 
 
    Rachel and I are back on track, and the heartache of last year seems a lot easier now. Not gone, and not forgotten, but she seems happy again, which of course is all I ever really want. 
 
    I’m back in the office in the week, and Rachel’s little cake making business has picked up considerably. So much so that she has had to employ someone to help her out. 
 
    My phone rings and my face lights up when I see it’s her. 
 
    “Hello beautiful.” 
 
    “Tad!” She half screams, excitedly down the phone. 
 
    “Rach?” 
 
    “Tad?!” I can hear her grinning. 
 
    “How much longer do we keep doing this until you tell me what’s going on?” I tease. 
 
    “Just once more. Tad!” She laughs. 
 
    “Rachel.” I lower my voice and I swear I can hear her swallow. It really is a fucking incredible feeling to be able to affect her so much, just by changing the tone of my voice. 
 
    “Uh, guess what just came?” She sounds a little flustered. 
 
    “Well, I hope it wasn’t you. I wouldn’t have wanted to miss that.” Fuck, I have extremely inappropriate images running through my mind. 
 
    “No!” She laughs. “That will be for later… But, no, you’ve distracted me. The absolute! It’s here! I’m divorced!” 
 
    “Finally.” I smile. “No changing your mind about marrying me now.” 
 
    “And why would I change my mind?” 
 
    “What about if my company went bust, and I had to go and live in a box?” I say as seriously as I can manage. 
 
    She laughs. “I’m sure Mum and Dad would let us live with them if ever than happened, rather than us all trying to squeeze in a box.” 
 
    “Better keep working hard then, I don’t think our sex life would survive living in the same house as your parents.” 
 
    “We managed okay over Christmas.” Her voice is low and I make the decision then to leave early. 
 
    “Hmm that was good.” My trousers are uncomfortable against the hard bulge growing in them and I rush around trying to close my computer. “I’m on my way home.” 
 
    “It’s not even lunch time.” 
 
    “Yes, but you’ve made me hard. Plus, we have a wedding to plan. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
      
 
    As we lay, limbs tangled in the mess of bedsheets, I can’t stop thinking about making this wonderful woman my wife. 
 
    “I don’t want to wait.” I whisper as I cover her neck in soft kisses. 
 
    “For what?” She says, eyes closed, looking like she is ready to sleep. 
 
    “To get married. I want to do it as soon as possible. I don’t care where, or who comes. I just want you and Ami there. You’re my life. You’re all I’ll ever need.” 
 
    Her eyes open and she strokes her hand across my cheek as a smile spreads across her face. 
 
    “I’m glad you said that.” She has a mischievous glint in her eyes. “I called the register office today and made us an appointment to give notice of a marriage.” She looks almost embarrassed. “I just got excited and a bit carried-” 
 
    My lips interrupt her as I pull her close to me and kiss her deeply. “When is the appointment?” I ask when I finally let her go. 
 
    “Thursday.” She smiles. “And then we have to wait at least twenty eight days until we can get married.” 
 
    I start doing sums in my head and smile when I work out a date. “So we could get married on Valentine’s day?” 
 
    Her answering smile warms my heart. “We could. If you wanted.” 
 
    “Oh, Rach.” I take her hand and softly kiss her fingers. “I’d marry you tomorrow if I could.” 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    “So you’re probably all wondering what was so important we needed to see you all.” Seven sets of eyes stare back at me from my front room, all looking equally puzzled. Ami, Mary and Leo are sitting on the main part of the sofa, with Celine and Danny hovering on the corner. Susan is sitting, with an almost knowing smile, in a big armchair, and Scott is standing behind her, looking more confused than usual. 
 
    “Rachel and I have set a date for our wedding.” I hear Ami squeal from the sofa. “Now, we decided that we didn’t want a big, fancy affair. The most important thing is that we get to marry each other, no stress.” 
 
    “You’re not eloping are you?” Mary says, looking concerned. 
 
    “No Mum.” Rachel answers from next to me. She looks at me and I nod. “We’ve booked the wedding for two weeks’ time. Valentine’s Day actually.” 
 
    Everyone stands and starts speaking all at once. They come over to hug Rachel and I, and I can hear snippets of conversations. From “congratulations” to “they haven’t left us much time to get an outfit, have they?!” 
 
    “Tad,” Susan walks over, arms outstretched. “You already know how happy I am for you. But none the less, congratulations.” She kisses me on the cheek. “Two weeks isn’t much notice. Have you invited your mother?” 
 
    “I e-mailed her. I doubt she will come. I don’t need her there though, or even really want her there. Everyone who is important to me is in this room now, and they are the only people I need there on the day.” 
 
    I leave Rachel talking to everyone and head into the kitchen to get a bottle of champagne and some glasses. Scott follows me in. 
 
    “Congrats mate.” He says, slapping me on the back. “Who’s gonna be your best man then?” He asks, smirking. 
 
    “I thought about asking Celine’s husband actually. He’s been there and done the marriage thing, thought he’d have some good advice.” Scott’s face drops and it’s hard not to laugh. “You twat, of course you’re going to be my best man!” 
 
    “Fuck man, I thought I was gonna cry for a minute!” I pour us both a glass of champagne and pass him his drink. “To the end of sex for you.” He toasts and I almost choke on my drink. 
 
    “Yeah, I can’t see that being an issue somehow.” I smirk and then get Scott to help me take the rest of the glasses in. 
 
      
 
    “To the future Mr and Mrs Turner!” Scott holds his glass in the air, and everyone follows him. I turn to look at Rachel as I take a sip of my drink and she looks so happy in that moment. 
 
    I catch Rachel, Celine and Ami chatting a few minutes later. “So I thought I’d make you both my maids of honour.” Rachel says before she is almost taken out by Celine who hugs her so hard she almost falls. Ami catches my eye and smiles at me, before turning back to Celine who is now trying to wipe mascara streaked tears from under her eyes. 
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    Rachel 
 
    
     “I 
 
   
 
    still can’t believe you didn’t let us come with you to choose your dress!” Celine calls from the other side of the curtain. 
 
    “Cel, our friendship would have ended that day. I went in about twenty different shops, and then went back to about five of them. Honestly, even I was getting annoyed with myself.” I laugh as the shop assistant is doing up the buttons at the back of my dress. 
 
    Of course I ended up choosing the very first dress I even tried on, the same one I saw in the window a few months back in London. But I wasn’t about to admit to Celine that the first dress I tried was the dress. And I had to try all those other hundreds on, just to be sure. 
 
    I look at myself in the mirror and I’m speechless. I look like a princess. The dress has been tailored to my measurements and it fits like a glove. The lace fitted bodice is just stunning. Intricate little patterns cover the dress, and the sheer lace sleeves are such an elegant touch. 
 
    I take a deep breath and grab the curtain. “You ready?” I call out. 
 
    “Yes!” Comes a collective call and pull open the curtain and walk out. Ami’s face erupts into the biggest smile I have ever seen, and Mum and Celine’s eyes start to water. 
 
    The shop assistant walks back over to me with a floor length veil that she helps fix in my hair. 
 
    “You look fucking beautiful.” Celine manages through a sob. 
 
    “I agree. Just minus the vulgar language.” Mum splutters. 
 
    Ami runs over and hugs me tight. “Do you want to try your dress on now?” I ask her, trying my best not to cry. 
 
    “Yes please!” She answers excitedly. 
 
    “You too Cel.” I call over. “Clean that mascara off your face first though, and no crying in the dress. I’m not having it stained before the big day!” 
 
    Ami and Celine’s dresses are both floor length and pale yellow. Ami’s has little straps to help it stay up, but Celine’s is strapless. We’ve left extra room to allow for her bump to grow a little, as it seems to be getting bigger by the day. They both look gorgeous. Ami looks so grown up, it’s a bit frightening. 
 
    “Mum, you’re going to dehydrate!” I sit down next to her as she is wiping more tears. I’m back in my normal clothes and Ami and Celine are getting changed. 
 
    “You wait until you’re sitting here and Ami is in a wedding dress, then see how quickly you dehydrate!” She laughs while wiping a stray tear from her cheek. “Rachel, I know we’ve been over this before, but I need to say it again. I need to apologise again.” 
 
    “Mum-” I start but I’m quickly cut off. 
 
    “No, Rachel, let me speak. Seeing you here today, you’re positively beaming. I’ve never seen you happier. You’re relaxed, smiling, and the only tears that have been shed are ones of pure joy. I was so blind, before. When we did this before, you just looked uncomfortable and you didn’t genuinely smile even once. I convinced myself it was nerves, but I should have known. I should have stepped in.” Her bottom lip starts to quiver and I lean in and wrap her in my arms. 
 
    “Mum, stop! This is pointless. You couldn’t have known, and even if you had said anything, it wouldn’t have helped. If anything it would have just made things awkward and Kevin probably would have stopped me seeing you.” She smiles weakly at me. “Besides, if you think about it, if Kevin and I hadn’t married, I never would have met Tad.” Mum’s eyes widen and she laughs. 
 
    “I had never thought of that. Well, I guess that’s one thing to thank the fucker for.” I almost choke. 
 
    “Mum!” I laugh. 
 
    “Come on you two, we’re going to miss our reservations!” Celine wanders back from the changing rooms, back in her normal clothes. Ami walks out looking a little down. 
 
    “What’s up babe?” I reach out to her and she sits on my lap looking fed up. 
 
    “I hate my normal clothes now, I want to wear my nice dress.” We all laugh and I wrap her in my arms tightly. 
 
    “Not long to wait and then you get to wear it all day.” I smile. 
 
      
 
    My hen night is consisting of a beautiful meal out with all three of them, and then Mum is taking Ami home, so Celine and I can go out for a few drinks. 
 
    Ami is finishing a huge slice of chocolate cake and ice cream and I am watching jealously, remembering that dress I have to fit into. 
 
    “How was everything?” A server comes over to take our empty plates. 
 
    “Everything was fantastic, thank you.” I smile. “Can we get the bill please?” 
 
    “No bill, Mr Turner has already paid, and he said to tell you to enjoy your night.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and hear Celine laugh behind me. “How could you not know he was going to do something like this?” She giggles. 
 
      
 
    “Oh come on, one more drink?” Celine begs as we get to the hotel. 
 
    “You’re not even drinking!” I laugh, feeling slightly tipsy. I’ve not drunk half as much as I usually would because it’s not as fun with Cel not drinking. 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s been ages since I got to feel like the old me, rather than just a walking incubator.” 
 
    “I’m sorry it’s been so long since we hung out.” I say guiltily. “Things were just, well, awful before Christmas. And then I’ve just been so busy since then. I’m a rubbish friend.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly! Of course you aren’t rubbish.” She gets the attention of the cute guy behind the bar. “Can I have a soda and lime, and the fanciest cocktail you have for my friend who is getting married.” She winks at him and he starts making drinks. “I’m just happy that you’re so happy now. I mean, I know this year isn’t going quite how you expected, but you’re getting married soon, and then maybe you can think about a baby?” I noticeably cringe a little at her words and she goes to apologise. 
 
    “It’s just, we haven’t spoken about another baby. I don’t know if Tad could bare to go through what we did again. I don’t know if I could go through it again…” I trail off as the barman comes back with our drinks. 
 
    “Just because it happened once doesn’t mean it will happen again.” Celine smiles at me before taking a sip of her drink. 
 
    “I know. But there is no guarantee it won’t happen again.” I smile a little sadly. “We haven’t really discussed it to be honest, I think we are just taking life as it comes for now.” 
 
    I’m distracted by my phone going off in my pocket. It’s a video call from Tad. I answer it and Celine and I immediately laugh at the site of Scott, my dad, Danny and Tad, all looking slightly worse for wear. 
 
    “Hey girls!” Tad slurs. The rest of them all shout their hellos at the phone. 
 
    “Hey, so what happened to you guys having a quiet one?” I tease. 
 
    “Fuck that, had to get him out for one last good night before he gets that ball and chain around his ankle!” Scott shouts, while spilling most of a bottle of beer. 
 
    “I hope you’re all behaving.” Celine says from next to me. 
 
    “Scout’s honour.” Dan replies, while making some strange movement with his fingers that I assume is supposed to be a salute. Celine and I burst into hysteric laughter at the confused look on his face as his hand continues making odd movements. 
 
    “We’ll leave you too it.” I manage to say in between laughs. “Love you Tad.” 
 
    “Love you, and uh-” he leans closer to the screen and whispers “Miss you.” The last thing I hear before the call ends is the guys all taking the piss out of how soft Tad is. 
 
    “Don’t those fine specimens of men just make you feel so glad you chose them for the rest of your life?” She imitates Dan’s odd hand gestures and I almost fall off my stool laughing. “So when do you leave for the honeymoon?” 
 
    “A couple of days after the wedding. Tad has a meeting he can’t miss.” 
 
    “You’re going to love New York! I’m so jealous.” Celine says while absentmindedly reaching out towards my drink, lifting it up, and taking a long sniff of it. I watch her replace the glass, as if nothing at all odd has happened, and try not to laugh. 
 
    “Uh, what was that?!” I giggle. 
 
    “Oh, I just miss it so much!” She sighs. “Honestly, when you come to visit me in hospital once I’ve popped this sprog out, you’re to bring me alcohol. Any alcohol, I won’t care by that point!” 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    “Can you believe that this time tomorrow, I will be Mrs Turner?” I half squeal excitedly as I’m packing my suitcase. 
 
    “I can believe it. I feel like I’ve been waiting my whole life for this.” Tad turns me around and kisses me softly on my forehead. As he turns to go back to packing his case, I grab his arms and pull him back towards me. I wrap my arms around him, and feel as though I’m clinging on for my life. “What’s wrong?” He asks, concerned. 
 
    “Nothing. Nothing at all. I’m just so happy.” My eyes are brimming with tears and I try to swipe them away before he sees. “I’m just being stupid.” 
 
    He pulls my face up to look at him and gently wipes the tears from my cheek. 
 
    “You’re not being stupid at all. I’d cry if I was tying myself down to me for life too.” We both laugh. 
 
    “I mean it Tad. I never, ever thought I’d be this happy. I didn’t even know how miserable I was before you. I mean, I knew my life wasn’t great, but I just got on with it. But now, you just make me feel, well, everything.” He kisses me, and it’s all he needs to do. The doorbell interrupts us. 
 
    “I’ll get it, you finish packing.” He says as he disappears out of the bedroom. 
 
    A few seconds later I hear Celine’s dulcet tones shouting for me to hurry up. Ami skips past the door, pulling a case behind her. A case that looks like it has far too much stuff in for one night! “Come on Mum, I want to go!” 
 
    “I’ll be there in a second!” Honestly, I’m not sure who is more excited, her or me! 
 
    I quickly check around the bedroom one last time to make sure I have everything and then zip up my case. Mum, Ami and Celine are all waiting at the bottom of the stairs for me. 
 
    “You’re getting married in the morning! Ding dong the bells are gonna chime!” They both sing at the top of their lungs and the intense wave of happiness that flows over me is enough to almost make me cry again. 
 
    Mum grabs my suitcase and takes it to the car, while Celine and Ami follow. 
 
    “So, I’ll see you tomorrow then?” Tad grabs hold of my hands. 
 
    “I’ll be the one in white.” I smile. 
 
    “Shit, my dress is white too.” He swoops me up into his arms as we laugh and kisses me softly. 
 
    “I packed you an extra thick pair of socks, you know, in case of cold feet.” I tease as I gently nudge his nose with my own. 
 
    “No need, my feet are toasty warm.” He puts me back down on the floor and I turn to walk out of the door. “I love you, Mrs Turner.” 
 
    “I love you too, Mr Turner.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Tad 
 
   There is about an hour to go until the ceremony and I’m remarkably calm. I mean, I didn’t expect to be any different. I have no reason to be nervous. But everyone else seems to expect me to be trying to run away by now. 
 
    “I still don’t get how you are this calm?” Danny says for what feels like the tenth time in the last five minutes. “I was a nervous wreck before my wedding. I think I had half a bottle of whiskey before I even made it in to the room.” 
 
    “I just don’t understand what there is to be nervous about? I love Rachel, we already live together. This just makes it all official.” I say nonchalantly. 
 
    “Yeah, but, what if she doesn’t turn up?” Scott chimes in. 
 
    “And why wouldn’t she turn up?” I roll my eyes. 
 
    “I dunno, maybe she’s come to her senses.” He winks at me and I throw a half-hearted punch at his arm. 
 
    “Tad, could I have a word?” Leo walks in to the room and nods his head in the direction of outside. I catch Scott and Danny exchanging glances, grinning at one another. 
 
    As soon as we have stepped outside the door to my hotel room, Leo puts his hands in his pockets and looks suddenly serious. I wasn’t feeling nervous, not at all, but now I’m definitely a lot closer to panic mode. 
 
    “Now Tad, usually before the wedding, the father of the bride has a chat with the groom. It’s supposed to go something along the lines of ‘if you ever hurt my daughter, I will hunt you down and kill you’ that sort of thing. However, you are a wonderful man Thaddeus, and my daughter and granddaughter are extremely lucky to have you. You have proved, time and time again over the last year or so, just how much you love those girls and that you would do anything for them. Hell, you jumped in front of a bullet to save my daughter. So all I am here to say, is welcome to the family son.” He holds his hand out for me. I shake it and then feel him pull me in for an awkward half hug, where he pats me a little too hard on the shoulder. 
 
    “Thank you Leo. It’s important to me that you know just how much I care about those girls.” He smiles and nods at me and we head back into the room. 
 
    After a couple of celebratory shots of whiskey, we head down to the ceremony room. The room is small, but beautiful. The chairs have pastel yellow ribbons around them, and every table is covered in beautiful bouquets of sunflowers. 
 
    After a quick chat with the registrar, I take my place at the front of the room and wait. The door to the room opens and I quickly stand, when I see who walks through the door, my mouth almost hits the floor. 
 
    “Mum?” I half shout in utter disbelief. I just stand there for what feels like minutes, staring at my mother, who I haven’t seen or even really spoke to since Seb’s funeral. 
 
    “Thaddeus. Why do you look so surprised? It’s not like I was going to miss my own son’s wedding?” She is wearing a deep purple dress, looking elegant as ever, with a hat almost twice the size of her head. She looks better than the last time I saw her. I just can’t believe she is here. 
 
    Eventually my feet wake up and I walk over to her. She greets me with a standard one armed hug and an air kiss. 
 
    “I didn’t know you were coming.” I say, the shock evident in my voice. 
 
    “Well, of course I was coming. You invited me didn’t you? I must say, surprised wasn’t quite the word I would have used when I found out that my forever bachelor son was getting married. Especially as I didn’t even know you were seeing anybody.” 
 
    Well you would have known if you bothered to stay in touch at all. 
 
    Nope. Now is not the time. 
 
    “Sorry Mother, it all happened rather quickly. But I’m pleased you are here.” 
 
    The door opens behind us and the registrar walks in. He presses some buttons on a sound system at the side of the room and then takes his place at the front. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, if you would all be standing, the bride is about to make her entrance.” 
 
    Soft classical music fills the room just as Mary enters and walks down towards the front. She is followed by Celine, who already has mascara smeared under her eyes. 
 
    Ami walks in next, and my heart almost bursts with pride. She is smiling from ear to ear and when she reaches me, she gives me a huge hug before walking to the other side. 
 
    The music changes and in walks my beautiful Rachel, arms linked with a very red eyed Leo. I almost forget to breathe as I take her in. Her eyes catch mine and her smile just lights up the room. I can feel my eyes pricking with tears and I quickly rub them away. Rachel’s eyes move to my mother and she looks at me confused. 
 
    “My mother!” I mouth to her as she reaches me. 
 
    “What?!” She mouths back and I have to stifle my laugh. 
 
    Rachel turns to her Dad, who lifts her veil, kisses her and then stands beside her. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, please be seated.” The registrar starts. “We are gathered here today to witness the marriage of Thaddeus and Rachel. This day is one of great celebration. It is the day where two separate lives become one. One untied life. As Thaddeus and Rachel discover this journey together, they will nurture a love that makes them better versions of themselves.” 
 
    I can already hear sniffs coming from our group of friends and family, and Rachel’s eyes are glistening. 
 
    “Before we start, I must ask if any person present knows of any legal reason why these two may not marry today?” 
 
    From the corner of my eye, I see Scott shuffle and make to stand up, before he sits and he and Dan laugh quietly. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a no then? Good.” Everyone laughs, even me, even though I might punch Scott later. 
 
    I don’t quite hear the registrar’s next words, as I am too caught up staring at Rachel. 
 
    “You look beautiful.” I mouth at her and she blushes. 
 
    “Before you are joined in matrimony, it is my duty to remind you of the solemn and binding character of the vows you are about to make. Marriage in this country is the union of two people, voluntarily entered into for life, to the exclusion of all others. Thaddeus, would you like to read your vows?” 
 
    “Rach, it’s no great secret that before I met you, I had never imagined myself getting married. I hadn’t even imagined settling down with anyone. I thought my life was too full of work, and I thought I was happy enough. And then I met you, and you flipped my entire world upside down in the blink of an eye. I realised that I had never known happiness like you make me feel. 
 
    “I thought that love and relationships would be hard, and yes, we have had some difficult moments; in fact, probably more than most people go through in their entire lives. But loving you is the easiest thing in the world. You make me a better man and I can’t thank you enough. I also never in my wildest dreams thought I would ever have a child to look out for, or for one to look up to me. But that’s just one more gift you gave me.” 
 
    I turn to look at Ami and can see everyone almost sobbing, except for Mum, who looks rather confused. “Ami, I know that you are not my daughter by blood, but you mean the world to me, and I love you more than I ever thought I could. Thank you for being such a wonderful girl.” I feel a lone tear slip down my cheek and I quickly brush it away as I try to compose myself. Rachel is stuffing a tissue back in her cleavage that she has used to wipe her face and I try to cough to stop my voice breaking. “Rachel, I love you.” 
 
    The registrar nods at Rachel and she takes a deep breath. 
 
    “Tad.” Her voice wobbles and she takes a steadying breath. “Had someone asked me a couple of years ago what I thought about love at first sight and soulmates, I would have laughed in their face and told them they were talking rubbish, that neither thing existed.” I see Celine laugh from the corner of my eye and I remember hearing a similar conversation about her and Dan. “However, the first time I met you, I fell in love with you. I tried to tell myself it was anything other than love, but it got to the point where arguing with myself over it was pointless. Falling in love with you was so easy and I hadn’t even realised, staying in love with you has been just as easy, except now, I know it. Now, every time you go out of your way, just to make me happy, it makes me love you that little bit more. Every time I see the way you are with Ami, I fall a little further. 
 
    “You were the part of me that was missing, my entire life, without me even realising I was missing anything.” Her lip begins to quiver and she closes her eyes to breath. I clasp both of her hands in mine and squeeze tightly, trying to will myself to not to cry in front of my friends and family! 
 
    “Tad, you are my everything, and I will love you for the rest of my life, and probably longer than that.” 
 
    She pulls her tissue back out and dabs her tears away as the registrar begins speaking again. 
 
    Rachel’s eyes are locked on mine, and mine on hers. Neither of us can look away, and it feels as though the guests have melted away, and it’s just us in the room. 
 
    We exchange rings and finally our watery eyes are replaced by broad smiles as the registrar says “I now pronounce you husband and wife! You may now kiss the bride.” 
 
    I pull her towards me and dip her in an extremely over the top fashion, but who cares, it’s my wedding day! She laughs as I kiss her, before I lift her back up and she wraps her arms tightly around my shoulders. 
 
    Suddenly we are being patted on the backs and there are shouts of congratulations from all our guests. 
 
      
 
    We’ve all gone to the bar for drinks while the staff members rearrange the furniture in the ceremony room for the reception. Just one table, big enough for all of us, and some music playing in the background. Mother has reappeared, face set in half a scowl. 
 
    “Rachel, I’d like you to meet my mother, Eleanor.” Rachel holds her hand out to Mum, who offers a weak handshake. 
 
    “It’s lovely to meet you Eleanor.” She says enthusiastically, and I find myself wondering how many glasses of champagne she has had already today. 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you too Rachel. I must say I am a bit shocked by all of this. By you, a wedding, and a step granddaughter added in for good measure. You have been busy Thaddeus.” She smirks and looks at me and I find myself hoping she doesn’t stay too much longer. 
 
    “Ami, come here and meet Tad’s Mum.” Rachel calls and Ami skips over, smile still lighting up her face. 
 
    “Ami, this is my Mum, Eleanor. Mum, this is Amelia.” I introduce them. 
 
    “Hi.” Ami smiles shyly. 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you Amelia, how old are you?” 
 
    “I’m ten, almost eleven.” She says proudly. 
 
    “A lovely age.” An awkward silence follows before Mum gently grabs my arm. “Thaddeus, dear, I wonder if I could have a private word?” 
 
    “No problem, I’ll see you in a little bit.” Rachel says as she turns and takes Ami over to her parents. 
 
    Mum walks out of the room into the hallway and takes a seat, gesturing for me to sit next to her. 
 
    Why do I have a really awful feeling about this? 
 
    “Thaddeus, I was just wondering who went over your paper work?” 
 
    “Paper work?” 
 
    “Yes, pre-nuptial agreement and so on.” 
 
    Oh, here we go. 
 
    “We don’t have a pre-nup Mum.” I sigh. Her eyes widen and she looks horrified. 
 
    “What do you mean you don’t have a pre-nup?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t need one. Rachel and I love each other, very much, there are absolutely no plans for us to ever be divorced, and even if there were, she is not the type of person to go after my money.” 
 
    “But how do you know that for sure?” She puts her hand gently on my arm and I shake it off. 
 
    “No, don’t do that Mother. You don’t know her. I do. I have spent almost every single day of the last eighteen months with her, I know her inside and out.” I snap, I can feel the back of my throat start to burn with all the things I want to say to her, but know I shouldn’t. 
 
    “And you think that I didn’t do a bit of digging when I found out you were getting married? You don’t think I found out that only a few months back, her husband was arrested and sent to prison for murder, leaving her with nothing? And then no sooner is one husband out of the picture, she ups and moves her and her daughter in to your house and you are married almost immediately after her divorce.” 
 
    I stand up so hard she jumps. “I am not letting you do this. Not today of all days. That woman is my wife, and that little girl is my step daughter. I love them both with everything I have, and I will NOT have you turn up, for the first time in two years and have you spout utter shit.” People are looking as my voice gets louder. But I don’t care. 
 
    “Thaddeus-” 
 
    “No, I think it’s time you left.” 
 
    Without another word she stands and walks out of the hotel. I exhale loudly and sit back down, running my hands through my hair. 
 
    I’m not sure how long I’ve been sat there, when I feel someone sit next to me. 
 
    “Weddings and families are a bad mix.” Rachel sighs and leans in close to me. I wrap my arm around her and pull her on to my lap. “You okay?” She asks. 
 
    “Of course I am. I’m the luckiest man in the world right now. I can worry about my mother another day.” 
 
    “Are you sure? We can go back to the room and-” 
 
    I kiss her to stop her talking, she wraps her arms around me and we stand and make our way back to the rest of our guests. 
 
      
 
    Rachel 
 
   Everyone has finished eating, and I’m feeling pleasantly full and a little tipsy. I find myself listening in on other conversations, smiling to myself, absentmindedly fiddling with the wedding band on my finger. 
 
    In the past when I imagined marrying Tad, this is nothing like what I thought. I pictured lots of people, a fancy meal and embarrassing toasts. But as I look around at the small number of people, who mean so much to us both, I realise this is so much better. 
 
    Even with so few of us here, his mother still managed to create drama. Although, after all Tad has told me about her, her little outburst doesn’t surprise me at all. 
 
    I’d tried to have an open mind about the woman, even with everything Tad has told me about his childhood. I tried to make excuses for her in my head about leaving her own son’s funeral early. But in reality, maybe she just isn’t a very nice person. 
 
    I shake my head and all thoughts of her, this is my wedding day, and I’m not going to waste it worrying about her. 
 
    I hear the distinct ding ding of a knife being tapped against a glass, and I turn to see Dad standing, clearing his throat. 
 
    “I just have a few words that I’d like to say.” He starts and I half roll my eyes. 
 
    Almost got away with no embarrassing speeches, but trust Dad! 
 
    “I’m not really one for speeches, so I’ll try to keep this short. Today, we officially welcome Tad into our family, although in reality he has been a part of it for a long time. 
 
    “Before Rachel met Tad, I thought I knew my daughter. I thought I knew when she was happy, or when she was sad. However, the day she came home, smiling from ear to ear, with this daft look on her face; I knew something was different. She was happier than I had ever seen her, and that’s really saying something, considering everything else that was going on in her life at that moment in time. 
 
    “Mary and I then noticed that she would sneak out of the house every night once she thought everyone was asleep, and she would tip toe back in to her room in the mornings. Something we thought we’d been lucky to miss in her teenage years.” Everyone laughs and I feel my cheeks blushing. 
 
    “And then of course she would wander downstairs, same dreamy look on her face, and it didn’t take a genius to work out she had met someone. I won’t lie and say that I wasn’t worried. I was terrified. And I was more than ready to grab this new bloke by the scruff of his neck and warn him what happens if he ever hurts my daughter.” He looks slightly threateningly at Tad, and then smiles. “But, as it happened, when we met Tad, and I saw that same goofy grin plastered all over his face, my nerves subsided. It was pretty clear from the onset that these two loved each other more than almost anything, and seeing how Tad was with Ami was just the icing on the cake. 
 
    “So, Tad, I’d like to thank you, for everything you have done for two of the most special girls in my life. You have done everything in your power to keep them safe and make them feel loved, and I couldn’t ask for anything more. I wish the both of you a lifetime of happiness together.” He raises his glass, and everyone follows. 
 
    After everyone has taken a sip, Tad turns to me. “Still sure about this?” He asks nervously. 
 
    “Yes.” I smile. 
 
    He stands beside me and everyone turns to look at him. “Well, I guess it’s my turn to make a speech. I’ve been told that the first and most important part of my speech should be me telling my wife how absolutely incredible she looks. Which she always does.” I blush slightly. “I also would like to say how beautiful Ami looks today.” Ami’s cheeks pink and she leans into my arm to hide her face. 
 
    “I don’t want to bore you all with the gooey details of how I fell in love with Rachel, and what it is I love about her, because we would probably be here all day! What I do want to say, is that when I found out Rachel had a daughter, I was absolutely terrified. I’d never been around kids before, and frankly, they scared me a little. 
 
    “The first day I met Ami, I changed my outfit four times and was more nervous than I think I’d ever been. But then, Rachel appeared, with this little mini-Rach next to her. She shook my hand, and then it’s like she had known me forever.” He turns to look at Ami. “Ami, babe, I love you like a daughter, and I want to thank you for being such an incredible child. Today, I made your Mum my wife, and I was wondering if you would like to become my daughter? Officially?” He is fidgeting with the bottom of his jacket, and I can see beads of sweat on his forehead. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him look this nervous. 
 
    Ami simply stands, pushes her chair back and runs to hug him. He lifts her up and they both hug as everyone starts clapping. There is not a dry eye around the table. 
 
    Once everyone has finished congratulating all of us, Tad stands and makes his way over to a sound system in the corner of the room. He fiddles around with his phone and a song starts to play around the room. As he turns it up I recognise the opening music to John Legend’s All of Me. I look at Tad and he is holding his hand out to me, face lit up with a charming smile that absolutely melts me. 
 
    I get to my feet and walk over to him where I take his hand and he pulls me in close. He wraps his arms around my middle, resting just above my hips, and I drape my arms over his shoulders. We start swaying gently to the music and I lean my head against his chest, cheeks hurting from smiling so much. I start to sing along with the song and realise just how perfect the lyrics are for us. I can’t help but hold him a little tighter and I close my eyes, hoping there will never come a day I will forget this feeling. 
 
      
 
    Tad and I are walking up the stairs to our room. Everyone has left, and Ami is staying with Mum and Dad for the night. When we reach the top of the stairs, Tad swoops down and lifts me into his arms. I burst into a fit of giggles as he carries me across the hallway to our room, stopping outside and almost dropping me as he tries to retrieve the key card from his pocket. 
 
    “I did not think this through.” He grunts while struggling with the door. 
 
    By the time he eventually gets us inside, I’m almost crying where I am laughing so much. He walks us straight over to the bed and throws me into the middle. 
 
    “Champagne, Mrs Turner?” He asks as he walks over to the table, where there is a bottle on ice, with a plate of strawberries and chocolate next to it. 
 
    “Ooh yes please, Mr Turner.” 
 
    He hands me a glass and I only manage a sip before he is pulling me to the edge of the bed. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting to do this all day.” He takes the glass from my hand and sets both mine and his down on the bedside cabinet. Suddenly his lips are on mine, tongue pushing its way through my lips as he hungrily explores my mouth. 
 
    His hands trail around to my back and start fumbling with the buttons. His kiss slows and I open my eyes to see him scrunching his face in confusion. The kiss breaks when I laugh into it and Tad pulls back. “How many bloody buttons does this thing have?!” I stand, turn around and laugh when he curses the thirty or so tiny buttons. 
 
    “Can’t I just rip it off?” He whispers in my ear as he begins nibbling my neck. 
 
    “No you bloody can’t!” He huffs as he starts undoing the buttons carefully. 
 
    A few minutes, and a lot of swearing later, I step back and let my dress fall to the ground. I turn and watch his eyes moving up and down my body. I splurged on underwear. Beautiful satin lace bra and French knickers, with a suspender belt for good measure. He stares at me for a few seconds before he starts undressing himself. 
 
    I just stand and watch him remove his clothes, unable to move. When he is just standing in his boxers he walks towards me and softly kisses me on the lips. 
 
    “On the bed.” Oh God. That voice. I shiver visibly before sitting on the bed. He walks towards the ice bucket and pulls a couple of cubes out before walking back over. He keeps one in his hand and then drops the rest into his glass. 
 
    “Lie down.” My body lays flat on the bed before I have even realised what I am doing. 
 
    He crawls on to the bed and I can practically feel my body humming with excitement. He lifts the ice cube and puts it on top of my bellybutton. The cold makes me take a breath and then he begins running it along my stomach, in between my breasts and on to my neck. It leaves an icy trail behind it and I’m desperate for him to touch me with his warm hands. His lips fleetingly tease mine before he begins running the ice back down my body, down my stomach, and I find myself gripping at the sheets under me. 
 
    He avoids my underwear entirely and runs the ice all the way down my leg, taking extra time behind my knees and my ankles. There is almost nothing left by the time he has finished and he reaches to his glass to grab another. 
 
    As he drops back down on to the bed he hovers over my mouth and instinctively I lunge upwards to kiss him. It’s brief, and desperate. He moves back down the bed and I try to swallow only to find that my mouth is dry where I’ve been almost panting with need. 
 
    His lips start to trail soft kisses up my stomach. When he gets to my bra, he uses his teeth to pull each of the cups down, freeing my breasts. I feel the intense cold of the ice on my nipple and throw my head back, he slowly trails the ice to my other nipple at the same time as taking the other into his mouth. The change in temperature sends tingles over my entire body. 
 
    The ice is gliding down my stomach again, and this time he pulls my underwear down and off, before lifting one of my legs over his shoulder. He teases my inner thighs and I have to resist the urge to clamp my legs shut. Suddenly he is teasing me with the ice, gently moving the cube over and around my most sensitive spot. 
 
    I bite my lip and grab fistfuls of the blanket to try to steady myself. 
 
    “I don’t want you to come yet.” Tad breaths softly. Suddenly icy cold is replaced by the warmth of Tad’s tongue. 
 
    “Oh God!” I can feel warmth spreading to, and from every part of me and I know I’m close. I try to steady my breathing, to hold on for as long as I can, but I find myself edging closer and closer with every delicate flick and suck. 
 
    “Not yet.” He growls into me, and if anything, it has the opposite effect of what he is hoping for, and my hips buck forward. I stop breathing all together and scrunch my face up, desperately trying to keep my orgasm at bay. 
 
    He suddenly stops, and I exhale deeply. I open my eyes to find him taking another ice cube from his glass. Immediately he is back between my legs, tongue exploring, and despite my best efforts, I’m right back on the edge. 
 
    “Are you close baby?” He mumbles, tongue still working it’s magic. 
 
    “Mhm.” I manage. Suddenly I feel him pushing the ice inside of me. The combination of the cold invading me, melting, tingling and his tongue pushes me over the edge just as he growls “come for me.” 
 
    “Fuuck!!” I cry out as my orgasm rips through me. I can feel the ice melt with every wave which only seems to keep it going for longer. In one swift motion, Tad’s boxers are thrown to the floor, and he is inside of me, pushing the fast melting ice deeper and deeper, fucking me as hard as he can. 
 
    I’ve barely come down from my last orgasm, so when another starts brewing I grab his arse and wrap my legs around him, begging him “harder, please, Sir.” 
 
    He answers by sliding his hands underneath me, lifting me up and turning me on to all fours. His fingers grip almost painfully tightly on my hips as he slams into me. Over and over again. With each thrust I hear myself crying out, and stars begin to invade my vision. One hand loosens its grip and fingers search out my clit. He barely touches me before I am exploding around him, and with one final guttural cry, he comes inside of me. 
 
      
 
    The next few hours are lost in showers, massages and way too much sex. We order room service at some ridiculous hour and finally start to drift off to sleep, just as the sun is coming up. 
 
    “Tad?” I say as he is lazily stroking his fingers up and down my stomach. 
 
    “Hmm?” He answers sleepily. 
 
    “I know we haven’t really discussed it, but-” I swallow and doubt myself, not sure if I should be bringing this up. 
 
    “What?” He asks sounding slightly more alert. 
 
    “Well, I mean, we haven’t really spoken about it since… Well, I mean, do you still want a baby?” I anxiously chew on my bottom lip and hope I haven’t just opened a can of worms. He sits up and looks at me. 
 
    “I want whatever makes you happy. If you want to try again, then of course that’s what I want too. But I understand if it’s too much for you.” He strokes my face and I lean into his chest. 
 
    “That’s just you making me happy, what is it you want?” I ask hopefully. He shuffles nervously under me and I lift my head to see a slightly distant look on his face. 
 
    “I didn’t tell you this before, because, well frankly it’s a little mad.” He scratches his head and laughs nervously. “I know how this is going to sound, but after I was shot I had this dream, where I saw Seb. Only, it really didn’t feel like a dream, not at all. Anyway, in this dream, or whatever it was, Seb was talking about you, how great you are. He was apologising for leaving me, that sort of thing. He told me I had to go back. He told me I had to live. And he also told me to be a Dad, to Ami and to the nephew he wouldn’t get to meet.” I swallow hard and feel a chill creep up my spine. “I mean, I know it wasn’t him. It was just my subconscious or whatever, but it was kind of comforting, in a weird way. And I think about it often.” 
 
    I wrap my arms around him and hold him tightly as we lay back down together. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s mad at all.” I say. He kisses me on the head and a few seconds later I hear his breathing get heavier as he starts to fall asleep. 
 
    “Tad?” I whisper. 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “Maybe it wasn’t a dream?” He squeezes me tighter to him and not long after we both fall asleep. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Tad 
 
   My phone vibrates on my desk for the third time in as many minutes, and I risk a glance at the clock. 
 
    Fuck. I should have left already. 
 
    We need to be at Heathrow by seven latest, and here I am, stuck in this bloody meeting. If I don’t leave within the next five minutes, we are going to miss our flight, and that’s probably not the best way to start your honeymoon. 
 
    “I’m so sorry gentlemen, but I am going to have to leave you in Scott’s capable hands.” I look at Scott and hope he will be able to forgive me for leaving him with three of the most boring men I have ever met. I stand and shake their hands. “It was lovely to meet you all. I will catch up with Scott next week and I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    “Rushing off anywhere nice?” One of them asks, I think that one is Rodger? 
 
    “I’m actually off on my honeymoon, so I hope you will forgive me for leaving.” 
 
    “Oh, well of course. Enjoy young man!” 
 
    I smile apologetically at Scott who gives me the finger while nobody is looking. 
 
      
 
    “I know, I know, I’m late, I’m sorry.” I say before Rach even has a chance to open her mouth. “Come on then, let’s go!” I say as I grab the suitcases and hurry back out of the door and into the cab. I hear her sigh from behind me but don’t dare to look back at her face. 
 
    “You’d better hope there is no traffic Thaddeus.” She crosses her arms in the back of the cab and frowns. 
 
    “Ouch, three days in to our marriage and using my full name.” I slide my hand onto her lap and stroke her thigh softly. “I’ll make it up to you later. Promise.” She turns to look at me and I wink at her, making her smile. 
 
      
 
    Luckily, the traffic isn’t too bad and we get to Heathrow with a little time to spare. Rachel hasn’t stopped smiling since we walked into the first class lounge and were served champagne. Her smile only gets bigger as we head on to the airplane and we are taken to our seats. 
 
    She sits down on her chair and immediately turns to look at me, eyes wide. 
 
    “This is huge!” She whispers excitedly. Her excitement only grows as she discovers the television screen in front of her, the box of luxury toiletries next to her chair, and I think she is almost fit to burst by the time they bring around her starter of scallops and asparagus. 
 
    “This is actually, fucking amazing.” She laughs as she finishes her steak. “How do they even cook food like this on a plane?” 
 
    “Magic.” I laugh and stroke her hair absentmindedly. “You know this is just how we get to the honeymoon, it’s not supposed to be the best part?” 
 
    “Well, you’d better have something pretty spectacular up your sleeve! If you told me we were going straight home I’d be happy enough to be honest.” 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, we are sitting in the back of a yellow cab, being driven from the airport to our hotel. Rachel is practically glued to the window, trying to look at everything. 
 
    The cab pulls up outside of the Four Seasons and a concierge opens the door and helps Rachel out. I pay the cab driver before joining Rachel in front of the wide doors going into the hotel. 
 
    “It’s huge!” She gasps, looking up. 
 
    “Why, thank you.” I smirk and she nudges me. The concierge takes our cases and we follow him inside. We have barely made it a few feet inside when Rachel stops and turns in a circle. 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    I laugh softly at her. “Come on you, reception is this way.” 
 
    Our footsteps echo around us as we climb the stone stairs towards reception and are greeted by two women behind the desk. 
 
    “Mr and Mrs Turner?” One of the women asks. I see Rachel’s face light up from next to me. 
 
    “Yes that’s us.” I smile and Rachel grabs my hand. 
 
    “Welcome to the Four Seasons, and congratulations on your marriage.” She says with a thick New York accent. “You’re staying in the Ty Warner Penthouse, which is located right at the top of the building, on the fifty second floor. My name is Paula, please don’t hesitate to call down if there’s anything you need. Enjoy your stay.” She hands over the keycard and we follow the concierge over to the lift. 
 
    Rachel is practically bouncing with excitement by the time we walk into the suite. She hurries over to a huge window, and looks down at the lit up city beneath us. 
 
    “Woah Tad this is just-” She turns and catches sight of the grand piano on the other side of the room. “Oh my…” She sits on the stool and turns to look out of another oversized window, showing an entirely different view of New York. 
 
    I tip the concierge and slowly walk over to Rach when he has left. I sit beside her on the stool and her fingers absentmindedly tinkle over a few of the keys. 
 
    “Do you play?” I ask casually. 
 
    “I used to. Haven’t done in years though.” She turns and slides her fingers over the keys, positioning them ready to play. Her fingers start to move and the room is filled with a beautiful melody. I find myself in absolute awe of this woman, and I can feel pride, bubbling away in my stomach, that she is mine. 
 
    Her fingers move so fast along the keys that I can’t keep up, the song she is playing is not one I’ve heard before. It’s elegant, and sends goosebumps over my skin. I sit and listen until she eventually slows and stops. 
 
    “I can’t believe I remembered how to play that.” She says, sounding genuinely pleased with herself. 
 
    “That was incredible. I can’t believe I didn’t know you played.” 
 
    “Woman of many hidden talents obviously.” She shrugs, smiling. 
 
    “Obviously.” I agree with her and lean my forehead into hers. “When was the last time you played?” 
 
    “Years, not since before Ami was born. I had a beautiful piano at Mum and Dad’s. They got it for me when I was twelve. But certain people thought it was annoying, so I sold it before I left home.” She rolls her eyes and goes back to delicately fingering the keys, creating the most relaxing sounds. 
 
    I show her around the suite, and her smile doesn’t falter once. 
 
    When I take her out onto the balcony, I find the heater has been turned on, waiting for us. There is a bench, covered with plump looking cushions, and a thick blanket folded at one end. We sit and I wrap the blanket around both of us, before I pour us both a glass of champagne, which has been left on the table in a bucket of ice. 
 
    We sit in comfortable silence for a while, until I catch Rach looking contemplative. 
 
    “You okay?” I squeeze her leg a little and she smiles at me. 
 
    “Amazing.” She leans in closer to me. “You know, that even if you’d booked some shitty little hotel with rats and cockroaches, I’d still have been this happy, don’t you?” 
 
    I laugh. “You might have been, but I’m not sure how happy I’d be with cockroaches buzzing around us!” I kiss her cheek and she gives me a look. 
 
    “You know what I mean. It’s just, this is nice. No, this is amazing, but I’m here for you. Not your money. I’d love you even if you were broke and living in a box.” 
 
    “Where’s all this come from?” I ask, a little concerned. 
 
    She shuffles up and looks at me. “Well, I’m just guessing here, as I didn’t hear very much. But I’m assuming you telling your mother to leave the wedding had something to do with me, and probably something to do with money.” She nervously chews her bottom lip and I use my thumb to pull her lip from between her teeth. 
 
    “Rach, my mother is a horrible, bitter person. She has always been obsessed with money and material things, and it got in the way of everything growing up. I don’t know why, but my Dad loved the bones off her and would have done anything for her. He worked his arse off day in and day out to make sure she had enough money to live her lifestyle. It made neither of them happy, and in the end the distance between her and her own children became irreversible. 
 
    “Yes, I have money, and I’ve worked hard for it, and yes I guess I’m used to it now. So it’s not a big deal to me. I enjoy splashing out on you, I enjoy making you feel special, and appreciated. And if ever, God forbid, you decided to leave me, I’d happily give you anything and everything, because frankly my life would be meaningless without you anyway and money wouldn’t fix it.” 
 
    “Tad, I can tell you, from the very bottom of my heart, that the chances of me ever wanting to leave you are so small, there isn’t even a percentage for it. Is that what she was worried about? That I was just marrying you for your money?” She asks softly. 
 
    “Yes, she was upset we hadn’t signed a pre-nup.” I roll my eyes at the memory. 
 
    “That’s ridiculous.” She sighs. “It’s not even as though pre-nups are legally enforceable anyway.” I narrow my eyes at her, questioning how she even knows that, and she shrugs. “I looked into it okay? I knew what people would think. I thought that if I signed something to state I wouldn’t ask for any money from you in the event of a divorce, then people might not be so judgy.” She takes a sip of her drink and I’m at a loss for words. 
 
    “Rach-” 
 
    “No, I know. It shouldn’t matter what people think. It doesn’t matter what people think. But the press talk about you as if you are some golden hero, beautiful, generous blah blah… And then there’s me. Divorced to a murderer, child in tow, who suddenly sweeps you off your feet the second the first husband is out of the picture.” She looks defeated and I wrap her in my arms and pull her on my lap. 
 
    “Let people think what they want to Rach. We know how we feel. Ami isn’t stupid enough to take any notice of the papers, and I’d like to think none of our friends and family are either. They are the only people you should be worried about. I love you more than I ever thought it possible to love anything. And I don’t doubt for one second how much you love me. So sod everyone else.” I feel her relax in my arms. 
 
    Our eyes scan the skyline and I begin to point out the various buildings we can see, making notes of where we should go while we are here. Before long, Rachel’s breathing becomes heavy and I realise she has fallen asleep in my arms. Carefully, I carry her into bed, where I crawl in next to her. 
 
      
 
    After a delicious breakfast in bed, we’ve decided to go exploring. We walk past a coffee shop, grab drinks and go for a walk through Central Park. Rach walks slowly, taking everything in, and we try to make a plan for the day. 
 
    We decide to head towards the Empire State Building, detouring through Times Square. Rachel hardly blinks as we walk, eyes wildly looking at all the screens, taking in all the sights around her. I laugh quietly to myself as I wonder if I looked like that the first time I came to New York. 
 
    After almost an hour of walking, which really would have only been half as long if Rach hadn’t continuously stopped to show me various people or shops, we finally reach the entrance to the Empire State Building. 
 
    After taking the lift to the eighty sixth floor, Rach and I step out on to the observation deck, the wind is fierce up here. I pull my collar up around my neck and watch Rachel skip excitedly to the side. She peers through the bars and calls me over, when I feel my phone vibrating in my pocket. I look and don’t recognise the number. I let it go to voicemail, assuming if it’s important they can leave a message. 
 
    I join Rachel and start pointing out the various buildings I can see, when my phone rings again. 
 
    “It’s okay, you can take it.” Rach says as she looks through a set of binoculars. 
 
    Sighing, I press the answer button. “Hello?” 
 
    “Well, I hear congratulations are in order.” A gruff voice says from the other end of the phone. 
 
    “Sorry, who is this?” I ask, covering my other ear to try to hear better. 
 
    “You know who this is.” I suddenly feel the colour drain from my face as I realise just who is speaking to me. I step away from Rachel to make sure she can’t hear me. 
 
    “Kevin? How the fuck did you get this number?” I growl and he laughs. 
 
    “Oh, me getting hold of your phone number should be the last thing you concern yourself with.” 
 
    “I’m hanging up now, and I won’t be answering your calls again so don’t bother-” 
 
    “You will not be hanging up until I have said what I need to.” He interrupts, and something about the tone of his voice makes me keep listening. “You see I still have some friends outside of this place, and it’s funny the things people keep on their computers. Important things, things that should really be kept behind lock and key. Certain contracts, and the like.” I feel as though all of the breath has been knocked from me as I realise what he is talking about. 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I try to say with as much conviction as I can manage. 
 
    “Oh come on now, don’t insult my intelligence.” 
 
    “Your intelligence?” I scoff, and he remains eerily quiet for a few seconds. 
 
    “I know all about your little affairs, your gagging orders to stop the world finding out what a despicable creature you are. You know it’s illegal to pay for sex, don’t you?” I hear the smirk in his voice and my stomach churns. 
 
    “And even if you told anybody, you’d then have to admit to yet another crime, and I doubt that will do anything good for your sentence, no matter what happens to me.” 
 
    He laughs out loud. “You really do think I’m stupid don’t you?! The information would be leaked anonymously, of course. And even if you did manage to worm your way out of prison time, I hardly think our dear Rachel would be particularly happy about what you’d been up to, would she?” My anger rises and I struggle to keep my voice quiet. 
 
    “Don’t you even mention her name.” 
 
    “What, your wife, my damaged goods? You know she came to visit me, don’t you?” I open my mouth but nothing comes out. 
 
    Rachel visited him? When? Why? “Oh, you didn’t know. Looks like both of you have secrets hey?” I try to say something, anything, but my brain is swimming with images of Rachel lying to me and going to visit him in prison. 
 
    “I have to go now, phone time is almost up. You will tell nobody about this conversation, do you understand. All it takes is one phone call from me and all your deepest darkest secrets will be splashed all over the front cover of every newspaper the next day. I’ll be seeing you soon Turner, very soon.” 
 
    “What do you mean seeing me soon? If you think I’m coming to visit you in prison then you can think again.” He just laughs and then I hear the line click before it goes dead. 
 
    I put my phone in my pocket, and my eyes travel back to Rachel. She is still peering through the binoculars, looking at the view. 
 
    The hurt I feel in that moment, the betrayal. Why would she go and visit him? And why the fuck did she do it behind my back? 
 
    Unless she didn’t. I mean, it’s not like Kevin is the most reliable person. Maybe he is just trying to cause trouble. But- Oh fuck. The non-disclosures. I can’t risk saying anything to Rachel. 
 
    She turns to look at me, and her eyes narrow as they meet mine. I give myself a little shake, try to soften my face and walk over to her. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” She grabs my arm, and half of me wants to move away from her touch. 
 
    “Nothing, just a work thing. I’m sure Scott will be able to handle it.” I curve my lips into a fake smile, and she seems happy enough with that. 
 
    We sit in silence in the cab on the way to the restaurant we have dinner reservations at. My mind is racing and I’m not sure what to think. I catch Rachel staring sadly out of the window and something clicks. 
 
    This is our honeymoon. We will only ever get one honeymoon and I need to put a pin in everything else for now. Yes, Kevin has the files, and I have no idea what he wants with them, but worrying about it now is going to do nobody any good. I can call Thane as soon as we are back and make a plan. 
 
    As for Rachel visiting him in prison, it just doesn’t make any sense. What does make sense is that Kevin is a liar and chances are he is lying about this. For what reason I’m not sure, but that sure as hell makes more sense to me than Rachel sneaking off to meet him. 
 
    I pull her in close to me and kiss her softly while I desperately try to temporarily forget everything Kevin said. 
 
    Rachel 
 
   The day started off so well, but Tad seems to have been preoccupied since his phone call this afternoon. I’m not sure what’s happened. He said it wasn’t important, but he’s been so quiet since then. 
 
    We’ve spent the afternoon walking around the city, stopping at a few little tourist type places, but as it starts to get dark it becomes obvious Tad’s not here at all. We’re stood outside of a beautiful steak house, and I’ve been trying to get Tad’s attention so we can go inside, but he is staring into space, seemingly a million miles away. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go back to the hotel.” I snap and he suddenly looks at me. 
 
    “Oh, but we’ve got reservations.” He says. 
 
    “Cancel them. We’ll go another night. Your head clearly isn’t here today.” I smile softly at him. His job is stressful, I get it. 
 
    He sighs heavily. “Sorry Rach.” He grabs my hand and smiles. “Let’s go back and have dinner at the hotel. Then we’ll have an early night and try again tomorrow.” 
 
    I squeeze his hand and let him hail a cab. I haven’t walked as much as I have today in ages, if ever, and my legs are on fire. 
 
      
 
    Tad is sleeping soundly next to me and I find myself unable to relax. I sneak out of bed and sit next to one of the huge windows, looking down over Central Park. I wish he would tell me what’s going on. He said it’s just work and not to worry, but he’s been so absent today. I sigh into my hands and watch the hustle and bustle of the city that never sleeps underneath us. 
 
    I work out it’s about three in the morning back home. Far too early to be calling anyone. So I send quick texts to Ami and Mum to let them know what I’ve done today. 
 
    I lean back into the cosy arm chair, and pull a blanket around me. Before long my eyes become heavy and I struggle to keep them open. 
 
      
 
    Tad and I are being pushed and pulled in every direction. The crowd around us is huge and dense and my fingertips cling to his in a desperate attempt to keep us together. With a final push from the people around us, our fingers separate, leaving me alone and lost in this vast crowd of strangers. I’m being pulled along, while desperately trying to find Tad, but my shouts make almost no sound over the voices of everyone around me. 
 
    Eventually the crowd thins, and I find myself in a dark alley. The people have disappeared and I am suddenly alone. My ears strain to hear anything, any small sound, but they are just greeted with intense silence. I start trying to find my way back, but the alley way seems never ending. The walls start to close in on me, the farther I walk, so I turn in the other direction, only for the walls to widen and then being to move closer again. 
 
    My heart starts beating rapidly as I realise I’m trapped. But then I hear footsteps. 
 
    “Tad?” I call out, hopeful. 
 
    The footsteps stop. Tad looks at me, no, through me and then continues walking. He walks past me and I’m aware of a second set of footsteps coming from in front of me. 
 
    Another figure stops in the shadows in front of Tad. I’m shouting and screaming, but no noise escapes my mouth. Suddenly the shadowed figure produces a knife and drives it straight into Tad’s chest. 
 
    That laugh. 
 
    That laugh. 
 
      
 
    I wake suddenly. Crazed laughter still ringing in my ears, the sunlight streaming through the window straight into my eyes. I try to catch my breath and realise I must have fallen asleep in the chair. 
 
    I lift my head and feel a searing pain in my neck from where I have slept at such an awkward angle. Slowly I turn my head left and right and roll my shoulders. I glance at my phone and see it’s only just six. 
 
    Slowly and quietly, I creep back into bed next to Tad and shuffle as close as I can to him without waking him. 
 
    He breathes deeply and turns into me, hand brushing mine, I lace my fingers in between his. 
 
    “Hmm morning beautiful.” He sighs and kisses my shoulder. 
 
    “Morning, how did you sleep?” 
 
    “Like a log. You?” 
 
    My nightmare flashes through my mind again. “Good thanks.” I lie and kiss the top of his head. 
 
    His fingers start stroking up and down my stomach and I try to push all thoughts of the dream out of my mind. 
 
    “I’m starving.” He says and lifts himself to kiss me on the lips. 
 
    “Let’s go get breakfast then.” I mumble into his lips. 
 
    “Hmm. Maybe in a little while.” He murmurs into my mouth as he kisses me fervently. I smile and feel the stress of yesterday melt away with every flick of his tongue. 
 
      
 
    “Well if I wasn’t hungry before, I’m bloody ravenous now.” He pants a little while later, lying naked next to me. 
 
    I giggle softly, trying to catch my breath. 
 
    “I’m going for a shower.” I say as I get up and swing my legs out of bed. “You coming?” I look behind me but he is already half way out of bed. 
 
    “Well, obviously.” He smiles. 
 
      
 
    Our morning consists of breakfast then another long walk through the city. My legs are still utterly exhausted from yesterday and Tad suggests we go back to the hotel, have a hot bath, and come out again this evening. 
 
    Tad has run me a hot bubble bath in the extra deep tub and I’m just tying my hair up when I hear my phone vibrating from next to the sink. 
 
    I look over, expecting to maybe see Mum or Celine’s name on the screen, and my legs almost give way when I see DCI Robins name. 
 
    I reach out with a shaking hand and answer the call. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Rachel, hi. I’m so sorry to be calling you. I tried to stop by your house but there was no answer.” 
 
    “Oh, uh, I’m in New York. On my honeymoon actually.” My voice shakes slightly. There can be no good reason for him calling me. 
 
    “Oh. Again, I’m so sorry to be calling you. I just thought you should hear this from me before it gets out.” He pauses and I almost can’t breathe. 
 
    “Before what gets out?” 
 
    “Kevin tried to commit suicide this morning.” He breathes heavily down the phone and I have to sit on the side of the bath. “He wasn’t successful, and he is currently in hospital recovering. He will have some psychiatric evaluations before he is released back to the prison.” 
 
    “Suicide? Kevin? No, he wouldn’t…” I trail off. 
 
    “Well that’s how it looks. Prison does strange things to people.” 
 
    I can’t speak. This makes no sense at all. Kevin would never, ever try to kill himself. He may be mad, but he is not suicidal… 
 
    “Rachel again, I’m so sorry to have interrupted your honeymoon. Like I said, I just didn’t want you to see something on the news and be shocked.” He pauses for me to say something but I can’t form any words. “I’ll keep you updated, and let you go. Congratulations Rachel.” 
 
    I hang up the phone and just sit in silence for a few minutes until Tad walks in. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” His eyes narrow in concern and he kneels in front of me. 
 
    “Uh, that was Robins.” His eyes immediately open wider and he waits for me to explain. “Kevin tried to kill himself. He is in hospital.” 
 
    Tad’s face screws up slightly and he exhales loudly. 
 
    “Pity he couldn’t get that one thing right.” He mumbles under his breath. 
 
    “No, Tad. There is not a chance in this world he tried to kill himself. He is not, would never be like that.” I say, almost angrily. 
 
    “What, you think someone hurt him? And you’re worried about that why? After everything he has done? Everything he has put you and Ami through?!” He stands and furiously runs his hands through his hair. 
 
    “No, I’m not worried. Not about him.” I stand and fold my arms. “I’m worried that he is up to something. That he has done all of this for some other reason.” 
 
    “Rach, you have to stop giving him so much credit. He’s not some evil genius. He is a psycho who has been caught and locked up and he probably hasn’t taken it well. It’s not like you have any idea how he has been coping in there, do you?” 
 
    And there it is, the perfect opportunity to come clean with him about me going to visit him. I open my mouth and try to speak but I just can’t say it. Tad’s eyes look like they see straight through me, and his face falls. He almost looks disappointed, like he already knows. 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t know.” I lie and I fucking hate myself for it. 
 
    Anger flashes across Tad’s face for a split second, and I know. He knows I’m lying. 
 
    I just stand there silently, chewing my lip so hard I taste blood. He takes a deep breath and his face falls. 
 
    “We should go home. There’s too much going on right now.” 
 
    “No Tad, I-” 
 
    “Look Rach,” he steps closer to me and pulls me to his chest. “I don’t want to leave, but your mind is going to be elsewhere if we stay here. And so will mine.” 
 
    I feel my eyes start to fill and my bottom lip quivers. Tad holds to close to his chest and I let out a sob. 
 
    “It’s not fair.” I cry into his chest. “He shouldn’t be able to affect our lives at all now. When is this going to end?” We sink to the floor of the bathroom and Tad just strokes my hair as I cry into him. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
   Tad managed to get us on a flight that evening, and we were home the next day. The flight was absolutely nowhere near as exciting as the first time, and I spent most of it trying to cry quietly so I wouldn’t wake Tad. 
 
    Tad and I have hardly spoken two words to each other since we got back. The atmosphere has been horrific. 
 
    I phoned Mum and ended up in floods of tears on the phone to her. I told her about Kevin, about how we had to come home early. She tried to be sympathetic, but it was obvious she didn’t really understand my concern. She assumes the same as Tad that he just ended up depressed in prison. 
 
    I wish I felt that way, I wish I could just accept what everyone is telling me. But I have such an awful feeling in my gut that I just can’t shift no matter how hard I try. 
 
    The doorbell goes and I quickly hurry to the door when I can hear Ami’s voice. 
 
    “Mum!” She throws herself into my arms and hugs me tight. Dad is behind her, concern etched on his face. 
 
    They come in and Ami begins telling me what she has been up to for the last couple of days. 
 
    “Why did you come home early?” She asks innocently, and my heart is in my throat. 
 
    I look between Dad and in the direction of Tad’s office, and decide that I’m going to have to tell her. 
 
    “Well, I got a phone call while I was gone, about your Dad.” I pause to look at her and she sits silently, face serious, waiting for me to continue. “There was a, uh, an accident, and your Dad is in hospital.” 
 
    “Oh.” She says expressionless. “Is he okay?” 
 
    “Yes, well I think so. He is still in hospital. The detective told me he would keep me updated.” 
 
    She looks deep in thought for a moment. “What happened?” 
 
    “I’m not really sure baby.” And at least it isn’t a complete lie. I don’t know exactly what happened. I hadn’t asked for details. “Are you okay?” I grab her hand and can see Dad shifting uncomfortably from next to her. 
 
    She simply shrugs. “Yeah, I mean, he’s a bad man, but I don’t want him to die or anything.” She looks at me with wide eyes. “That’s okay isn’t it?” 
 
    I pull her into my arms. “Of course it is. No matter what he has done he is still your Dad.” 
 
    She pulls away after a moment and informs Dad and I she’s going upstairs to unpack. 
 
    “She will be okay.” Dad says, watching me intently as I watch her skip up the stairs. 
 
    I sigh and lower my head. “She shouldn’t have all of this to deal with. It’s not fair.” 
 
    “Life isn’t fair sometimes princess. It’s how we deal with it that shows our strength, and you two are incredibly strong. Whatever happens next, you’ll get through it.” I smile at my Dad and he gives my shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “Where’s Tad?” He asks looking around. 
 
    “Oh, in his office.” I sigh. “I think he’s a bit pissed off with me.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “We haven’t really spoken since we got home. I mean, I get it. We had to cut our honeymoon short because of Kevin. Just one more thing he has ruined for us.” I snap. 
 
    “I know it’s hard. But you need to try and forget about Kevin. Ignore everything he does, and just get on with your life. You’ll never be able to move on properly if you let him hold you back like this.” Dad says, with kind eyes and I take a deep breath in, about to argue my point, but I decide against it. 
 
    “I know.” I smile and Dad pats me softly on the back as he stands. 
 
    “I need to get back, but you know where we are if you need us. Anytime princess.” I stand and wrap my arms around him. 
 
    “Thanks Daddy.” 
 
      
 
    Tad appeared from his office for dinner, and he and Ami are now playing on the PlayStation. They are laughing and joking and it does seem to help the shitty atmosphere in the house. 
 
    “Ami, time for bed baby.” I poke my head around the door and call to her. 
 
    “Oh Mum, five minutes, please?” She pleads with me. 
 
    “You said that ten minutes ago, bed now.” I walk and stand in front of her and Tad, and he pauses their game. 
 
    “We can play again tomorrow Aims.” Tad says softly to her. 
 
    “Fine.” She huffs, slamming the control pad down on the sofa next to her. 
 
    “I’ll be up in a minute. Don’t forget to do your teeth.” I call after her as she slopes up the stairs. 
 
    “Hey.” I say quietly as I sit next to Tad on the sofa. “You’ve been busy since we got back.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry, loads of work to get through.” He sounds distant and it hurts me. 
 
    “Look Tad I-” 
 
    “Mum, I can’t find the toothpaste!” Ami interrupts as she shouts down the stairs. 
 
    “It’s in the same place as it normally is.” I listen to her footsteps going back to the bathroom and turn back to talk to Tad. 
 
    Just as I’m about to open my mouth, she is shouting again. 
 
    “It’s not there!” 
 
    “Oh for fuck sake.” I mutter under my breath and quickly go upstairs to see what she is doing. 
 
      
 
    Tad 
 
   Iknow we need to talk. I know this distance and atmosphere is not good for anyone. But I just don’t know what to say to her. I was desperately clinging on to the hope that Kevin lied to me, and she hadn’t gone to visit him. But she is a shit liar. I saw it in her face back in the hotel. I knew she had been, and she lied to me, again. 
 
    And I know I’m the world’s biggest hypocrite. I’m fucking lying to her too, so I have no right to be pissed off with her. But I just can’t help it. 
 
    What happened with me, happened years before we had even met. But she has lied to me about something that happened since we’ve been together. And she had every opportunity to admit to me that she went to see him, but she didn’t. 
 
    She comes back downstairs and sits next to me again. She is smiling nervously at me, but I can’t even look at her. 
 
    “Tad.” She puts her hand on my leg and I have to close my eyes and remember to breathe. “I’m sorry. I’m an idiot. I shouldn’t have let what happened fuck up our honeymoon. I guess I’m just so used to him having an ulterior motive for everything, and I just got lost inside my head. Can you forgive me?” 
 
    “I’m just confused. Why the fuck do you care so much what happens to him? Whatever happens, he is still a convicted criminal. He can hardly just waltz out of hospital and back into the real word because he tried to off himself.” My voice is loud and I can’t help it. I’m fuming. 
 
    “Tad, let’s go downstairs.” Rach stands and I just look at her, eyes wide. 
 
    “Sex isn’t going to fix-” I start. 
 
    “I don’t want to have sex.” She whispers loudly. “I just want to make sure Ami doesn’t hear you shouting at me.” She hisses and storms off in the direction of the basement. 
 
    I follow her down and it feels entirely strange to be down here, feeling anything other than horny. 
 
    “I’ve apologised Tad. I don’t know what else I can say. I just find it hard to believe he would try to kill himself. You don’t know him. Not like I do. Being abusive, yes I can see that. Murdering someone, that didn’t even really surprise me. But trying to end his own life? When he is already making plans about getting out? Something just doesn’t sit right with me.” 
 
    “What do you mean he is making plans about getting out?” Her eyes widen and she realises her mistake. “How would you know anything about what plans he has been making, eh?” I shout. 
 
    “I just, um, you know, what you said about agreeing to the divorce.” She looks at the floor and that’s when I lose it. 
 
    “Stop fucking lying to me!” I roar and she jumps back. “I know you went to see him. Why the fuck didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “I- I… I’m sorry. I should have told you.” She says sheepishly. 
 
    “When? Why?!” I demand. 
 
    “After he agreed to the divorce. I just couldn’t believe he was agreeing without a fight. I wanted to know what he was up to.” 
 
    “For fuck sake Rachel! Why do you find it so hard to just take what he does at face value? Why do you care so much? What, do you still love him?” I regret the words before I have even finished saying them. Tears fill her eyes and she looks devastated. 
 
    “I never loved him. You know that. I care because of what he has put me through. What he has put Ami through.” Her lip trembles as tears start to fall. “I want more than anyone to just be able to forget everything, but I can’t. I don’t want him to hurt any of us again.” 
 
    I pull her into my arms and she sobs. “I’m sorry Rach. I don’t know why I said that. I’m just so frustrated with everything.” 
 
    “I know, me too.” She sighs. “I did want to tell you. Honestly I was going to, but it was the day you had that data breech at work, and I didn’t want to pile anything else on top of you.” My own guilt starts bubbling away inside of me at the memory of what else happened that day, and I know I have to come clean with her. 
 
    “Rach, I have to tell you something.” I take a deep breath but I’m interrupted by Rachel’s phone going off from in her pocket. “It’s okay, it might be important.” I nod for her to answer it and I see her entire body tense up. 
 
    “It’s Robins.” She says before answering it. “Hello?” 
 
    I can hear Robins’ voice, he is talking loudly, but I’m not able to make out what he is saying. Suddenly Rachel’s face goes ghostly white and she has to grab on to my arm to keep herself upright. 
 
    “Oh God.” She whispers. I try to listen in to what Robins is saying. I can make out something about sending police, and staying inside. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I hiss. 
 
    She sits on the bed and listens to Robins, before hanging up. 
 
    “Rach!” I kneel in front of her, and wonder if he has died. Almost hope he has. 
 
    “He escaped.” She breaths almost silently. 
 
    “What, who? Kevin?” I almost shout. No, this can’t be happening. How the fuck did he escape?! “How?” 
 
    “Um, I don’t know, something about a window, or something. I don’t know.” Rachel shakes her head and throws her phone next to her. “I fucking knew he was up to something. I fucking KNEW IT!” She shouts and cries loudly. “Robins is sending police to the house in case he comes here… How does he keep doing this? Why does this keep happening? I wish he’d just fucking die!” She breaks down in my arms and I have no idea what to say to her. 
 
    We sit like that for a long time until I manage to persuade her to come upstairs. I make her a coffee and head to my office quickly. 
 
    I dial a number on my phone and can’t believe I’m having to do this again. 
 
    “Boss?” 
 
    “Tommo, I’m sorry to call so late. We’ve got a problem.” 
 
    I explain everything to Tommo and he tells me he will be outside the house with a team within the hour. 
 
    When I walk back into the front room Rachel is sitting in the exact position I left her, coffee untouched on the table. 
 
    I sit next to her and pull her on to my lap. 
 
    “He can’t have got far. They’ll catch him.” I say with as much conviction as I can manage, even though I’m not sure I believe myself. 
 
    Rach eventually falls asleep on the sofa and I debate lifting her upstairs to bed. I decide to leave her where she is, I don’t want to risk waking her. 
 
    I creep into the kitchen and pour myself a very large glass of whiskey. There are so many thoughts spinning through my mind that I can’t seem to pick a single one out for long enough to worry about it. So this feeling of general dread just sits in my stomach and I can’t seem to shift it. 
 
    This is not how I imagined married life would start with Rachel. We should still be on our fucking honeymoon. 
 
    I walk back in to the front room and stare at Rachel’s face. She is asleep, but she looks anything other than relaxed. Her brow is knitted into a deep frown. I gently place a blanket over her, and sit next to her feet. Slowly I reach out and rest my hand on her leg, gently squeezing it, and stroking it with my thumb, in an attempt to reassure her that she is okay. 
 
      
 
    I’m sitting having a bowl of cereal on the sofa with Seb when Dad walks in the front door. He looks exhausted and slumps into his armchair next to the window. 
 
    “Morning boys, where’s your mum?” He asks, half yawning. 
 
    “Upstairs I guess.” Seb shrugs. 
 
    “You okay Dad?” I ask, he suddenly looks older, and far more stressed than I have ever seen him. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine. Just this arse making life difficult at work.” 
 
    “Aren’t you like, everyone’s boss? Just fire him.” Seb chimes in, mouth full of cereal. 
 
    Dad laughs. “Oh, if only it was that easy. He’s a newbie, just a kid. I’ve got to give him a chance. But it’s hard when he’s such a fucking arsehole. Don’t tell your mother I swore.” He looks around and Seb and I laugh. 
 
    “What’s he done?” I ask, intrigued. 
 
    “Well, noting major yet, but he is definitely an act first, think later kind of guy, and he’s already had complaints made about him by three different suspects. I can see him losing his cool and doing something stupid.” 
 
    “Just stick him on some boring desk work for a while, I’m sure that will mellow him out.” I suggest. 
 
    “Great minds and all that, that’s exactly what I’ve done. But of course the whiney prick is complaining about me to anyone that will listen.” 
 
    “Fuck him Dad. What’s the worst he can do?” I shrug and Dad laughs. 
 
    “I won’t tell your Mother about you swearing either.” He stands up and walks towards the sofa. “Budge up boys, footy’s on in a minute.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be going to sleep?” Seb asks as Dad shuffles in between us. 
 
    “Ah, I’d rather spend some time with my two favourite boys.” He says and throws each of his arms around mine and Seb’s shoulders. 
 
    “Get off!” Seb laughs and shrugs him off. 
 
    I hear the doorbell- Wait, that’s not how this goes. I remember, Dad turns the football on and watches it for all of five minutes before falling asleep. 
 
    The doorbell rings again and someone starts banging on the door. Neither Seb nor Dad seem to notice. 
 
      
 
    I wake suddenly and can hear banging at the front door. 
 
    I shake my head, confused for a moment, before realising I must have fallen asleep next to Rachel. The sunlight is streaming through a crack in the curtains, so we must have been here all night. 
 
    The banging has stirred Rach and she looks nervously at me. I head to the door and open it a crack. I can see Robins and another police officer standing outside. 
 
    “Sorry, I hope I didn’t wake you, I just wanted to have a word.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine, come in.” I open the door and allow the two men to walk in. 
 
    “Rachel, I’m so sorry about all of this.” Rachel stands as Robins walks into the front room, her eyes are bloodshot and her skin looks deathly pale. 
 
    “Would you like a coffee?” She asks. 
 
    “No, thank you. I can’t stay long, I just wanted to give you an update. Although to be honest there isn’t too much to update.” He sighs and runs his hand through his hair. “The officers thought he was unconscious. He hadn’t woken up yet. They were stationed outside of his door, but he somehow found a way to unclip the security locks on the windows.” He shakes his head. “It shouldn’t have happened. We aren’t sure how much time passed between him climbing out of the window and the nurses realising he was gone. But we’ve not been able to find him overnight.” 
 
    Rachel just stares blankly ahead, eyes glazed over. 
 
    “I’ll have two officers kept outside of the house at all times, and in the meantime I recommend you don’t go out unless absolutely necessary.” 
 
    “So, we have to stay locked inside like prisoners, while the real criminal just gets to wander around, doing God knows what?” Rachel doesn’t even blink as she speaks. 
 
    “Rachel, I promise you, we are doing everything in our power to get him. I have half of the force out searching for him.” 
 
    She just nods. “How did he try to kill himself?” 
 
    “Uh, he tried to cut his wrists. Apparently he lost a hell of a lot of blood and then he went running to the guards.” 
 
    Rachel scoffs and rolls her eyes. “So he obviously wasn’t trying to actually kill himself, or he would have just died, rather than going and getting help.” 
 
    “Possibly, or possibly he just panicked. We won’t know until we find him.” 
 
    Rachel looks as though she is about to lose her temper so I quickly intervene. 
 
    “We won’t keep you any longer, if there isn’t anything else I think we need to speak to Ami.” 
 
    “Oh, of course. Well I’ll be in touch.” He turns to leave and the silent officer follows him. 
 
    I turn around after closing the door and freeze when I see Ami sitting on the stairs, wide eyed and terrified. 
 
    “Oh Aims.” I say and she rushes down the stairs and into my arms. 
 
    Rachel comes running out after hearing Ami’s sobs and we stay in the hallway, holding her tightly until she calms down. 
 
    “How much did you hear?” She asks when I finally manage to carry her onto the sofa where she climbs straight on to Rachel’s lap. 
 
    “Everything.” She sobs. “I didn’t mean to listen, I just heard voices and then started to come downstairs and heard everything. He isn’t going to come after me again is he?” 
 
    “No of course he isn’t baby, Tad and I won’t let you out of our sight, you hear me?” Rach pulls her tightly into her chest and I stroke her hair softly, trying to reassure her. 
 
      
 
    Ami has calmed down and Rachel has called her parents to fill them in. I could practically hear Leo shouting about the “damn police not doing their jobs properly” from the other side of the room. They’ve decided to come round and not long after I hear the doorbell. I open the door and see a rather frazzled looking Mary shouting behind her at someone to “Bugger off and get a real job!” 
 
    “Who was that?” I ask when they are both safely inside with the door closed. 
 
    “Have you not seen outside of your gate? Bloody press everywhere.” Mary says as she takes off her coat. 
 
    She walks straight to Ami and Rach in the front room and leaves me with Leo. 
 
    “How are you doing?” He asks. 
 
    “Oh, well, you know… Not exactly how I imagined married life would start.” I try to laugh and scratch my head nervously. “Coffee?” 
 
    “Only if you have decaf, high blood pressure.” He rolls his eyes and I walk into the kitchen to sort out drinks for everyone. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Rachel 
 
   It’s been three days. Three whole days since Kevin managed to escape from hospital, and there hasn’t even been so much as a sighting. 
 
    Ami hasn’t even been able to go to school and she is getting bored and taking it out on Tad and I. 
 
    She’s currently blasting music in her bedroom, after screaming at me that I’m a monster because I wouldn’t let her go to her school disco. 
 
    I feel awful, but I can’t risk anything happening to her. 
 
    “She’ll be okay.” Tad says as he hands me a steaming mug of coffee. “She’s probably just going a bit crazy being stuck here every day.” 
 
    “I know how she feels.” I sigh. 
 
    “Why don’t I ask if Tommo will take her to your parents’ house for the night? I know it’s not the same as a disco, but it will at least get her out of the house. And it would be nice to have some time alone, without a grumpy pre-teen stomping around the house.” 
 
    I force a laugh and as much as I’m nervous about letting her go anywhere without me, it does sound like a good idea. 
 
    “I’ll give Mum a ring, I’m sure they’d be more than happy to have her.” 
 
      
 
    Ami was out the door within seconds of me asking if she’d like to go to Mum and Dad’s. Tad has gone with her and Tommo, as well as a few other members of the security team Tad has pulled together. 
 
    My heart feels heavy as I watch the cars drive away. I can’t believe this is happening again. The security, being watched around the clock, scared to go outside. It’s just not fair. 
 
    It’s Ami’s birthday in a few weeks, and the thought of having to spend it like this just kills me. I look down and notice that my hands are balled into such tight fists that my fingernails have sunk into my skin. I relax my hands, shake them and try to breath. 
 
    A combination of no sleep, and this entire shitty situation have seriously put me on edge. I feel as though I’m one more tiny thing away from absolutely snapping. And the more I try to hold myself together, the more lost I feel. 
 
    I don’t seem to be able to do anything without Kevin following me. I turn on the television and his face is plastered across a news report. I open Facebook, and numerous people have shared photos of his evil face, alerting the public to this dangerous, escaped murderer. I have tried reading, but I am absolutely unable to concentrate on anything. 
 
    Eventually, and maybe stupidly, I decide to open my laptop and just read everything and anything about Kevin. Maybe if I get it all out of the way I will feel better. 
 
    The first post is a shared news article about his multiple, horrific crimes. I take a deep breath and click the link. The piece talks about everything, all the things I talked about in court, the girl he killed, drugging me, kidnapping Ami. My heart is racing as I reach the end of the article. 
 
    This was a really bad idea. Close the laptop, put on a film, and ignore the world. 
 
    For maybe the first time ever, I decide to listen to that inner voice I so often ignore. I close the link to the article, and just as I am about to close the lid of the laptop, something catches my eye. Another post about Kevin, and the words above it make the contents of my stomach shift uncomfortably. 
 
    Latest news- Escaped murderer sighted near his home in Hampshire! 
 
    My blood runs cold and when I hear a noise from behind me I stand so quickly that the laptop falls to the floor with a loud thud. I spin around to see Tad standing behind me, looking at me with concerned eyes. 
 
    “Rach, what’s happened?” He asks as he slowly walks towards me. 
 
    I look between him and the laptop on the floor, and I try to tell him. But as I open my mouth the only thing that wants to come out is whatever I last ate. I run as fast as I can upstairs and barely make it into the bathroom in time. 
 
    I can hear Tad waiting on the other side of the door for me. I stand and splash some cold water on my face and neck, as I remind myself to breathe deeply. 
 
    The door slowly opens and Tad walks in. “What’s happened?” He walks up behind me and turns me to face him. 
 
    “I saw a report online, that he’s been spotted around here.” I stutter. 
 
    He looks puzzled for a moment. “Did Robins call you?” 
 
    “Well, no. But I read it online, in a news report.” 
 
    “Oh Rach.” He smiles softly and kisses my forehead. “If he had genuinely been sighted, I’m sure the first we would know about it would be from the police, not some report online.” He laughs softly and I push him away. 
 
    “Why are you laughing?” I can’t even look at him and I try to walk out of the bathroom. 
 
    “Rach!” I wasn’t laughing at you.” He gently grabs my arm and stands in front of me. “I’m sorry, I just don’t think we should worry unless the police give us any reason to.” 
 
    “Yeah, because they’ve done such a good job already.” I scoff as I push past him. 
 
    I head back downstairs, check the laptop for any damage, luckily it’s fine, and then I put it out of the way, where I won’t be tempted to look again. My heart feels like it’s racing, and I almost feel like my insides are shaking where I am just so wound up. The impulse to just start throwing things, is so strong I feel like I need to sit on my hands. 
 
    “Here.” Tad says from behind me, handing me a glass of wine. I take it and put it straight on the table before I throw it at him. He comes and sits next to me and I can tell he is staring at me. 
 
    “Wine can’t fix everything.” I say coldly. 
 
    “No, but it helps.” He jokes. 
 
    I shut my eyes tightly and exhale loudly. 
 
    “Oh Rach, come on.” He puts his hand on my leg, and the sudden, unexpected touch just sets something off inside of me. 
 
    “No! Don’t oh Rach me!” I yell and he jumps slightly. “Wine and a few shitty jokes aren’t going to fix this!” I run my fingers through my hair and can tell he is simmering next to me. 
 
    “Rachel-” He says, and I can tell he is trying his hardest to be calm. 
 
    “No! Tad! Nothing you can say or do right now can fix this, so just stop!” 
 
    “No, that’s right. Nothing I say or do is ever fucking good enough at the moment, is it?” He snaps, and I stare at him, wide eyed. “Honestly Rachel, our fucking relationship has revolved around that man ever since it started. When will it stop? Even when he was in prison you were sneaking off to visit him.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare make this my fault. And I saw him once Tad, once. You’re making it sound like I was visiting every week.” 
 
    “And how do I know it was only the once? You lied to me so easily about that, what else have you been lying about?” His voice is getting louder and he looks furious. 
 
    “I told you, I hated lying, but I didn’t want to upset you. I was just thinking about you.” I scream back at him. 
 
    “Oh fuck this.” He stands abruptly and storms off into the kitchen. 
 
    I can do nothing but pull my legs into my chest and sob into my arms. 
 
    The last thing I wanted to do was end up fighting with Tad, with everything else going on. What is wrong with me? 
 
    After everything he has done for me. For Ami, and I treat him like this? 
 
    The tears fall until there are no tears left, and then I just let myself fall to my side and close my eyes. I need to go and apologise, but I just feel exhausted. Mentally and physically drained. I concentrate on steadying my erratic breathing, deciding I need to be completely calm before I go and speak to him. 
 
      
 
    I’m back in that same alleyway again. Even before I start moving I know the walls are going to close in on me, no matter what direction I walk in. I turn as I hear footsteps, and there is Tad. Only this time he is looking at me. 
 
    “Go away Rachel.” He says, in a cold voice entirely different to his. 
 
    “No, let’s go together.” I whisper. 
 
    “I don’t want to go anywhere with you.” 
 
    “No, please Tad, we have to go.” I beg. 
 
    “Get out of the way.” 
 
    He pushes past me and I try to follow but I barely move an inch before the walls are so close together I barely have any room to breathe. Tad is able to walk right through them, and I hear the second set of footsteps. 
 
    “Tad, please, please, come back!” Whether he ignores me, or doesn’t hear me, I can’t be sure, but he keeps walking. He is getting further and further away, but then the second figure appears. And again, he slowly pulls the knife out of his pocket, before thrusting it forwards. 
 
      
 
    I wake so violently that I fall straight off the sofa. My face is wet through with sweat, and I’m shaking all over. It takes a second before I realise I’m still in the front room. It’s freezing cold and pitch black. Using my hands to feel in front of me, I walk over towards the door and flick the light switch. 
 
    The house is eerily quiet and I can’t hear Tad anywhere. 
 
    “Tad?” I call down the hallway towards the kitchen. I walk to his office and find it empty. I half run up the stairs and into our bedroom, it’s dark and empty, and so is every other room upstairs. 
 
    My heart speeds in my chest and I run back down the stairs and to the front door. Trying to compose myself, I breathe deeply before opening it and finding one of the security team leaning against the wall, half asleep. 
 
    “Do you know where Tad is?” I ask, and it’s impossible to miss the note of hysteria in my voice. 
 
    “Um, we assumed he was inside?” The man looks confused and my panic begins to rise. 
 
    “I can’t find him.” I almost whisper. I don’t trust my voice right now. The man pulls out his phone and starts dialing a number. I turn back inside and race to the basement door. 
 
    “Tad?” I shout into the darkness and the silence is deafening. 
 
    Pulse ringing in my ears, I step back and lean against the wall to help hold me up. There are footsteps coming from the door and I turn to see Tommo. 
 
    “Mrs Turner-” 
 
    “He’s gone! He’s not anywhere!” I scream and his eyes widen at my outburst. “We had an argument and he walked off, and then I fell asleep, and now- Now, he’s gone!” I slide down the wall, defeated. 
 
    If anything happens to him it will be my fault. 
 
    “Mrs Turner, he probably just needed to blow off some steam. I’ll send some people out to look for him now.” He pulls out his phone and I suddenly rush over to the sofa to get mine. 
 
    I tap Tad’s name on the screen and put the phone to my ear, only to immediately hear Tad’s voicemail. 
 
    “Fuck!” I shout and launch my phone half way across the room. 
 
    Tommo is in the hallway talking on the phone and I feel utterly useless. Striding into the hallway, I pick up my coat and try to find my shoes. 
 
    “Mrs Turner, you can’t go outside.” He says quietly next to me. 
 
    “Like hell I can’t! He is my husband and I have to go and find him.” I struggle to get my arms into my coat and feel a strong hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “Mrs Turner- Rachel, please. If anything happened to you, my life would not be worth living. Mr Turner needs his space sometimes, he’s probably just gone for a walk. I promise, we will find him, but you have to stay here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tad 
 
   Ihad to get out of the house. I felt like I couldn’t breathe stuck inside, and I didn’t want to keep shouting at Rachel. 
 
    I hadn’t wanted to shout at her at all. That was the absolute last thing I wanted. But this whole fucked up situation has got me so on edge that we have both ended up taking it out on each other. 
 
    I snuck out the back door and jumped the fence. I just didn’t want to be around anyone. I needed some space to clear my head. 
 
    Once I couldn’t feel my fingers from the cold anymore, I decided I needed to go back and sort things out. Nothing was going to get any better with me freezing outside, and Rachel no doubt worrying at home. And I would not let that monster come between us. We needed to find a better way to deal with this. I wasn’t sure what that might be but I knew I had to go home and try. 
 
    And then my phone rang. 
 
    “Did you think I wasn’t watching you?” Kevin half laughs and I stop walking, immediately turning, looking in all directions, as if he is hiding in the shadows. 
 
    “What exactly is it you want?” 
 
    “I just want to talk, that’s all. Face to face. Man to man.” 
 
    “And what makes you think I want to talk to you?” 
 
    “Trust me, I think you’d be very interested in what I have to say. Meet me in the industrial park in ten minutes.” 
 
    “What if I just call the police and tell them exactly where you will be?” 
 
    He laughs. “Oh Turner, you and I both know you won’t be calling the police. Ten minutes.” 
 
      
 
    And that’s how I have found myself in a deserted car park in the early hours of the morning. My mind is racing, I have no idea what he plans to do. Every noise I hear I jump and turn to investigate like a mad man. Almost every bone in my body is telling me to just run home, phone the police, and deal with whatever happens after. But a small part wants to confront him. 
 
    I hear a twig snap from behind me and I turn to see Kevin standing, staring at me, his lips curled into an evil smile. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure you’d come.” He sneers. 
 
    “I should have just called the police.” I say determinedly. 
 
    “Oh, but then you’d end up in the same position as me wouldn’t you? You’d end up in prison, and Rachel would leave you and be in bed with someone else by the end of the week.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “Like I said, I just wanted to talk. Have a little chat! How are you anyway?” He steps closer and I instinctively take a step back. 
 
    “How am I? Really?” 
 
    “Okay, you got me.” He pulls a knife from his back pocket and begins twisting the shiny blade in his hands. “You see, I’ve already lost everything. There’s no doubt I will spend the rest of my life in prison, so I have nothing to lose.” My palms start sweating and I know I have to tread carefully. “Where’s your phone?” He shouts and I slowly take it from my pocket. “Throw it here.” 
 
    I throw it violently at him and it hits his chest before falling to the floor. He bends to pick it up and stares at it before looking back at me. “What a lovely photo.” He says through gritted teeth. My screensaver is a photo of Ami and Rachel, smiling broadly at a huge mountain of ice cream in front of them. “Just precious. My wife. My daughter. You just went and took it all, didn’t you?” The smile has disappeared from his face. He throws my phone back on the ground and stamps on it repeatedly, until it is smashed beyond repair. Once he has kicked it to one side, he steps threateningly towards me. I step back, only to realise I have cornered myself against a wall. I can feel adrenaline coursing through my body and I realise there is only going to be one way out of this. 
 
    “So what, you’re here to kill me then?” I stand up straight and stare at him as he walks menacingly towards me. 
 
    “If you’ve only just worked that out, then I’m guessing intelligence didn’t have much to do with you making all that money.” 
 
    He lunges forward, knife first, and I manage to knock his hand out of the way. His sleeve moves up his arm, and I can see his wrists are wrapped in bloodied bandages. 
 
    His other arm comes towards me, and he tries to grab my shoulder. I use my opposite hand to grab his wrist and squeeze, making him cry out in pain. His eyes open and anger flashes through them. 
 
    Knife still gripped tightly in his other hand, he waves it around desperately, trying to connect with me, but I manage to kick him to the floor, grabbing the knife from his hand in the process. 
 
    “Seriously? What made you think you could actually kill me?” I laugh and I almost feel pity as I look at him. The blood is seeping through his bandages now and he looks pale. 
 
    I throw the knife over the wall behind me and debate what to do now. I have no way of calling the police or anyone, and I highly doubt he is going to willingly come anywhere with me. 
 
    He starts laughing and stands up in front of me, swaying slightly. 
 
    “You could have killed me with that.” He scoffs. 
 
    “I don’t want to kill you. I want you to go back to prison and rot for every day of your miserable life.” 
 
    “God, you’re so weak, just like Daddy.” He laughs and I just stare at him. “Oh, I guess you probably don’t know, but I knew your Dad. We actually worked together for a little while.” I swallow hard, lost for words. He stands in front of me, so close that I can see now just how ghostly white he looks. 
 
    “I started my career in London, your Dad was my boss. Stuck up prick that he was.” He laughs and I clench my fists. “He’d be very proud of you I’m sure. You’re a lot like him. Egotistical wanker, thought he knew better than everyone. Obviously didn’t know not to stand in front of a loaded gun though hey?” 
 
    “Be very careful what you say next.” I growl at him. 
 
    “Why? What you gonna do? You’re just like him! No balls. Brush over problems and act like they don’t exist. A bit like me. You can brush me over as many times as you want. It really doesn’t matter. I’ll still always be in Rachel’s head. I’ll always find a way to make your lives as difficult as possible. Prison clearly can’t hold me. Even if by some miracle you manage to get me locked up again tonight, it won’t be long until I’m back out, only this time, I’ll go straight for her.” His smile disappears from his face instantly as my fist collides with his cheek, sending him staggering backwards. 
 
    He lunges at me, his hands gripping tightly around my neck. 
 
    “God, you didn’t honestly think you’d get your happy ending, did you?” His grip tightens around my throat and I desperately try to pull his arms away. His eyes are wide and wild, and once my brain kicks in, I remember his wrists. I dig my nails into the soaked bandages with everything I have and he screams as he stumbles backwards.  
 
    He opens his mouth in a loud roar and runs towards me, grabbing my shoulders and throwing me hard into the wall. Instinctively, I push him backwards, and quickly block his arm as he swings it towards my face.  
 
    “You don’t get to win Turner. Not this time.” He yells at me. He grabs hold of my arms, and as I’m distracted, trying to get him off of me, he lunges his knee straight into my stomach. He knocks the wind out of me and I bend down, clutching my waist, and spinning around to try to get way from the knee that’s coming towards my face.  
 
    I feel the air along my face as it grazes my cheek, and without thinking, I grab hold of him and throw all of my weight into him, making him fall to the ground.  
 
    Adrenaline thundering through my veins, I pin him to the floor and hear a crack as I punch him hard across the face. 
 
    Deep, red blood is spilling from his mouth and nose, and I start looking around for something to tie him up with so I can go and get the police. 
 
    I’m distracted by him laughing underneath me. 
 
    “I bet your Dad is looking down absolutely loving this. Watching his only remaining son get his revenge.” He looks around and shouts “Enjoying the show?!” 
 
    “What do you mean revenge?” He carries on laughing and I grab the front of his shirt, lifting his face closer to mine. 
 
    “Well, a lot of people blamed me for him being shot.” He whispers. I drop him and watch him wince as his head hits the ground. “I mean, I told him, we needed to get in there. There was a fucking lunatic with a gun and there were kids in the shop! He wanted to fucking wait! The spineless cunt, wanted to wait around to save his own arse, when there was a child that might have been killed. I found a way in through the back of the shop. I was about to be a hero, I was going to save the day. 
 
    “And then your fucking Dad turns up behind me, silently demanding I get out before I got someone killed. I mean, I didn’t mean to push him. Well, maybe I did. But I didn’t intend for him to scare the guy into shooting him. That was just a little bonus I guess.” 
 
    His words swim around my head and I let go of his shirt, letting his head slam against the floor.  
 
    He is the reason my dad is dead. He hurt Rachel. He took Ami.  
 
    My spiraling thoughts are interrupted by his deranged laugh, penetrating the silence around us. I need to get out of here, I need to find a way of getting this excuse of a man back in prison and locked away, by himself, for every second of the rest of his life. 
 
    “We can do this the easy way, or not, it’s up to you. But one way or another, you will be back behind bars in a few hours.” I growl, desperately trying to keep my temper in check. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere with you. And if you leave me here, I’ll head straight for Rachel. Someone is dying tonight Turner, her or you, I couldn’t care less at this point.” He hisses, and it’s at that point I lose it. Mist feels like it creeps into my vision from all angles, and I feel like I’ve lost all control over my body. 
 
    “You will not touch her!” I scream in his face, and his answering smile turns my stomach. Before I know what I am doing, I’ve picked up his head and slammed it with as much force as I can manage into the ground. 
 
    I hear a sickening crunch, and crimson blood starts to flood from under his head. I freeze, desperately trying to listen for breathing, but all I can hear is my own heart pounding in my ears. He just lays there, completely motionless, eyes glazing over. 
 
    I’ve killed him. 
 
    He’s fucking dead. 
 
    I jump up and stagger backwards into the wall. 
 
    What the fuck have I done? 
 
    I run as fast as I can and I keep running until I see lights in the distance. There’s a shop open and I run inside, startling the man behind the desk. His eyes widen as he looks me up and down and I realise I’m covered in blood. 
 
    “I need to use your phone. Please.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
   As I walk back to the car park, I can hear sirens coming from all directions. A car is pulling up and Robins bounds out and runs over to me. 
 
    “What happened? Where is he?” He shouts at me and I point over to the lifeless body a few feet in the distance. He turns back to look at me before racing over to Kevin’s body. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” He yells after failing to find a pulse. 
 
    “He called me, said he needed to speak to me. He said if I came with police he would kill Rachel.” I lie, I mean I have to tell him something, and I can’t very well tell a police officer that Kevin had incriminating evidence on me. 
 
    Robins runs his fingers through his hair and kicks the ground. “Fuck!” 
 
    Paramedics are rushing over to Kevin, one checks for his pulse and then shakes his head. 
 
    “How the hell did he end up dead?” Robins storms over to me looking furious. 
 
    “He had a knife!” I shout back. “He didn’t want to talk, he wanted to kill me! I was bloody defending myself.” I show him the marks on my neck from where Kevin’s nails dug into me as he tried to strangle me. 
 
    “Where is this knife now?” 
 
    “I threw it over the wall, I managed to get it away from him and didn’t want it anywhere near him. But then he resorted to using his hands.” 
 
    Robins signals two other officers to go and look behind the wall for the knife. 
 
    “Mr Turner, this is very important, would you say you used reasonable force to defend yourself? Or was there any way in which you could have incapacitated him without killing him?” He is looking at me as if he is trying to help me. But no, that’s probably not the case. He was so weak, he wouldn’t have been able to kill me. I just lost it. What he said about my Dad. Threatening Rachel. 
 
    I sigh and open my mouth before Robins cuts me off. “Mr Turner, it’s imperative you understand what I’m saying. The next words that come out of your mouth will decide if I have to arrest you for murder, or if I can establish you acted honestly and instinctively in self defence to avoid your own death.” 
 
    “Yes, I used reasonable force.” I sigh and Robins almost smiles at me. He pats my arm softly. 
 
    “I’ll still need to question you officially, but right now you have an extremely worried wife at home. I’ll get someone to drive you to your house and I’ll be over in a few hours.” I turn and my stomach lurches as I see Kevin’s corpse being hauled onto a stretcher. 
 
      
 
    Rachel 
 
   Bright light creeps through the curtains as the sun starts to rise. It’s been hours, nobody knows anything and I’m going out of my fucking mind. 
 
    My fingertips are sore and bloody where I have spent the last few hours chewing my nails, pacing the floor, waiting to hear something. Anything. 
 
    I hear a car door slam closed from outside and I race to the window. My heart almost leaps from my chest when I see Tad walking towards the house and I run as fast as I can to the front door. I fling the door open, and my smile quickly drops when I see that he is covered in blood. He walks in and wraps his arms tightly around me, lifting me and carrying me in the house. 
 
    “Tad, what happened?” I hold his face in my hands and examine him, trying to find the source of the blood. “Are you hurt?” He shakes his head and carries me through to the front room, where he sits down, leaving me on his lap. 
 
    He buries his face in my neck and I just hold him tightly, brain racing as I wonder whose blood is all over him. 
 
    I give him a few minutes before my impatience gets the better of me. 
 
    “Tad, please, tell me what happened.” I lift his face and look into his eyes. 
 
    “He’s dead.” He whispers and closes his eyes. 
 
    I inhale sharply and my brain becomes even louder. 
 
    “Who is?” I whisper, already knowing the answer. 
 
    “Kevin, I killed him.” He opens his eyes and looks into mine. I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. I don’t know what to say. I don’t know what to think. 
 
    “Rachel, there’s something I have to tell you, and you’re going to fucking hate me, but if I don’t tell you now I never will.” I swallow hard and wait for him to speak. 
 
    “The day of the security breech at the office, there was another reason I was so angry.” He is telling me about work? What the hell has this got to do with him killing Kevin? 
 
    “Tad, I-” 
 
    “No, please Rachel.” I close my mouth and listen, confused. “There was some incredibly sensitive information that was taken that day. Information I am absolutely not proud of. After I started the business, and when my name started appearing in the papers more, I started sleeping with escorts.” My eyes widen and I already don’t like where this is going. “I didn’t want a relationship, and I didn’t want people running to the papers selling stories about what I like to do in the bedroom. So I thought this was better. I'd have them sign non-disclosure agreements, so they wouldn’t be able to go to the press.” He takes a breath and looks down. 
 
    “Okay.” I start but then he looks at me and the look on his face sends a chill down my spine. 
 
    “One day, one of the women I slept with turned up at my office. With a baby.” 
 
    Oh. God. 
 
    “I offered her money Rachel, to walk out of the office and never come back. I wrote a cheque, I wrote up an NDA, and I was perfectly happy for this woman to take my son and my money and disappear.” 
 
    I feel sick. I can’t think of anything to say. Shocked doesn’t quite cover how I’m feeling right now. “How much did you give her?” I whisper almost silently. 
 
    “Nothing. It turns out the baby wasn’t mine, she was just trying to get money from me.” He exhales and looks disgusted with himself. 
 
    “How did you find out?” 
 
    “I didn’t. Susan did.” 
 
    I nod. How do I even begin to take any of this in right now? And then I remember what he told me before all of that. 
 
    “What has any of this got to do with Kevin?” I ask, finally breaking the uncomfortable silence. 
 
    “I don’t know how, but Kevin got hold of all of that information. It was him that called me on our honeymoon.” My mind is spinning and I’m struggling to think straight at all. “He told me that I’d be seeing him soon. Of course it all made sense when we found out he had escaped.” 
 
    My brain stops spinning and is taken over by anger. “Why the hell did you not tell anyone?! Why didn’t you tell me?” I stand and scream at him. “All that shit you gave me about thinking too much into what he was doing, and he’d told you he would see you soon?” 
 
    “Rach, I’m so sorry. I fucked up.” He stands and grabs my arms. I can’t look away from his eyes, they are wide and vulnerable, and his regret is so clearly genuine. “After we argued, I just needed to go for a walk, to clear my head. While I was out, he called me and told me to meet him. And of course I’m an idiot, so I met him. I knew he didn’t just want to talk, but he had a knife, he was there just to kill me.” I have to sit back on the sofa because I’m not sure my legs are going to hold out. “Rach, he’s a fucking monster. He said even if he went back to prison, he would get out again and kill you. And he-” His eyes fill with tears and I just want to wrap my arms around him and make everything better. I hold his hand and squeeze it, urging him to carry on. 
 
    He takes a deep breath before he continues. “He used to work with my Dad.” 
 
    What?! 
 
    “He hated him, they didn’t get on. And it was because of him my Dad got shot.” Tad closes his eyes just as a tear slips down his cheek and I don’t have a clue what to say or do. I lift his arm and crawl on to his lap. He grips me tightly and we sit in silence for a long time. I don’t need to hear anything else. 
 
    My brain is going a million miles an hour. This is why Kevin had to transfer. This is why he refused to tell me why. This is what he was going on about when I went to visit him in prison! Everything starts to make sense and the horror I feel in my chest is enough to make my own eyes water. 
 
    Kevin was evil from day one. There was no point where he was ever a good man. The amount of lives he has ruined, it makes me sick. 
 
    And then I remember, he is dead. Tad killed him. He will never again be waiting around a corner. My emotions are so conflicted and I just don’t know what to think. 
 
    “Tad?” He lifts his head and looks at me with red eyes. “I love you so much, you know that right?” He smiles softly and leans his lips into mine. 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    The next week is a blur of meetings with police and lawyers. Mum and Dad helped me to keep Ami in the dark the next day, until we had a better idea of the legal side of things. 
 
    Telling her was by far one of the hardest things I have ever had to do. She sobbed in my arms until she fell asleep, and then when she woke she cried again. I explained as much to her as I could, knowing that it would all be public knowledge in a few days’ time anyway. I was so worried about how she would react that Tad was the one who ultimately killed her father. 
 
    When she asked to go back to the house I took her straight away, but I held my breath as she walked through the door and up to Tad. His eyes widened and he looked almost terrified in that moment. But she walked straight up to him and wrapped her arms around his waist. He lifted her up, holding her tight, apologising over and over. 
 
    Tad has been found to have used reasonable force to defend himself, and will face no charges. Kevin’s body will be released in a few days for his funeral, and Ami has decided she wants to go to say a final goodbye. 
 
    Tad has been distant, which I guess is to be expected. He has been spending a lot of time either in his office or hiding in bed. Although, I’m not sure how much sleep he has actually had recently. He always comes up to bed after me, and when I wake up in the mornings, he is already up, usually sitting in bed, staring out of the window, lost in his own world. 
 
    Which is why I’m a little concerned when I roll over in bed to find him missing. Until I smell bacon. I climb out of bed and as I am walking down the stairs I can hear Tad and Ami in the kitchen. They are talking and laughing, and from the smells and sizzling sounds, they must be cooking breakfast. 
 
    I walk into the kitchen and can’t hide the huge smile on my face. Ami is flipping a pancake on one side of the hob, and Tad is wrestling with a bit of bacon that appears to be stuck. 
 
    “You need to use the other frying pan for bacon.” I call from behind them and they both jump. 
 
    “A frying pan is a frying pan, why is this one such a bas- pest, such a pest.” Tad corrects himself and Ami and I both laugh. 
 
    “We were trying to make you breakfast in bed.” Ami says while rolling her eyes. 
 
    “That’s sweet, but now we can all eat together. Here Tad, why don’t you make the coffee and I’ll do that.” I take over from him and try to rescue the disheveled piece of bacon. 
 
    “How are you feeling baby?” I ask Ami quietly while Tad fiddles with the coffee machine. 
 
    “I’m okay.” She smiles. “I just want things to get back to normal.” She shrugs. 
 
    “I know, me too.” 
 
      
 
    As I’m clearing the plates in the kitchen my phone rings. Robins. I sigh. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Rachel, the coroner informed me you will be dealing with Kevin’s remains?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right. I think it would be the closure we all need to have some sort of funeral for him. Plus he is still my daughter’s father.” 
 
    “Of course. Well the body has been released to the funeral directors today, so you can contact them whenever you’d like to make arrangements.” 
 
    “Okay. Thank you.” 
 
    “Have a good day.” 
 
    Oh yes, it’s going to be a wonderful day, having to sort out a funeral for someone I absolutely despise. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Tad 
 
      
 
   Kevin’s own parents haven’t even turned up to his funeral. I had thought the only people in attendance would be Rachel, Ami and I. However, just as the extremely small, pitiful service starts, in walks a familiar man and woman. It takes me a couple of seconds until I remember where I know them from, the court case. They are Sally Barker’s parents. 
 
    I offer them a small smile, and they hover towards the back of the large hall. Neither are dressed in black, and it’s clear neither of them are here to mourn the dead. They are here to make sure he is really gone, and I can’t blame them at all for that. 
 
    The priest gives an extremely short speech, about Kevin’s parents and that he was a Dad to Ami. What else is there to say? He is an evil man who committed heinous crimes and will surely spend eternity in hell? Of course he can’t say that, so he tells a story about how people must forgive the dead and move on with their lives so they don’t remain stuck in the past. 
 
    I glance next to me at Ami as the coffin containing Kevin’s body disappears behind a curtain, and I can see her eyes are filled with silent tears. I give her hand a reassuring squeeze and she offers me a brief smile. 
 
    Rachel spots Mr and Mrs Barker as we are leaving the chapel, and they smile sadly at her, before hurrying out of the doors. 
 
    “What happens now?” Ami asks and shrugs toward the closed curtains. 
 
    “Well, they will cremate your Dad, and then in a few days we can go and pick up his ashes. It’s up to you what you want to do with them.” Rachel squeezes Ami’s hand comfortingly. “You can scatter them somewhere, or you can keep them if you want.” 
 
    “I don’t think we should keep them.” She says quickly, and the relief I feel is immediate. The thought of his ashes on my fireplace was not an appealing one. 
 
    “Have a think about it, no rush.” Rach smiles. 
 
      
 
    The car ride home is quiet. Not uncomfortably so, just peaceful. Kevin had been a dark cloud, shadowing our lives for so long. It’s, in part at least, a relief not to have that shadow looming over us anymore. I can understand Ami’s sadness, monster or not, he was still her father. And Rachel is her mother, anything that upsets Ami is bound to upset her too. But, I feel no sadness. No remorse or guilt. 
 
    I did at first. Nightmares plagued my sleep to the extent I preferred drinking copious amounts of caffeine or alcohol instead of even attempting sleep. The guilt I felt every time I stared at that little girl just broke me. She has been through so much in her short life, and now any chance of reconciliation with her Dad, no matter how small that chance may have been, I had stolen from her. 
 
    Yes I can, and will, adopt her, and I think of her as my daughter; but there will come a day where she will want answers from her biological Dad. She will never get those answers now. 
 
    That’s how Ami found me one night. Falling asleep on the sofa, tepid coffee spilling on to my lap as the mug slipped from my hand. She came and sat next to me and told me off. A ten year old girl actually told me off! 
 
    “You can’t stay awake all the time, it’s bad for you and you’ll get poorly. Then who will look after me and Mum? I heard Mum talking to Nanny. She said you feel bad about what happened. You shouldn’t. I’m not sad because my Dad is dead, I’m sad because he was such a bad person. 
 
    “Please don’t tell Mum, but I saw people talking about Dad on the news. I heard them talking about all the things that he did, and the things he said to you. If you hadn’t killed him then he would have killed you, and probably Mum too! I’d have nobody. What you did was brave Tad, and I’m proud of you.” 
 
    With that, she wrapped her arms around me and I found myself silently congratulating Rachel on having raised such an intelligent and mature little girl. 
 
    I took her upstairs, tucked her into bed, and then crawled in next to Rachel, where I had the first peaceful night’s sleep I’d had in a long while. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
   The house is filled with balloons, glitter and all things unicorn. All hints of sadness from the funeral a few days ago are gone, and have been replaced by excitement over Ami’s birthday. 
 
    She decided on having a few friends round to watch films and eat pizza and cake. Now that they have all left, Leo, Mary, Danny and Celine have all come to wish her a happy birthday. 
 
    These people have become like family to me, and they have all helped so much over the last few weeks that I honestly don’t know what I would have done without them. I’m not used to having anyone to rely on. Not really. Scott has been round to check in on me, of course. But his idea of helping is bringing round an unopened bottle of whiskey. Although I absolutely was not complaining when we were three quarters of the way through the bottle. 
 
    But Mary and Leo have been amazing at looking after Ami, making sure Rachel and I had time to ourselves to sort through the more difficult parts. And Celine has been a shoulder for Rachel while I was too lost in my own guilt to be there for her. 
 
    We all burst into a loud verse of Happy Birthday as Rachel struggles to carry in one of the most beautiful and intricate unicorn cakes I have seen. It really is stunning and a little part of me beams with pride that my beautiful wife is able to make cakes like that. 
 
    Suitably embarrassed, Ami closes her eyes and makes a silent wish before blowing out her candles. 
 
    “What did you wish for?” Celine asks once the smoke has cleared. 
 
    Ami grins as she looks between Rachel and I. “Not telling or it won’t come true.” I catch Rachel looking at me and can’t help but wonder what exactly her wish was. 
 
    “Can I open my presents now?” She asks excitedly before rushing over to the pile in the corner and ripping at the paper enthusiastically. 
 
    I would say she has been spoiled, but she has been through so much that she deserves every last gift she received. 
 
    Underneath the last box is an envelope. Rachel catches my arm and grins at me as Ami picks up the envelope and looks around curiously. 
 
    “Open it.” Rachel urges. 
 
    Ami tears open the envelope cautiously and removes the forms from inside. A huge smile spreads across her face. “Adoption order?” She says quietly, and almost immediately everyone in the room has stopped talking and is staring at Ami. 
 
    “I wanted it to be a surprise.” I say as I walk over to her. “Me and your Mum have done our bit, the only thing left is for a social worker to speak to you. As long as you are happy with it, I can legally adopt you.” I breathe a nervous laugh while I wait for Ami to say something. But she is just staring at the papers. 
 
    Just as I start to panic, she throws the form in the air and flings her arms around my stomach tightly. “Love you, Tad.” 
 
    “Love you too, Aims.” I say as I kiss her softly on the hair, before I hear sniffing from behind me. Both Celine and Mary are sobbing into paper napkins and Ami and I burst out laughing. 
 
      
 
    Rachel 
 
   It’s late by the time everyone has gone, and by the time I manage to bribe Ami to actually go to bed, Tad is already half asleep on the sofa. 
 
    I crawl on to his lap and rest my head on his shoulder. There was a point after Kevin died that I worried there may be no fixing Tad and I. He was so distant, so guilt ridden, and I wasn’t sure we would be able to get through it. 
 
    Something happened though. I’m not sure what, and I haven’t asked through fear of jinxing it, but something changed almost overnight. I genuinely couldn’t be happier right now, I just don’t think it’s possible. 
 
    “Is she asleep?” Tad murmurs sleepily into my ear. 
 
    “Yes. Finally. Too much cake and excitement I think.” I laugh. 
 
    “At least she had a good day. It’s the least she deserves.” 
 
    “She had a great day.” I kiss him softly on the neck. “You really went all out today. Thank you.” 
 
    “No need to thank me, I enjoy making my girls happy.” 
 
    “And what about you, are you happy?” I lift my head and sit up to look at him. 
 
    “Of course I am. I have the most amazing wife in the world.” He kisses me softly on the lips. “And to top it off, I now get to call this amazing, insanely intelligent little girl my daughter.” His smile is genuine and it fills me with such happiness I could burst. 
 
    “You’re sexy when you smile, you know.” I lean in and kiss him, hard on the lips. 
 
    “You’re sexy all the time.” He growls as he nips my bottom lip. 
 
    Something stirs deep inside me, something that has been hiding away for a while now. Instinctively I kiss him, harder, and deeper, and I am rewarded with the rapid feeling of hardening coming from under me. 
 
    It’s in that moment that I know, this is it. The horrible things we have gone through over the last few months are well and truly behind us, and we get to move on, together, as a family. No threats following us, no past demons resurfacing, endangering our happiness. 
 
    He stands, lifting me in his arms as he goes, and I wrap my arms around him as he positions his arms under my legs to carry me. He is heading towards the basement, and I can feel my pulse beating in every part of my body. 
 
      
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    I wake the next morning, alone in bed. Tad must have carried me up, as the last thing I remember is passing out in the basement in post orgasmic bliss. 
 
    I stretch my arms out and my hand brushes past something hard. I turn my head to see a large pink envelope and a box of chocolates. I almost forgot it was my birthday and I smile as I sit to open my card. 
 
    For my beautiful wife on her birthday… He has designed a card, using a photo from our wedding. 
 
    To my amazing wife Rachel, 
 
    Thank you for everything. You mean the absolute world to me, and I can’t tell you how much I love you. 
 
    Ami and I have planned a special day for you, so have some chocolates, head on downstairs, and have a wonderful birthday. 
 
      
 
    All my love, forever Tad xx 
 
      
 
    I eye the box of chocolates and decide it is my birthday after all, so I open the box and have a couple before making my way downstairs. 
 
    Waiting for me in the kitchen is a pot of freshly brewed coffee, plates and plates of croissants, pains au chocolate, Danish pastries, fruit and even a bottle of champagne on ice. But I can’t find Tad or Ami anywhere. I pour myself a coffee before I head towards the island, laden with breakfast treats, and find a note written in Ami’s neat handwriting. 
 
    Had a couple of last minute things to sort out, will be back really soon. Love you. Ami and Tad xx 
 
    I sit down and start picking at the various bits, while wondering what it is that they’re up to. I unlock my phone and start reading through the birthday messages being sent from people, as I’m writing a reply to Celine, I hear keys in the door. 
 
    When I turn, I see the biggest bunch of sunflowers heading towards me, and it takes a second before I realise that Ami is carrying them, but they are so big that I can see nothing but her legs! 
 
    “Happy birthday Mummy!” She squeals as she reaches me, handing me the massive bunch of flowers. 
 
    “Oh, wow! Thank you baby!” I put the flowers on the side and lift her up for a big cuddle. “Where’s Tad?” I ask curiously, noting the door is still open and he hasn’t come in yet. 
 
    “He’s just trying to sort something out.” She says, eyes scanning between me and the door. I start to stand up to go and find out where he is, when she stops me. “No, you have to wait here.” 
 
    “Why?” I ask, amused. 
 
    “It’s a surprise. Go upstairs and get dressed and I’ll come and get you when it’s safe to come down.” 
 
    I frown at her but relent, and take my coffee with me. I try to peek out of the front door on my way up the stairs, but Ami sprints ahead of me and closes the door so I can’t see. 
 
    After the fifth loud bang and muffled swear word, I can’t help but tip toe from my room and hover at the top of the stairs. 
 
    “Honestly Tad,” an extremely out of breath voice says that I recognise immediately as my Dad. “You’re an intelligent man, did you not think to measure the doorway?” 
 
    “I did!” An equally out of breath, and slightly irritated Tad replies. “It’s just bigger than I thought!” 
 
    “Come on you two!” Ami says from somewhere near the stairs, and I decide not to risk poking my head around to see what’s going on. 
 
    There’s more banging, shouting and what sounds like furniture scraping along the floor before I hear the door shut, so I run back into my room and close the door. 
 
    I’m still waiting there almost half an hour later, and I’m starting to worry when Tad walks in, looking very red faced and a little out of breath. 
 
    “Hi.” I smile at him. 
 
    “Hi.” He says as he flops on the bed next to me. “Happy birthday.” He looks at me and smiles before kissing me gently on the lips. “Got a surprise for you downstairs.” 
 
    “Is it my Dad? ’Cause I already heard him, so not really a surprise.” I poke my tongue out slightly at him and he laughs. 
 
    “No, not your Dad, I just had to phone him as I might have misjudged the size of your present.” 
 
    Ami is waiting at the bottom of the stairs, smile beaming up at me as I walk down. She directs me to the front room and I walk in, scanning the room looking for something new. 
 
    It takes me less than a second before my eyes stop on a huge new item in front of the window. The most beautiful grand piano I have ever seen. It looks similar to the one from our hotel room in New York, and I can’t even speak. 
 
    I walk over and my hand glides across the gleaming black wood. I turn to look at Tad, open mouthed, and notice him leaning against the wall, smiling at me. I look back around and notice Dad putting some tools back into a bag, before he looks up and smiles at me. 
 
    “Happy Birthday princess.” He walks over and kisses me on the head. “I’m going to leave you to it, but I’ll be back later with your Mum. Just wish I’d given you our present first as I have a feeling nothing is going to top this!” He laughs, and I just stand there, open mouthed, shocked at Tad’s gift. 
 
    “Thanks Leo. I’ll see you later.” I hear in the distance as I turn back to look at the piano. I sit down on the stool and press a key, the sound sends shivers down my spine and before I realise what I am doing, I’ve started playing the song that I made up when I was a child. 
 
    Tad comes and stands next to me, and I’m half aware of Ami standing behind me. 
 
    “Do you like it?” Tad asks as I finish playing. 
 
    “Like it? Tad, it’s- I love it! Thank you!” I stand and throw my arms around his neck. 
 
    “Ami chose it.” He nods his head towards a rather shocked looking Ami. 
 
    “I had no idea you knew how to play the piano Mum! I thought Tad was just being nice when he said you were amazing!” I just laugh as I turn to pull her into my arms. “Can you teach me?” She says excitedly. 
 
    “I can give it a go!” I laugh. “Now I can see why you were struggling to get it in! How did you manage it?” 
 
    “The legs come off.” Tad smiles and Ami rolls her eyes at him in some kind of inside joke. 
 
      
 
    The next morning I wake early. Too early. It’s still dark outside. I turn over and try to get comfortable but a wave of nausea flows over me and I have to take a deep breath to stop myself hurling all over Tad. 
 
    Mum and Dad came round last night bringing my favourite Indian takeaway, and a chocolate cake to serve at least ten people. All that food plus wine has clearly not agreed with me and I tip toe into the bathroom, trying not to wake Tad. 
 
    I open the medicine cabinet, searching for some antacids to try to ease my poor stomach. I grab a box, but instead of it being the Rennies I was looking for, it’s a pregnancy test. I go to put it back when I suddenly wonder when the last time was I had a period. 
 
    My heart starts to beat a little faster as I genuinely can’t remember. Quickly opening the box and running to the toilet, I do my thing, and within seconds I can see not one, but two lines. 
 
    Without thinking, I jump up and run straight into the bedroom, door slamming into the wall as I open it too fast. Tad must hear me as his eyes open and he turns on the lamp just as I get to the bed. 
 
    “I’m pregnant!” I whisper excitedly, hoping I haven’t woken Ami with my mad dashing around. 
 
    “What?! Are you serious?!” His eyes are almost as wide as his smile. 
 
    I throw the test at him, and he picks it up and stares at it. Suddenly, he throws the covers back, stands up and lifts me in the air, arms wrapped around me, used test dangerously close to my face. 
 
    “You know I peed on that, don’t you?” I laugh and he throws it on to the bed before kissing me and wrapping his arms tightly around me. 
 
    “How do you feel?” He asks, eventually sitting down on the bed with me. 
 
    “Sick!” I laugh. “That’s why I tested.” 
 
    He holds my hand and squeezes. “But you feel okay?” 
 
    “Nervous. Excited, but nervous.” I confess and he nods understandingly. 
 
    I hear footsteps and realise I must have woken Ami up, the door opens slightly and she pokes her head around the door. 
 
    “What’s going on?” She says sleepily as she rubs her eyes. 
 
    “Sorry baby, I didn’t mean to wake you. Everything is fine, go back to bed.” I stand and go to take her back to bed when I feel something drop next to my feet. 
 
    All eyes look downwards and before I even have a chance to react, Ami has ran in and picked the test up. 
 
    “Mum! This is a- Mum!” She looks at me, mouth wide open and I just stare at her, not quite sure what to say. “I’m going to be a big sister!” She squeals eyes flitting between Tad and I. I look nervously at Tad and he is smiling at me. 
 
    “Yes, you are, but can you keep it a secret?” I smile at her, and she responds by pulling an imaginary zip across her lips. 
 
    She sits between Tad and I on the bed and drags us both into an uncomfortable hug. 
 
    “I’m going to be the best big sister ever.” She exclaims proudly. 
 
    “Yes, you definitely are.” Tad says softly before kissing her on the head. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Epilogue 
 
    Tad 
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    ebastian, will you please stop trying to eat the Christmas decorations.” I sigh and walk over to the troublesome little boy yanking decorations from the tree. “Mummy won’t be very happy if you eat any more glitter.” I say as I take the glittery candy cane from his hands and reattach it higher up on the tree. 
 
    He just giggles at me as I lift him up and carry him over to the sofa. 
 
    Rachel walks in from the kitchen and scowls as she sees Seb’s mouth covered in red glitter. 
 
    “I told you we shouldn’t have bothered with a tree this year.” She sighs and throws a packet of baby wipes in my direction. 
 
    “Well he was fine last year!” I mumble as I wrestle with him, trying to wipe his face. 
 
    “Tad, he was a month old last year!” She laughs. 
 
    Mary and Leo walk in, they’ve been upstairs with Ami, showing them her new laptop. 
 
    “You spoil that girl.” Leo smiles as he sits on the sofa. 
 
    “She needed a laptop for school.” I shrug and Mary swoops in, taking Seb from my arms. He giggles and coos as she tickles him. 
 
    “Why is there glitter all over his face?” She asks. 
 
    “Because apparently candy cane Christmas decorations are addictive and he won’t stay still for long enough for me to get it all off.” I roll my eyes as she starts trying to wipe it from his face with her sleeve. 
 
    “Ah.” She says knowingly as she attempts to wipe his face, before he gets annoyed and demands to be put down by screaming at her. When she gently puts him down, he turns straight on to all fours and heads straight towards the tree again. 
 
    He gets distracted by the doorbell and turns, heading for the door. I lift him up and carry him and his face lights up when he sees Celine carrying little Belle. 
 
    “Merry Christmas!” She says as she walks in followed by Danny. “Sorry we’re a bit late, this one had to have a bath.” She motions at Belle. “Just, don’t ask!” 
 
    Rachel walks up behind us carrying mugs of steaming mulled wine. 
 
    “Merry Christmas!” She hands Danny two mugs as Celine walks into the front room. She puts Belle on the floor, and I put Seb down next to her, hoping she will be enough of a distraction for him to not eat anything else he shouldn’t. 
 
    “I can’t believe how big he’s got!” Celine says while she watches the two of them playing together. 
 
    “I know, nothing fits him anymore. He seems to have had a massive growth spurt over the last week or so.” Rach says, smiling at the two of them. 
 
    “So how’s everything going with the move?” Danny asks me. 
 
    “Not bad, just need to wait for the house to be totally finished and then we can move in.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe you’re moving.” Mary says sadly. 
 
    “Mum, it’s not much further, and it’s so much bigger, honestly, when you see it, you will love it.” Rach says and Mary huffs slightly. 
 
    When Seb was born, we started thinking about the possibility of extending the house, as we could have used a bit more space. Rachel needs more room for her cakes, I could ideally use a bigger office, and the prospect of toilet training without a downstairs toilet wasn’t appealing. There was also the very small chance of another baby at some point in the future, and we wanted everyone to be able to have their own room. Not that we’ve discussed another baby any time soon, after Rachel’s screams of “never ever fucking again Thaddeus!” during the birth. 
 
    But we just didn’t have enough space for everything we wanted, so very reluctantly we started looking around. It didn’t take too long until we found the most beautiful house. It’s not that much further from Rachel’s parents. It still has a view of the sea. And it’s so much bigger. Five bedrooms, two with their own bathrooms, a sitting room in the loft, and a huge reception room downstairs. The kitchen is massive, and there is a downstairs toilet and shower room. It’s perfect. 
 
    The only thing it didn’t have was a basement, which Rach and I were reluctant to give up, so we went down the long and complicated route of having one built under the house. We’re also having the kitchen split into a family kitchen, and a large workspace for Rachel. 
 
    “Have you put this place on the market yet?” Celine asks me, and I catch Rachel looking at me. 
 
    “Well, no.” She answers. “Actually, Tad and I had a thought. I know you’ve both been saving for a house for ages now, but, well, we were wondering if you’d maybe like to live here?” Celine’s jaw almost hits the floor and Danny just stares between Rach and I. 
 
    “Rach- Tad, that’s very kind of you both, but-” 
 
    “Before you finish that sentence,” I interrupt, “At least think about it. I don’t want to sell this place. It has too many memories. But I can’t have it sitting here unused and unloved. You’d actually be doing me a favour.” 
 
    Celine and Danny just look between each other, totally shocked. 
 
    “It’s just too much.” Danny says finally. 
 
    “It will just sit here, empty and collecting dust if you don’t accept the offer.” I say firmly. “I don’t want strangers in here, and I don’t really want it empty. Honestly, the way the market is at the moment, you will still be saving for ages before you can afford what you’re after. Just call it a gift. A ridiculous and over the top gift from a man who will be very upset if you let his poor, beloved house fall into disrepair through leaving it abandoned.” Celine laughs and smiles at Danny, whose face seems to relax. 
 
    “Well, if you’re going to make us feel guilty about it…” Celine starts before Rachel leans into her and wraps her arms around her shoulders. 
 
      
 
    Seb’s eyes are heavy and he is moments away from sleep. I stroke his face softly before quietly tip toeing out of his room. I carefully walk down the stairs, avoiding the squeaky ones and throw myself on the sofa. Ami is curled up with Mary watching Love Actually, of course, and Leo has fallen asleep in the arm chair and is softly snoring. Rach is sitting up, twiddling her thumbs, chewing on her bottom lip. 
 
    “What’s up?” I whisper, nudging her leg gently with mine. 
 
    She looks between Ami and her parents and stands, gesturing for me to follow her. She walks into my office and closes the door. I can’t help but worry when I catch sight of her face. 
 
    “Seriously, what’s wrong? You’re worrying me.” I say as she sits on my desk. 
 
    She sighs, and pulls something long and white out of her bra. 
 
    “Is that a…?” 
 
    I see the two little pink lines before I even finish my sentence and swoop down to lift her into my arms. 
 
    “We’re having another baby?!” I whisper excitedly and she laughs. 
 
    “How are you not freaking out?” She asks. 
 
    “Why would I be?” I ask as I kiss her. 
 
    “Sebastian has only just turned one! He won’t even be two when this baby is born!” She says, eyes wide with panic. 
 
    “We’ve got this! We’re already moving into a house that will have plenty of space, your mum and dad won’t be far, Celine and Dan will be less than five minutes away. Ami will be over the moon and Seb and this baby will be so close.” 
 
    “You’re really happy about this?” She smiles. 
 
    “Of course I am, are you?” 
 
    “I am now.” She beams at me and wraps her arms around me. “Shall we go and make Ami’s Christmas even better?” she grins at me, grabbing my hand and walking out of my office. 
 
    “Ami, come here a minute, we have a surprise.” She calls softly and Ami bounds over excitedly. 
 
    I have never been happier in my life than this moment, and it’s only going to get better. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The end. 
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