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      I was broken beyond repair. I never expected him to be the one to put me back together.

      

      
        
        ISLA

        The Cow of St Mary's 

        Pathetic

        A Loser

        The Duff

        This has been my identity for most of my life. 

        Given to me be a cruel girl in designer clothing.

        I accepted my life as a nobody. 

        And then he came along. 

        He tells me he's not like the others.

        But I know better...they're all the same. 

        Sooner or later they all show their true intentions.

      

        

      
        ZAYNE

        I never wanted to come here, but I'm stuck. In a city full of vapid girls that just want to fuck their way through the prime meat of wealthy guys.

        And then she comes along.

        She's different from everyone else.

        She puts me at a distance.

        She fights me at every turn.

        I keep telling her I'm not like the others, but she refuses to believe me.

        She'll soon discover that I'm the not like them.

        Sooner or later, she'll realise the truth.
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            Prologue

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “The demon raised its monstrous head and stalked

        its prey until it grabbed and swallowed it whole.”

      

      

      I’m not the type of girl guys fall for. Never have been. Never will be.

      Is it hard?

      It can be.

      Looking at all the happy couples—even if it is a façade some of the time—rubbing their relationships in my face, isn’t always the most pleasant thing to experience. For the most part, the feeling dissipates as quickly as it fogs up my mind. Then, there are the moments when I’m standing in front of the mirror, looking at myself and seeing the real me.

      All of me.

      I know I’m never going to be like them. I’m never going to be able to experience the exhilarating sensation of having someone love me for me. Why? Because that kind of life is for the lucky, the rich, the fictional, and the pretty. And that’s just not me. I’ve never been lucky, I’m far from being rich and neither are my parents, so I don’t even have a fat trust fund to use. This is the real world, and in the real world, people like me don’t get a happily ever after.

      I’m not pretty. I’m… I’m what most people would call the duff of the group, or designated ugly fat friend, most groups have one. The person that everybody befriends, and think is a really nice person, it’s the kind of thing you hear most people say about ugly people. When people ask, are they hot? Their response is automatic, ‘they’re really nice with a great personality’.

      That’s me.

      I’m the one all the boyfriends have no reservations over and trust. I’m the one all the girls—even those with major insecurities—feel comfortable hanging out with.

      Why?

      I’m no threat to them.

      Guys don’t look at me like they do my friends, who are all basically Victoria Secret models in comparison. All exotic, from varying backgrounds: Czech, Italian, Swedish, Turkish. Countries that have some of the most exquisite women in existence, and they’re all. My. Friends.

      Don’t get me wrong, I love them all to bits because they’re always there for me, attempting to make me feel better and laugh. Most of the time, they succeed, however, there are moments when even they can’t exorcise the demons that lurk deep beneath the surface. They stick up for me, basically threatening anyone who messes with me, with their life. It can get scary. They’re my sisters and would do anything and everything for me. This. This, however, is not something they can help with. Because they don’t know. They don’t know how it feels to look at themselves and know that the hurtful words people throw at them are true. Knowing that no guy is ever going to look at them the way they do others. Knowing that loneliness is all they have to look forward to in the future and accepting that it’s their fate.

      How do you even begin to tell your friends that all the ugly, duff, fugly, a face even a mother couldn’t love, and that I needed to be cooked a little bit longer in the oven because I was still raw, hurt? You can’t. Because people who look like them, glamours in their own right, can’t tell someone of a lesser attractiveness value that they are pretty, that everything is going to be okay, and that someone will want me.

      Because in truth, the reality is clouded by their rose-tinted irises. A vision impairment that has them seeing something different, as if they’re in an alternate universe.

      The words they speak, the reassurances they give, are all just a way to comfort me into believing something that isn’t real. And for what? All just to make you feel better. Even if it’s for a brief moment.

      I can see through their lies. Through their soft and placating tones, because I know that no amount of whatever is ever going to stop this feeling of worthlessness in the pit of my stomach.

      Especially not four drop-dead gorgeous girls.

      It hadn’t always been this way. Back in the day, I was rather content with myself. Had no idea I looked like I had been rammed by a bus into a brick wall. I was blindly and blissfully unaware of the attraction I lacked until I stepped into the animal kingdom. The one place that judges you, not based on merit, academia or your personality, but by your looks alone. My eyes were opened to it the moment Stephanie Brynsworth pushed me into a set of lockers and announced to the hallway of St. Mary’s Catholic School that people so damn fugly shouldn’t be allowed to breathe in the same air as people who actually had looks and mattered.

      I had stupidly asked my parents if I was ugly, and as supporting and loving and utterly hopeless as parents are, they told me I was beautiful. They were lying of course, and I knew it, because what respecting and loving parent would ever tell their child they looked like they were the spawn of the ugliest dog on Earth and a mutated gorilla? None. That’s who.

      As soon as I looked into the bathroom mirror, I saw exactly what Stephanie saw. Unruly curly hair that had a mind of its own, static-y bits sticking up all over the place. Freckles were scattered on a too pale face which became more noticeable when I was emotional for some weird and stupid reason. Eyes that were too big for my damn head.

      When the barrage of insults, taunts and physical altercations started, that’s when things changed. To everyone else, I held my own and let the insults wash over me, ignoring the sting of the jellyfish that would strike me with their spindly fingers. I was way too proud to show them that their venomous tongues had any impact on my mind.

      My soul.

      No, I wouldn’t give them one ounce of pleasure or satisfaction, so I suffered in silence. I didn’t want to burden anyone with something that had nothing to do with them, and for something they quite frankly couldn’t help with. What was anyone going to do? Tell me everything was okay, tattle on the kids responsible—which was practically the entire student body—to the headmistress? It was never going to work because the school’s headmistress was none other than Jacqueline Brynsworth. That’s right, mother of the biggest bully out there. She practically owned the school and the town, and was the head of the PTA.

      At first, I believed in my bravery and I exuded it perfectly, but then, the more it happened, the more I allowed their words, her words, to embed themselves deep into my skin, burrowing comfortably into my bloodstream, my heart and my brain, the worse I became. Unable to look at myself and see something that was no big deal.

      Because it was a big deal.

      They had officially and successfully taken the one part of me I held so dear and never thought they would be able to take from me.

      The theft of my soul is what broke me.

      I started to look back on all the times I was ignored, looked over, had guys befriend me to give them the details of one of my very attractive friends, and knew that nothing I did was going to change any of that, short of spending an exorbitant amount of money to change my appearance. So why should I care anymore? About me? About trying?

      So, I turned to food.

      My comfort.

      My security blanket.

      I’d always been an emotional eater. If I got angry or down or stressed, I would eat. I wish I was one of those people that stopped eating when they struggled with life, but I wasn’t. Slowly, pound by pound, I stacked on the weight like I was trying out for the Olympics in competitive eating.

      I got to a very unhealthy weight, so bad that my parents became worried and recognized I had a problem. I was exceptionally good at hiding my problems from the world, and they took it as me just stacking it on because my weight fluctuated all the time. They were used to seeing me putting on weight, shedding it and then putting it on again. I had never gotten this bad though. And as the pressure and bullying increased, so did my weight.

      In the end, I found myself at a heavy and unhealthy 243 pounds. They would continue to ask me what was wrong, and I would continue to tell them that there was nothing wrong. It was a weird game of cat and mouse, where they chased me for answers, and I ran off to avoid them. Eventually, they booked me in for an appointment with a therapist, Dr. Krystal Rose, which I accepted and went to see. Because if I didn’t start shedding the weight and stop pushing my parents into a hurricane of worry and anxiety, they were going to end up having a heart attack at the ripe old age of forty-five, and I couldn’t have that.

      As it turned out, the therapist was pretty good, having gone through the same thing herself. She suggested ways that could help me combat the demons I had living inside of me, in order to get my life on track. She understood that it wasn’t just about losing the weight like my parents seem to think in the beginning. She recognized and understood the psychological issues that started it. Why was I putting on the weight? Why had I failed to lose it all, like every other time? Why had the ability to take care of myself been wiped clean with the angry tide of the ocean?

      Three grueling years later, I managed to go from two-hundred-and-forty-three pounds, down to a healthy one-hundred-and-thirty-two. You would think that losing it all and being thin, yet still managing to retain my curves, would make me feel better. That’s how it was supposed to be, right? It’s what everyone kept on telling you. The media, the entertainment industry, friends. Everyone. Except the thing about that is, they were wrong. So damn wrong.

      Sure, I no longer felt like my heart was about to escape my chest every time I got out of bed. I wasn’t at risk of dying or becoming a diabetic, but it didn’t scrub away the scars that once started as emotional and morphed into physical. The ugly stretched tracks that glistened when the light shone onto them, like a fucking beacon. My body had become riddled with them, and I was uglier now then I was before I had put on all the weight.

      Most of the cellulite had gone away or at least wasn’t as noticeable anymore, and surprisingly I didn’t have as much excess skin as you would expect. I was lucky in that regard. However, every inch of my body was a constant reminder of what I had gone through. The agonizing pain of my weakened state. I hated myself more now than I had before, because even though the weight gain had been caused by the bullying, now, I had to really confront the reason I ended up like this. If only I had stopped, and handled the whole situation better, I wouldn’t be like this. The only difference from now to then was that I was better equipped to deal with my own self-detestation.

      My hatred ran deep in me, it attacked every ounce of light I had fought so hard to contain and keep. The precious light that had been the only speck of hope I managed to successfully sustain. If I had the slightest chance of anybody loving me at all, I had eviscerated it the moment I set fire to the fucks I had remaining for myself. My once cavernous Scrooge McDuck sized tank of fucks had been bled dry.

      They say that the spiderweb scars a person holds enlightens you of their journey. Their story. Most of these stories pertain to women having given birth, and the men—their husbands or partners, the father of their children—loving them because it symbolized the struggle of childbirth, the beautiful and wondrous home they provided for their child. Nobody ever speaks of the brave warriors who had survived a traumatic event in their lives, and how beautiful the scars were to show that they had gone through the bleak and blackened tunnels to come out the other end alive.

      Only mothers were beautiful and thought of with such adoration.

      It had taken intense therapy to overcome the battles I had. I hadn’t fully healed, because I never would, nothing could erase the chorus of peers that shouted their disgust and hatred at just being in the same room as me. Nothing could erase the loud voice in my head that agreed with them. I was still able to hobble along and face the day with a smile on my face—albeit fake—and make everyone believe I wasn’t one to be coddled over. To pity, because that’s the worst thing someone could ever feel for you.

      Pity.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Use it wisely, and you’ll be able to overcome any battle.”

      

      

      “Aaaaand, that was the brand new track from Muse. One of the best bands of this century.”

      “They sure are Keith, they’ve come a long way and are ripping through the charts. Their musical evolution is quite eclectic, and the un-fearing way they approach their music is second to none. Because no band. No rock band could pull off what these guys have.”

      “Only Muse, only Muse.”

      

      I groaned at the loud voices of the radio presenters. Shut up! I groaned internally, hating that it was time to get up. It felt as if it had only been an hour since I fell asleep. With my head still buried deep in my pillow, my hand thumped around wildly, attempting to blindly stop the booming sounds from assaulting my ears further. Ouch. That was not the radio.

      With a heavy head, I turned to the side and pounded on the stop button before I rolled onto my back. With both a heavy heart and head, I released a loud breath and stared up at the ceiling.

      The start of a new school year. My final year. I had dreaded this day since the end of last year’s school year. Unlike most people who saw this opportunity to reconnect with friends they hadn’t seen all summer, I saw it as a way to, unfortunately, reconnect with the brutality that was school. My body was wracked with nerves, which had me up until three in the morning.

      It was safe to say I was not looking forward to today at all.

      However, despite my nerves and trepidation, I felt determined.

      Kind of.

      That’s what I kept telling myself last night as I tossed and turned. I had lost the remaining amount of weight I’d held onto, which would give everyone less ammunition to explode my heart into pieces. No longer would the hate-filled voices call me fatty, a cow, Violet from Charlie and the Chocolate Factory and start singing the Oompaloompa song. No longer would I have the popular people throw diet pills and cow shit at me. No longer would my friends have to come to my aid, and nearly get themselves expelled from school for going ape shit on people who had laughed at me or piled on. They would do almost anything to keep me from feeling pain.

      From the sting of the tears as they pierced through my ducts and rolled down my puffy eyes and rose-tinted cheeks, before landing on the tiled floor of the girl’s bathroom. Creating a beat to the tortured melody of my crying.

      I inhaled another deep breath. I was going to get through this year. I was going to show everyone that I was no longer big fat Isla the Cow of St. Mary’s. I had frozen my heart over the break in preparation. Nothing was going to shatter it.

      Nothing.

      I just had to remind myself that I was better than them. Better than the words they used to hurt me. Better than the words I used to hurt myself. I had to remember what my therapist had taught me. The exercises and mantras to battle the darkness within.

      During my insomnia riddled state, I had cleaned my room, laid out my clothes for the day and even got in a bit of exercise. You can do this Isla. You will ace it this year. You hear me? Don’t let those assholes get you down. You. Can. Do. This.

      I threw the covers off and jumped out of bed. Not out of excitement, but out of sheer determination. I collected my clothes from my desk chair, walked into the adjacent bathroom and stepped into the shower. The delicious heat of it hit my skin, searing me. For most people, the temperature would be way too hot. I’m not most people. I could handle physical pain. That was never an issue.

      After making sure I was clean, I allowed the water to draw me into a meditative state, dropping my head onto the tiled wall of the shower recess. I stayed like that for what seemed to be only minutes but must have been a lot longer, judging by the impatient banging on the bathroom door.

      “Honey! You better hurry up and get ready, Fatima and the girls will be here any minute,” my mother called.

      Groaning, I turned off the taps and stepped out of the safety of the shower, dried myself off and quickly got changed into my new clothes. They weren’t really that new, they were just a smaller size. My uniform was already a little big, secured by safety pins but I had lost some more weight over the break and now they were too big. Mom joked that I had better not lose any more weight from here on because her wallet wouldn’t be able to handle it.

      She joked, but I knew better. There was an underlying concerned warning that blended with it. We wouldn’t be able to afford it. The school was expensive enough as it was.

      “Will you hurry up?!” My mother shouted, banging on the door twice more when I hadn’t answered her.

      “Hold your horses, will you? I’m coming out now,” I snapped, pulling my hair up into a messy bun before slowly opening the door to the bathroom.

      Her eyes went wide and her mouth dropped. “My god, Isla… you look beautiful.” Her eyes watered, and her voice strained with emotion.

      I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. There she went again with the beautiful talk. Will you stop it with that? I’m not beautiful! I wanted to shout at her, but I knew it would fall on deaf ears and we’d end up in yet another argument.

      As if reading my thoughts, or maybe it was the repugnance she read, she ate up the distance between us, cupping my face with her soft hands, forcing me to look at her. “You are beautiful, and I’m not just saying that because I’m your mother. I’m saying that because it’s the truth. Don’t you dare let anyone make you feel any less than.”

      And there it was. The habitual pained look on her face. A pain I had caused because of my inability to see past my own inclinations. I would have done anything to have been able to take the stress away from her, from my parents. To make them happy. I just didn’t know how. I didn’t know how to fix me. I only knew how to get by.

      The only thing I could do was give her the same automated response I had perfected over the years. One I knew she realized was my instinctive response to satiate her worries. It was something we had both become complacent in and had accepted. Neither of us liked it but knowing it was all I could give at this time. We both accepted it. I gave her hand a quick squeeze, walked into my room and grabbed my things.

      Checking my phone, I noticed a missed call from Fatima. The girls were here and waiting outside for me. That was our thing. The days we picked each other up, we never actually got out of the car and knocked on the front door. We just pranked or messaged each other and waited. It’s what best friends did.

      “I gotta go, Mom, the girls are here.”

      I wanted to get out of here. Out of this situation and away from this discussion.

      “Okay, honey. Have a good day at school. You call me if you need me, okay?” Her eyes targeted mine and held me there.

      “Sure thing, Mom. I will.” Another lie. It was becoming all too casual and comfortable lying to her, it was almost scary. It shouldn’t be this easy to lie to the one person I should never lie to. Yet, here we were.

      Slinging my backpack over my shoulder, I walked down the stairs. Taking each step slowly, like if I wasn’t careful, the ground would break away and I’d fall down the rabbit hole, but instead of landing in Wonderland, I would fall to my death.

      I opened the front door and saw my fun-loving friends, laughing and involving themselves in animated chatter. My family. My sisters from different mothers. They were my heart and soul. My everything. They were also my best cheer squad and protectors. Because of them, I would try to be better. I would be happy and mean it. Or at least fake it so it was believable, because if anything, I was a pretty damn good actress when I needed to be.

      Most of the school dared not mess with me because, like a gang member, I was under their protection. They weren’t afraid to get their hands dirty and fight fire with a blazing inferno. The only people they couldn’t help me with—and it wasn’t for a lack of trying, it was because I begged them not to—was Stephanie Brynsworth and her little posse of narcissistic sociopaths. I had practically threatened my friends, well, my version of threatening, because I knew it would end badly if they went up against them. They were friends with everyone in the school, and while they weren’t seen as the popular girls, part of the main clique of bitches, they were popular. They were that well liked that being friends with me hadn’t hurt their social standing. They kept up pretenses to uphold the peace. Much to their chagrin, they played nice. They always let me have it though whenever they found out she had messed with me, but their loyalty forbade them to seek retribution.

      A flurry of butterflies was released in the pit of my stomach. A prelude of what was sure to come. I was close to back-peddling and running up to my room and locking it, never to be seen again.

      As if catching my nervous steps, Aniyah removed herself from Fatima’s vehicle and glided towards me, her beautiful dark hair swayed gracefully as she walked. She was one of the four stunners that were my friends, and a spitting image of Mila Kunis, with her big brown eyes and oval shaped face. She stood at just five foot five and hailed all the way from the motherland of the Czech Republic. She was a sight to behold, especially with the countless guys that tried to break through the wall she built to get into her pants. She wouldn’t have it though, she abhorred the guys at school, deeming them to be drooling Neanderthals who thought only with their pea-sized brains, and she wasn’t even referring to their dicks. She was a firecracker and a feisty one if pushed to the brink of her patience. She could also be extremely argumentative and somehow won most arguments she entered. Even if she was wrong. This was why she was the captain of the debate team. Also, the reason she was pursuing a career as a lawyer.

      She wrapped her arm around my shoulders and looked at me. “It’ll be okay Isla, we will be with you every step of the way. Even though we can’t be in all of your classes, we will walk with you to all of them. It is our highest priority to ensure that no harm befalls you.”

      I had argued with them to not go to such lengths, but they had insisted. To quote, verbatim, “No bitch or asshole is going to mess with our girl this year. You mess with one of us, you mess with all of us.” As much as I execrated it and argued with them until I was blue in the face, begging them to change their minds, I was extremely grateful. I supposed that deep down, I wanted the protection. The familiar. Last year had been hell for me, especially with Stephanie. I wasn’t sure I could last this time if I suffered a repeat this year.

      I draped my arm over her shoulder and looked down at her. “I know, and again, thank you for doing this for me, I—” she held her hand up to stop me.

      “There is nothing to thank us for. We are rodina, which means—”

      “Family.”

      “Exactly. And there is no way we are going to forget a member of our rodina.”

      I smiled at her, and I could feel the tears starting to brew. Blinking rapidly, I managed to force them to retreat back into their home. We walked to the car and got in the back with Aurora, while Thea sat in the passenger seat, with Fatima in the driver’s. I kissed my girls on the cheek before Fatima pulled away, and we headed to the reason I had spent half the night flitting around my room and bent over the toilet bowl, chucking my guts up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Fear is only as deep as the mind allows.”

        - Japanese Proverb

      

      

      Somehow, I had made it through the morning without any issues. I had my friends who walked to classes with me, stopping any snickers or taunts from people who dared to throw them my way. When I was in class, it was a little different, and I wished I could have held onto them and dragged them in with me. However, knowing that wasn’t remotely possible, I just took my seat at the back and put my headphones in and listened to my music until the teacher came. When I used to see my therapist, she asked me what was the one thing in this world that calmed me and allowed me to escape into a place that was just my own. My own haven away from the crowd, the noise, the angry and harsh tones that attacked me and sedated the inner voice attempting to burn me to ash.

      Music.

      It was my everything. I couldn’t hold a tune or play an instrument to save my life, but I loved it. It helped me through a lot of the tough times. Multiple playlists were created to help me through different struggles and emotions. It was my lifeline, and I used it to shut the world out when I wanted to be alone or when it was caving in on me.

      I sat down next to Thea in AP Chemistry. She was rattling on about god knew what, I wasn’t paying an ounce of attention to her. She hadn’t seemed to notice as she kept yammering on. I hadn’t seen my bully Stephanie all day, and I was becoming worried. Granted, it was only the morning, but usually, by now, I would have already run into her twice. My stomach had pulled tighter and tighter as the day went on. I just wanted to get it over and done with. Weird, right?

      I didn’t want to see her at all, but I hated knowing that she was out there somewhere and I had yet to see her. Because it was inevitable. What was she doing? What was she planning? This wasn’t some high school movie, where the popular girls were dumb as dog shit. Stephanie seemed to be blessed in all the ways that mattered. She was incredibly hot with a kickass body and everyone threw themselves at her feet. She was also incredibly smart and her future was exceptionally bright. Because of her high status in society and the positions her parents held within the community, she was set for becoming partner one day at her father’s accountancy firm.

      It was an excruciating five minutes waiting for her—even though there should be no reason she would be in this class—the ticking of the clock on the wall pounded in my ears as rivulets of sweat started to form and worm its way down my forehead. Thea’s voice was now a low drone as I continued to place all my attention on the door of the classroom. When the bell rang the warning for everyone to be in class and she still hadn’t appeared, I relaxed a little. She was never late.

      Mrs. Albright, the chemistry teacher, went to close the door until a hand held it open, making my head stop abruptly. Oh my god, she is here. This was it. My stomach dropped and my breath hitched. Why? Why did she have to ruin my favorite class? Accountancy had nothing to do with chemistry, but aeronautical engineering did. It had been my dream for a long time to become an aeronautical engineer at NASA. I had stupidly hoped, even if it was a sliver, that I could avoid her again. I would be facing the girl who made my life miserable ever since the first day of middle school.

      Everything around me ceased to exist, and I couldn’t even hear Thea who was trying to get my attention, I think. All I could think about was seeing Stephanie again and every single bit of pain I had felt at the hands of her bullying. The way her face lit up whenever she saw me alone because it meant that she could dole out whatever she wanted because I had the propensity to keep it all to myself. She knew that and had made damn sure that none of my friends were witness to her punishments. All of it came flashing through my mind like a demo reel.

      It wasn’t until a sharp pain raised up on my arm, that I was jerked out of my head and back to reality. I looked over to Thea whose eyes were screaming with fear and concern for me.

      “Isla? Are you okay? You’ve gone white,” she whispered.

      “Stephanie just walked in,” I responded numbly.

      Her brows furrowed in confusion and she glanced around the classroom before landing back on my face. “Ummm, Isla, no she didn’t.”

      What? I couldn’t have heard right. I took a brief moment, my eyes scanned the room, and because I couldn’t trust my vision, I looked again and no, she was right. Stephanie Brynsworth was not in my AP Chemistry class. I sunk into my seat, relaxing, ever so grateful for not having to face her at this exact moment, in this exact class. It would come, I still had Advanced English, Math and Religion, however, I was holding onto some miracle that she would not be placed in them.

      Downright foolish wishing, I know.

      “Isla. Isla Davenport. Isla!” The sound of Mrs. Albright’s annoyed tone forced me to pay attention. My head shot up to the front of the class.

      I looked at her sheepishly and could feel my cheeks being illuminated with a blush as embarrassment set in. The students around me snickered, which made me feel even worse. “I-I-I-I’m sorry, Mrs. Albright… what did you say again?” I stammered.

      With a heavy sigh, she repeated herself. Something I knew she detested doing. “I asked if you could lend Kristopher and Zayne Shai your textbook until they’re able to get theirs.” Her tone dripped with annoyance.

      I glanced over at the two guys who—when the hell did they enter?—stood next to her. I gulped at the sight of them. They were….fuck. They were gorgeous. You could tell they were brothers, as they looked remarkably similar to one another, except one had dark blonde hair and the other jet black with darker skin than the other. Both had piercing blue eyes and stood at around six foot three if I had to guess.

      I quickly averted my gaze when I saw that the dark haired guy’s attention was focused on me. Why is he staring at me? Great, another person that would be making my life miserable this year. Refusing to show any sign of weakness, I straightened up my back and nodded at her. She gestured for them to sit down, which was—great—next to me. Yep, well that would be why she asked me to share my textbook and not anybody else.

      I groaned inwardly as Thea leaned over and whispered, “Fuck, they’re hot. And their accents. Damn, I’m getting wet just hearing it.” And that’s my friend ladies and gentlemen. Extremely uncouth and downright embarrassing.

      “Oh, say that a little louder, I don’t think Canada heard,” I hissed back, a plea for her to shut up before they heard her.

      “Oh, lighten up. They can’t hear me,” she scolded, her eyes never leaving them as they sauntered over to their seats.

      I rolled my eyes at her blatant disrespect for social etiquette. Before they could speak to me or acknowledge my existence, I grabbed my textbook from my table and leaned over, practically throwing it down in front of the guy with the dark blonde hair.

      “Thanks.” Oh, mother of pearl, Thea was right. That accent could melt the panties off of anyone. Guys and girls. South African.

      Kristopher or Zayne, whichever one he was, had a moderately strong accent and it sparked a tingle of heat down below. Oh for god’s sake. Great, my damn ovaries were alert and voicing their approval of this guy. His brother remained indifferent and didn’t even thank me for the textbook, which, to be honest, I was appreciative of. I rebuked my body for reacting this way to these guys. It knew better than to be so responsive. Nothing was ever going to happen. Because hot guys don’t fall for rejected, ugly losers like me. I didn’t even look at them or acknowledge the dark blonde guy. Instead, I focused all my attention on Mrs. Albright as if she was the only person in the room.

      

      ……….

      

      “Holy cow, have you seen the new guys?!” Thea exclaimed when we sat down at our usual spot at the back of the school for lunch, which was away from everyone else. This spot had become one of the few places on school grounds I felt relatively comfortable being in, but only when my friends were around. It was still too close to school, even though not many people ventured out this way.

      The other girls lifted their heads up and nodded. “They are probably the hottest guys that have ever stepped foot in this school,” Fatima announced, practically swooning.

      I shook my head at them, they were ridiculous. Aurora shuffled back, making room for me as she patted the seat next to her, gesturing for me to sit down. I obligingly took the spot she offered.

      “Seriously, these guys are the cremé de la cremé of the male gene pool. Like fuck, I need to get myself to South Africa if this is how they breed them over there… or just bag myself one of the brothers. I wonder if they have girlfriends,” Fatima mused, tapping her finger on her chin as if deep in thought. “Surely they wouldn’t have girlfriends since they migrated all the way over here.”

      “I doubt it. Who would remain in a relationship with someone when they knew they were going to move to the other side of the world? They’re so mature and deep.” A glint in her eye as Thea stared starry-eyed off in the distance.

      “How do you know they’re mature and deep?” Aurora asked.

      “I can just tell by looking at them. They don’t lap up the attention of every girl who constantly falls at their feet and keep to themselves. They’ve hardly said two words to anyone and don’t buy in on the bullshit. It’s refreshing. They also look like guys that would bend you over and take you fast and hard. Dominate the fuck out of you in the bedroom unapologetically.”

      Soft footfalls sound close by, drawing closer by the second, grabbing my attention. My eyes grew wide when I saw three figures edging their way towards us. Zayne, Kristopher and some girl, that could only be their sister by how similar she looked to the guys, approached. I looked straight at Thea and trying to be as discreet as possible, I urged with my eyes and the swift shake of my head for her to shut up about them. And in true Thea fashion, she failed to see the urgency in said glare.

      “Are you okay, Isla? You look like a spastic fish.” Her guffaw seemed to amplify in the open fresh air.

      I shook my head at her and gestured for her to shut up, but again, she ignored me and continued on with her monologue of the two brothers. When a slight smirk lifted on the lips of the one I now knew to be Kristopher, and the laugh their sister was trying desperately to stifle, I knew it was too late. They had heard and were enjoying every minute of her exuberant speech.

      The only person who didn’t seem phased at all by the admiration and affection was Zayne. His expression emotionless as his gaze zeroed in on me, making me feel uncomfortable and wanting to flee the situation. I wanted to throttle her at that moment. Shake her crazy and slap her silly. She had no damn filter, and it got us into so much shit.

      I opened my mouth to say something when Aurora took it upon herself to rebuke Thea, who wasn’t the slightest bit phased. She wouldn’t be, it wasn’t in her nature to be embarrassed by her lack of filter. She’d always been that way, and while it generally didn’t bother me, this time it did. The amazing thing was that they didn’t outright acknowledge we had been talking about them. They continued to walk past us and found their own little spot.

      What the hell are they even doing here? Why weren’t they in the cafeteria with everyone else?

      Before things got bad with me and the popular group, we used to eat in the cafeteria. Now, we brought our lunch to school or grabbed lunch at the cafeteria and came out here to eat. We were left alone, and it sometimes saddened me to know that the only reason my friends came out here was because of me. They had friends in there. I didn’t. They told me they didn’t care, but I knew deep down that there were days they wished they could mingle with the crowd and join in on the energy and with their other friends.

      “Oh goodness me, Thea.” Even though Aniyah shook her head, I could see the smile that ghosted her lips.

      “So what? As if they don’t know how fuckable they are? Every girl gets wet as soon as they walk into a room, it’s like fucking Wet n’ Wild whenever they’re around.”

      I groaned some more and wished the ground would open up and swallow me whole.

      “By the way, Zayne is full on staring at you Isla,” Thea knelt down, whispering in my ear.

      What? No fucking way. I don’t get looked at. She’s probably mistaken and he’s staring at her, or one of my other friends. Not me. The only way he would be looking at me would be if he was finding a way to talk to me about my friends. Except he didn’t need to because it was obvious what they… well, at least one of them thought of him and his brother.

      “He is not staring at me, now drop the topic and shut up,” I hissed at her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          ZAYNE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “The most fascinating things in life can make you fall to your knees.”

      

      

      Kristopher was crapping on about some shit when I heard our names ring out in the fresh September air. It was starting to cool down, preparing for the winter that was getting closer and closer. This wasn’t something we were used to, but I welcomed the coolness opposed to the high scorching heat of home. Home, being South Africa. When our dad had advised us he had received a job offer in Los Feos Ricos, California, I had blown up, unlike my brother and sister who were happy for the change. I couldn’t understand it.

      It’s not like we were unfortunate with our father being the top neurosurgeon in the country. They just wanted to get away from the crime, the sadness and the depression that plagued the city of Johannesburg. I, on the other hand, didn’t want to move to the seaside city of California where the girls were prissy little bitches who wanted nothing more than to fall flat on their backs and be fucked by any rich man that wandered into the vicinity of their cunt.

      There wasn’t anything less appealing than vapid girls who humped your leg like a fucking chihuahua. And I hadn’t been the least bit wrong. The girls were practically throwing their panties at us as we walked the halls. Kristopher, being the more polite of us, grinned and thanked the girls, while I ignored them as if they didn’t even exist. This, however, seemed to do the opposite of what I wanted, and they fought like animals to be the one to grab my attention. They could keep trying, it was never going to happen. Never. Because they didn’t see us as regular guys, all they saw was fresh meat. They wanted us because we were exotic, had natural tans and spoke in a different accent. It was pathetic.

      When we rounded the corner of the bathroom block, I saw where the discussion of us came from. I couldn’t tell who the girl was that was talking, didn’t give a fuck, but I recognized the girl that was sitting staring wide-eyed at her friend. Isla Davenport. She was an enigma. The only girl that seemed unfazed by our small schoolyard celebrity status. In fact, she ran the other way, wanting nothing to do with us. She purposefully averted her gaze when Kristopher spoke to her when we were first introduced in AP Chemistry, to the point of pretending we weren’t even there. Why was she the only one ignoring us? I’m not a pretentious and vain asshole, but I’m also not going to pretend that we weren’t a couple of good-looking guys either. She intrigued me straight away and grabbed my attention, which was hard to do, but it wasn’t enough to give a fucking shit about her.

      “Should we make ourselves known?” My sister, Jenique asked.

      “Nah, let them keep on going. It’ll be funny when she finally realizes we heard every word. And plus, who gets sick of hearing how hot they are?” Kristopher chuckled and then swore when Jen jabbed him hard in the ribs.

      Jen was two years younger than us. She had made friends and they asked her to sit with them, but she had decided not to. I didn’t mind, I loved my sister. We didn’t have the same annoying and fucked up hang-ups other siblings had. We all hung out and looked out for each other. She was brutally honest and called me on my bullshit, and I protected her from every fucker who dared step up to her. Not that she needed it. Growing up in South Africa, we all knew how to protect ourselves. If you didn’t know how to protect yourself there, you’d end up six feet under.

      We sauntered past and made our way to a spot not far from Isla and her friends. The girl, who I recognized as… fuck, what the fuck was her name? I didn’t care enough to remember it because she didn’t matter, and she wasn’t the one that had pulled my attention. It was Isla. What the fuck was it about this girl that stopped me from thinking about anything else but her? It couldn’t just be due to the fact that she ignored us. There was something about her. Something I wanted to figure out. It was like a massive and thick wall was erected around her. I could see she was tortured, and I wanted to know why. What could a girl who didn’t know anything about hardships be fucking hardened by? What had happened to her to make her want to close the door on anyone who wasn’t her friend?

      I hadn’t realized I was staring at her until Kristopher spoke up. “Dude, cut the shit, man. You look like a fucking stalker staring at her like that.”

      I frowned at him. “I’m not fucking staring at her,” I retorted. Liar.

      “Yeah sure, that’s why Thea is looking this way and whispering to Isla. Stop being a fucking creeper.”

      When her eyes met mine briefly before her face went bright red, the freckles that dusted her nose and cheeks became darker, before frowning and turning back around. Fuck. What the hell was this girl’s problem? Well, staring at people like they’re your next fucking victim isn’t usually socially acceptable. I tore my eyes away from her, determined to shake her from my thoughts. I opened up the plastic container housing my egg salad sandwich, putting all my attention into this simple task.

      “Seriously, Brother, what was that?” Jen asked.

      “Nothing!” I snapped at her, eliciting a scowl. Scrubbing my hand over my face, I sighed. “Sorry,” I grumbled.

      “It’s okay. So, out with it.”

      I growled at her prodding, because intrigue aside, there wasn’t anything overly appealing about this girl. She had tendencies like a rat, like scurrying away at the first sign of humans. She chose to spend her time in near muted silence, save the few times I caught her mumbling under her breath when she didn’t think anyone could hear. She did it more often than I thought she realized, which made me think that she was of the belief no one ever paid her any attention.

      The most appealing thing about her were her looks. She was beautiful but not in an obvious way. Her curly hair was thick and little strands stuck out as if she was constantly being electrocuted. Her bright green eyes were this amazingly stunning shade of green I had never seen on anyone. They were also so big, they were practically too big for her head but they were also expressive and told a story she tried so hard to conceal. Her best feature, however, were her beautifully plump lips that made you automatically picture them wrapped tightly around your cock. Her skin was pale and her strawberry blonde hair did nothing to help her look darker. She had features that shouldn’t belong together, but they did wonders for her and she was the most physically intriguing girl I had ever laid eyes on.

      The thing that made her even more attractive, however, was how oblivious she was to her own beauty. That was the sexiest thing for me. I despised women who knew how good looking they were because they flaunted it and shoved it in your face, expecting everyone to appraise them and appreciate their beauty as much as they did. It was sickening and the biggest boner killer in the world.

      “Nothing. There is nothing interesting about her. Now drop the fucking subject.”

      “Fine, whatever. Just quit looking at her like you want to eat her.”

      Kristopher threw his head back and let out a burst of raucous laughter. Knowing full well what was going on in that dirty head of his, I smacked him across the back of the head and he fell back, his laughter becoming louder, earning a quizzical look from Isla’s friends.

      I was grateful for the bell sounding the end of lunch and it didn’t escape my notice that Isla jumped up and power walked away from us as quickly as her legs could take her. I watched as her deliciously curvy body distanced itself from me.
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        * * *

      

      “How was the first day of school?” My father asked at the dinner table.

      “It was good. Made some friends and slipped into each class easily. Loving my art class already,” Jen responded between bites of her fish.

      I allowed my siblings to answer the question because I hated answering that kind of shit. School was fucking school, regardless of the new country and new environment, it was the fucking same. There were just more white people, and everyone dressed in preppy uniforms that made me feel as if I’d been castrated. I continued to eat my meal of fish and vegetables, a staple it seemed in a lot of westernized cities that dappled the ocean. I wasn’t complaining, it was a welcomed change to the cuisine back in Africa.

      When I was done, I excused myself from the kitchen table, washed up and went straight to my room. As it was the first day, there wasn’t any homework which was good, because the last thing I wanted to fucking do was school work.

      Don’t get me wrong, I’m not one of the stuck-up jocks or burnouts that couldn’t care less. I was going to become a doctor, just like my father, and not because he forced it on me, but because I wanted to help people. I’d seen the shit the less fortunate in Johannesburg received and it was deplorable that they lived in such squalor, while I lived in Africa’s version of an ivory fucking tower. I wanted to do more for the people who were the foundation of the country I grew up in. I wanted to work for Doctors Without Borders and care for those who didn’t have the means to care for themselves. Because what was the point of being a doctor if you couldn’t treat those who truly needed it?

      It was the one thing my dad wished he could have done and was set to doing until my mother fell pregnant with me. He didn’t hold it against me, reminding me that it was my fault, because he didn’t see it that way. I was his miracle, and I always suspected in some way, he was grateful for my arrival. He never got to have the experience he wanted, and I think eventually, he just forgot about it. A year later my brother came and two years later my sister came.

      I closed my bedroom door and picked up my guitar. Ever since I was young, I had loved music. I was so passionate about it, my parents urged me to take it up and make it my dream. I was realistic though and knew that most likely I wouldn’t be able to make a career out of it. Plus, I didn’t want the pressure of trying to please people, most of whom, I was sure I wouldn’t even give a flying fuck about.

      Plucking my guitar pick from the table, I balanced the guitar on my leg and played the song that drew me to the guitar in the first place. It always seemed to soothe whatever sorrow that clutched at my soul. The light and dark shades of the guitar, the lyrics that seemed to bore straight into my brain and strike at my heart. To most people, this song was purely one of Metallica’s best songs. For me, it was so much more than that. It taught me to be me, to stop trying to live up to the expectations and perceptions of other people. To stop caring about what other people wanted and thought.

      It was the turning point of my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Determination can lead to our greatest accomplishments”

      

      

      Today will be a good day.

      I will NOT let anyone get to me.

      If I see Stephanie, I will NOT let her get to me.

      I will raise my head high and walk with confidence.

      I WILL get through the day unscathed, and without using my friends as a shield.

      I recited my mantra from last night over again. Even though the first day of school had been relatively okay, it meant nothing. I doubted I would be lucky enough to not see Stephanie two days in a row. If I had a minute chance to actuate said mantra, I needed to harden the fuck up. That’s what normal people did, right? Hardened the fuck up and faced their fears. So, I was going to be a normal person and do exactly that.

      Or at least I’d try.

      “No Isla! You will do exactly that,” I whispered fiercely to myself.

      Yes. Okay, you can do this.

      I looked up at the flight of steps that led into the front doors of the school, taking deep breaths, composing myself. This place was what my nightmares were made of. Instead of picturing a normal exterior of a school, I saw a dark and twisted monster, its mouth lifted into a sneer, trying to coerce me into stepping inside its gaping mouth and through the dark halls of its body.

      With all the bravery I could muster—and believe me, it wasn’t much—I killed the engine, hopped out of my car, making sure to lock it. With my back ramrod straight, I held my head high, put on my big girl panties and sauntered up to the steps of the school. I took my phone out of my pocket and hit shuffle on my “Be Brave” playlist. The sweet sound of drums, synths, and bass kicking off the track, It’s Nice to Know You Work Alone by Silversun Pickups. I pushed open the doors to the school. And as I crossed over the threshold, the electric guitar with its gritty distortion was welcomed into the track, timed perfectly with my first step into the hall. I wandered down the long path lined with metal boxes, as the disjointed and fluid bodies moved in time with the beat of the music. I autonomously trudge along to my locker. So far so good. There were no problems. No one took notice of me, which was nice. I had wanted to be invisible here ever since Stephanie upped her torture game and really started to make my life hell. It was nice. So nice, a smile actually dared to form on my face.

      If only I remembered how short-lived happiness could be.

      I landed with a shooting pain up my left arm as I collided with the lockers, my headphones free falling out of my ears. The padlock dug into my arm, a sharp gasp escaped my lips when my head smacked against the cold metal.

      “Well, well, well. Look who it is. I almost didn’t recognize you, Isla the Cow.”

      I cringed at the menacingly sweet voice of Stephanie, and the epithet she so delightfully created for me.

      Note to self. Don’t EVER drop your guard for a second. Don’t snuggle into the arms of happiness. Even for a split second. Because it’s false. An illusion. A deception to lull you into a false sense of comfort before it metaphorically pulled the rug from under your feet and you ended up turtling, struggling to get back up.

      A large hand gripped my arm, yanking me forward, before slamming me back against the lockers. I stared into the dark pools of abyss of Lucas Crowe. Star quarterback and Stephanie’s boyfriend. They were the power couple, inevitable prom king and queen, and ruthless dictators with a capital DICK.

      Instinctively, I closed my eyes and took myself back to the only time where I had the strength to fight back and not care about what other people thought of me. When I was strong enough to shield their words from my fragile heart.

      I was eight at the time, and in elementary school. A wide-eyed and excitable child without a care in the world. I had a crush on Billy Walker, a boy I only had eyes for. He was my first love… Everyone knew I was in love with him, albeit, it was childlike, but it was still love. I just thought he was really cute and therefore it clouded my prepubescent mind into thinking I was in love with him.

      The day I professed my love for him I grabbed his hand on the playground and asked to talk to him. I had to tell him that day and release the pressure from my chest, and I had to know how he felt. I led him away from his friends, from our friends, and while looking down at my feet dancing a nervous shuffle to a tune only I could hear. I blurted the words of my love to him, listing all the reasons I adored him.

      When I finished, he had laughed in my face. Saddened by his sudden reaction, I looked up and saw him doubled over with laughter while wiping tears from his eyes.

      “Oh geeze Isla, thanks for the laugh, but I don’t like you. You’re ugly,” he spat out, while continuing to laugh at me and point, grabbing the attention of our friends that were close by. And just like that, the nerves died, the sadness dissipated and there was a new feeling. Anger. Hard-boiled anger. Springing my arm back I released and clocked him straight in the face. I was furious that he had the audacity to laugh in my face, and angry he would tell me I was ugly.

      This should have been the gateway to all future experiences with guys and my eventual reaction to the treatment from people at school, but it wasn’t. This was the one time in my life, I didn’t care about the consequences and stood up for myself.

      I was a warrior that day, exacting my revenge in a way that made me feel powerful. If only I retained that power now. I knew it was weird to think of a time where I hit someone for their deplorable words and actions, but it was hard to move away from the only time I’d ever felt strong.

      In control.

      Confident.

      I lost everything I used to be once I met Stephanie. I wished I could get that little girl back. I wished I could raise her from the proverbial grave, but no matter how hard I tried to get the strength to bring forth the feisty little girl who didn’t seem to give a rat’s ass about what anyone thought; I couldn’t. Stephanie seemed to shut down all my defences and leave me a crumbling, sobbing mess.

      The only thing that kept me going each year wasn’t my family or my wonderful friends. It was knowing that I was going to get away from here, away from her, and go live my life far from the constant bullshit of school that plagued my very existence and move on. I just had to get through this year. I was going to break into the world of aeronautics and turn it on its head. Seems like a very unconventional career for a girl, right? I could say how sexist it is, but in fact, it would be the truth. Aeronautics is not a career many girls choose to be involved in and it’s still a very male-dominated industry, but I was determined. My love of it came from my love of flying. There was nothing more freeing about being in the sky, where there were no worries.

      No drama.

      No bullshit. Nothing could get me when I was that high in the air.

      Not Stephanie.

      Not her brainless sheep.

      Not her spiteful words.

      None of it.

      So here I was, face to face with Stephanie. Fucking. Brynsworth. Or as my friends called her, Queen Cuntnugget. I hate the C-bomb. I’m not a straight edged person in the least, but I have my limits. That word just seemed so dirty and made you sound like a dipshit hick, which I certainly wasn’t. And neither were my friends, which is why I hated when they dropped it so casually, save for Aniyah. She was mature for her age and well beyond her years. She was more like the high society, upper east side women. Prim and proper. Besides my reservations for the word, it was perfect to describe Stephanie. She really was a Cee U Next Tuesday.

      She smirked at me, eyes shining brightly with mischievous intent. Lucas, Kirsten, Trevor, Leanne, and Michael surrounded her in a protective bubble. They didn’t want anybody to see what they were about to do to me. They were smart about it. They didn’t station themselves to look guilty. It was casual and hid their maniacal intent.

      “I take it those diet pills worked well for you. Or was your head hung over the toilet bowl after every meal?”

      I didn’t respond. Just remained flush against the lockers. Trying not to blink too much to give away how scared I was. How my anxiety was increasing quickly.

      “Did all the acid you vomited ruin your ability to speak?”

      I still didn’t respond. Just remained flush against the lockers.

      “I repeat. Did all the acid you barfed up ruin your ability to speak?” Stephanie’s voice raised a little in annoyance.

      I still chose to remain silent.

      “You know, it’s rude not to answer when someone asks you a question. Now, are you a rude person, Isla?” She asked, closing the sliver of space that remained between us. I clenched my hands into fists, my nails digging straight into my palms. A second later, a trickle of moisture ran through my fingers. Blood.

      Thwack!

      The sound of a hand against metal rang in my ears and my eyes slammed shut. They stayed that way as I attempted to settle my raging breath. The chorus of laughs was all I needed to know that my attempt was useless.

      Hot air brushed the wild bits of hair around my ear, and my breath hitched, my lip quivered.

      “Answer the fucking question, Isla,” Lucas’ voice demanded.

      I didn’t want to respond. All I wanted to do was run away and never turn back. I didn’t know what I was thinking before. I couldn’t do this. Every day. Go up against them. I could barely survive this moment. I was stupid for thinking that things would be different this year. That I could be different this year. Be stronger.

      Another slam came from close to my left. My time was over. I had to answer them or something worse would happen, and if I didn’t leave now, I would never make it to my next class on time.

      With as much confidence as I could gather up, I gave them what they wanted. “I ate healthy and exercised.” My voice sounded strong, but it was anything but.

      “Now was that so hard, Isla?” Stephanie’s condescending tone made me shrink down a little.

      I shook my head.

      “Well, it doesn’t really matter what you do Isla, you’re still going to be Isla the Cow of St. Mary’s. You can take the fat out of the girl, but you can’t take the girl out of the fat, and you will always be hideous. What’s the saying?” she asked. It was rhetorical of course. An act as she cocked her head to the side and tapped her forefinger on her chin, feigning deep thought. “Oh, that’s it.” She snapped her fingers. “Mutton dressed as lamb,” she said with a smirk.

      “I-I-I gotta get to m-m-m-math class,” I stammered.

      “You’re not going any—”

      “Kirsten, Michael, Lucas and the rest of you, get to your next class, now!” Everyone turned their heads to the authorative voice that sliced through the air. I was thankful for the interference, and when the others had broken the circle, I slipped away, went straight to my locker and headed to math class.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words can never hurt me.”

      

      

      

      Past - Five Years Ago

      

      The first day of middle school. I had been waiting for this day since, well, ever since the middle of elementary school. Most people thought I was crazy for being excited about middle school. I reason I was so excited was because it looked fun. I’d see the students parading around and laughing, talking about boys, and the stuff they got to learn, and I yearned for it. I wanted to learn new things; I had always been that way. I went through elementary with top marks and craved more. More than they could actually give me.

      I wasn’t a super nerd with an extremely high IQ. I was smarter than most but was definitely not Stephen Hawking smart. No, I was just smart enough to gain an accomplished career in whichever field I chose. That was thanks to my parents. They nurtured my insatiable thirst for knowledge and would always give me new books to read, documentaries to watch. Anything that added another shelf to the education bookshelf in my brain, they gave it to me.

      When Mom and Dad told me I would be attending St. Mary’s, I was shocked. The school was expensive and we didn’t have that kind of money. The only way to get into a school like that, would be through a scholarship. So that’s how I got in. With my excellent marks, I was accepted into the school on the spot. I still hadn’t wanted to attend, but my parents were rather set on it happening, stating that it was the best school in the state.

      The only redeeming factor I found in attending St. Mary’s, was the fact that I would be going with my best friends, Aniyah and Thea, which was a good thing too, because St. Mary’s started off in middle school and continued all the way until the end of high school. I had grown up with them and we were thick as thieves. Thea and I knew each other since we were in kindergarten, however, Aniyah didn’t attend until third grade. She was fresh from the village—as she would put it—coming all the way from the Czech Republic. Couldn’t speak a lick of English and Thea and I took pity on her, wrangled her into our clique and forced her to become our friend.

      “Isla! Come on! We’re leaving in fifteen minutes and you still haven’t eaten breakfast! Get your butt down here now!” My mom called from downstairs.

      “I’m coming, Mom!” I called down to her.

      I allowed one last look at myself and smiled. I looked good. With my annoyingly unruly curly hair I had to wrestle into a ponytail and top off with ribbons that were the school’s signature colors. Navy and light blue with gold trim, they matched my smart looking uniform. Pleased, I grabbed my backpack and made my way downstairs, and into the kitchen.

      “Well look at our little girl,” my dad said, beaming with pride.

      I rolled my eyes playfully and smiled back. I loved my parents dearly. For everything they did for me, for never pressuring me, for allowing me to be me and never forcing me to conform to society’s expectations. Living on the west coast can be challenging, especially when you live about forty-five minutes outside of Los Angeles, right on the beach, and amongst the privileged. We weren’t wealthy, not by a long shot, but we weren’t poor either. We sat comfortably in the middle-class section of life.

      I sat down in the spot next to Dad, where two pieces of toast sat invitingly on a plate. It glistened with the silky paint of butter, a perfect marriage of aromas and I inhaled it, savoring it. I loved the smell of toast and butter. Finishing off the last piece, I kissed my dad quickly on the cheek and waved him goodbye as I headed to the front door to an awaiting and impatient Mom.

      “Have fun at school!” he called out.

      “So how were your parents this morning?” Thea asked as we stood on the curb at the front of the school.

      “My parents were calm as expected,” Aniyah responded.

      “Mine were good. I take it Mr. and Mrs. Lindström were a bit stressed this morning?” I giggled.

      “Stressed?! That’s an understatement,” she exclaimed dramatically, throwing her hands up in the air. “Both of them were crying! They were crying for crying out loud. They were so embarrassing. I’m just happy that it was all behind closed doors and that they weren’t the ones to take me to school. It didn’t stop them from begging me to do it though. Could you imagine? A bawling and snotty nosed Alicia Lindström and a hyperactive Mr. Oscar Lindström. I would become a social pariah before the official school day started.”

      I chuckled at her overdramatic behavior. She was always like this, but it wasn’t annoying. It was rather comical. Despite the random dramatic flare-ups, she loved her parents dearly. They were some of the best people I knew and considered them my second parents.

      “They’re just happy for you. Their little girl is in middle school! They know what that entails. These are the most important years of school. These years will determine your future. And then there’s the added bonus of worrying about boys and teen pregnancy and all that stuff.”

      “Oh god, don’t make me think of that! I don’t want to know how they’re going to be when I get a boyfriend!”

      Aniyah and I looked at each other and laughed.

      “Everything will be fine, and I wouldn’t worry about that now. You’ve got a good few years to go until you have to worry about your parents’ reaction to your relationship status. For now, we should worry about surviving our first day of school,” Aniyah explained.

      She was right. We had one thing and one thing only to think about. Surviving the first day of the big bad world.

      Middle school.

      We strolled up the path towards the steps that led to the front door. Determination and excitement swirled together to flow through each of us. I didn’t have to look at Aniyah and Thea to know that the look painted on theirs was the same as mine. Taking one last glance at each other, we gripped the handles of the doors and pulled them open. A cacophony of sounds thundered our way, hitting us in an invisible wall of energy. The hallway was loud with people, teachers were slithering through the sea of predators, as each student failed to recognize those around them and rumble through to get to where they needed to be. It wasn’t what I had expected, and I struggled to find calm within myself.

      I reached inside my skirt pocket and found my phone, but not my headphones, ones I never left home without and cursed inwardly. My mind was instantly transported straight to my bedroom where I could clearly see them lying on my neatly made up bed. The blood rushed to my face and I felt a heat spread quickly across it. A pounding immediately followed and I suddenly felt odd. This feeling was unfamiliar, my body felt heavy and weak. I felt hot, clammy and cold. A hand gripped firmly, but softly onto mine.

      “It’s okay, Isla. It’s a little overwhelming, but it’ll be okay.” Aniyah’s words weren’t anything amazing, profound or life-changing, but it was the tone in which it was delivered. The sweet and soothing timbre of her voice seemed to relax me. I gave her hand a quick squeeze, a silent confirmation that I would be okay. Because I was. As long as I had my friends by my side, I was going to be okay.

      We all were.

      Aniyah, Thea and I had most of our classes together which was amazing and something I was so grateful for. Coming to this new school where you were surrounded by the silver spooners who lived in the highest room of their ivory castles, it was nice to know that there were people beside me that weren’t completely privileged Americans.
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        * * *

      

      “I think I’m in love!” Thea announced as we made our way to the cafeteria. Aniyah and I looked at each other and rolled our eyes.

      This was typical of our friend. She had a very grandiose idea of love, even at such a young age. She fell easy and she fell hard.

      “Who this time?” I asked.

      “Billy Winchester,” she said dreamily. She had that faraway look in her eyes and I could tell she was no longer with us.

      “What is so endearing about Mr. Billy Winchester?” Aniyah asked, always the formal one. She was so proper, it was amazing coming from someone that wasn’t British or ninety.

      “He’s sooo damn hot! Dirty blonde hair, piercing green eyes, and his body! My go-o-o-o-od!”

      “How have you seen his body already?!” I was mortified. This girl could go from zero to a hundred with guys at the snap of a finger. She was ridiculous and if she wasn’t neutered she would end up humping every guy in this place.

      “I haven’t, but you can totally tell he has a killer bod underneath those annoying clothes,” she replied, winking at me.

      She was unbelievable.

      We sat down at a free spot after getting our lunch, and after a few minutes two other girls came up to our spot and I blinked back surprise. They were, nothing short of, beautiful and were perfectly matched with my two friends. In fact, they were so gorgeous I was certain that they were the popular kids and I wasn’t sure why they were wanting to sit with us.

      “Oh hey, guys! Sit, sit,” Thea said jovially.

      A girl with dark brown wavy hair sat down next to me, while a girl with black hair sat next to Thea.

      “Guys, this is Aurora and Fatima. They’re in my science class. Aurora and Fatima, these are my best friends, Isla and Aniyah. Oh my god, Isla, that guy is totally checking you out.”

      I lifted my head up from my lunch with a quizzical expression. No way. I looked around to see who Thea was talking about and spotted a guy with light brown hair looking my way. He wasn’t just looking though, he was outright staring. Eyes bugged out as he did, and as flattering as it was, it was also kind of creepy. Trust you to attract the freaks Isla.

      “He’s so damn creepy though, look at him,” I whispered to them, because, in my warped thinking, talking at a normal volume would attract his attention. The kind of attention I didn’t want. I was already getting enough of it and I hadn’t even done anything.

      “He’s probably just really shy and doesn’t know what to do with himself so he acts in a really creepy way. Don’t say no, just go talk to him,” Thea encouraged.

      “Ummm, no. No thank you.” I cut the conversation short and proceeded to talk to Fatima and Aurora.

      When the bell signaled the end of lunch, we started heading to our next class. It was music. I loved music, it was my life, but I couldn’t sing or play to save said life. And believe me, it wasn’t for a lack of trying. I didn’t have that raw talent, and therefore I sucked it big time. I was all about the intellectual stuff. I was a bookworm, a straight A student, watched documentaries and read history books in my free time. I was a boring as shit teenager.

      “I don’t know. I don’t think I could speak to someone who was looking at me as if I were his next victim,” I started, returning back to the conversation from lunch while we walked.

      My friends laughed out loud.

      “He wasn’t staring at you, ugmo. He was staring at your friends,” said a voice before I was forcibly introduced to the row of lockers that lined the wall. A chorus of laughter quickly followed and I turned to the intruder to see the huge smile of some girl. She stood with her arms crossed and one leg sticking out. I suspected, a somewhat signature pose for her, as her eyes roved over me in scrutiny. And what she saw, she definitely didn’t approve. She spun around and kept on walking, taking it upon herself to really punch in her point.

      “People so damn fugly shouldn’t be allowed to breathe in the same air as people who actually have looks, which matter most,” she announced to the hall of students moving around, which earned the laughter from her group of friends and people around her.

      “That damn bitch!” Thea exclaimed, dropping her backpack and heading in her direction. I stopped her and shook my head when she looked at me.

      “What? But she—”

      “No, Thea.” I shook my head.

      “But… Are you really going to let her—”

      “She’s not worth it. Just move on. I have,” I stated with a shrug.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          zayne

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Bullying comes in many forms, cultures, and ages. It doesn’t discriminate.”

      

      

      Another day of school. Another day of girls flaunting their assets in front of me and acting like fucking idiots, trying to hail me down and give them the time of day. I thought about giving them what they wanted, the attention they craved above all else. Thought about whether that would change their ridiculous behaviour. However, seeing how they were with Kris, it seemed it did nothing to satiate their needs. It only made their panties wetter and them froth like a damn dog, clutching themselves to mine and Kris’ legs, jackrabbiting them as we walked along. What was wrong with these fucking girls? How did they not get the message that I wanted absolutely nothing to do with them?

      “So, what class do you have now?” Kris asked me.

      “Math with Mr. Casey.”

      “Hi, Zayne!” I ignore the high-pitched girl walking alongside me like I did every day. Please get the fuck away from me. “How are you finding the school? Do you like living in America? Have you settled in alright? I love your accent. It’s sooo hot.”

      I wanted nothing more than to push this yelping bitch out of my space. She was the Energizer Bunny if the Energizer Bunny had snorted ten lines of coke, five lines of speed and was high on MDMA. How could someone be that happy all the time? I would say I wanted to have what she was on, but I think I’d rather blow my brains out than be so goddamn on every day. I didn’t think this girl even had an off switch.

      “Hi, I’m Kristopher.” Always the gentleman, he much rather play nice with people. I hate people, so my capacity to play nice was nonexistent.

      “I know,” she giggled with annoying delight.

      I sauntered off in the opposite direction, leaving the yelping clinger alone with my brother. I shook my head and entered the room of my math class. I made sure I was early because I wanted a seat at the back. I didn’t want anyone to talk to or acknowledge me, and if people were to walk past, they would be more inclined to speak to me and I couldn’t have that.

      When I walked in, however, I noticed Isla sitting alone in the back corner. Head down and bopping in time to the music the rest of the world wasn’t privy to hearing. Her foot was tapping away to the beat of the music and she was scribbling something down in a notebook. Something in me wanted to be next to her, I didn’t know what it was. Without any conscious thought, I walked over and sat down at the desk next to her. It didn’t pass my notice that she stiffened as soon as I drew near. Whatever this girl’s hang-up was with people, I had no idea. For some fucked up reason, I wanted to find out.

      Had to find out.

      I allowed my eyes to rove over her. Her hair was up in a messy bun that still managed to look stylish. Unlike most of the girls at school, she didn’t utilize the Catholic school uniform to fulfill the dream of every boy in this place, adding them to their spank banks and becoming the star of their wet dreams. The blouse sat loosely over her bountiful breasts and hips. Her skirt sat below her knees and somehow, this look was much more arousing to me than the whore-ish appearance the others sported.

      I found it so annoyingly attractive, my cock twitched at the sight. I looked up to meet her intense green eyes and piercing frown. She did not appreciate me appreciating her like a creep and I averted my eyes to the front of the class. The rest of the students filed in quickly and within a few minutes, it was full.

      Mr. Casey walked in carrying his shoulder bag and a couple of textbooks in his other arm, before hanging the bag on his chair and placing the textbooks down on the table.

      “Okay students, get your textbooks out and turn to Page 10.” He turned around to face the blackboard, picking up a piece of chalk and scribbling an equation on the board. This was easy. “Swanson, can you tell me the answer to this equation?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Not good enough. We went over this yesterday, the entire class mind you. I expect you to do better tomorrow Mr. Swanson. You are in Advanced Math. Get yourself together. I will give you this week as a pass. As of next week, you fail to do your studies and answer a question on something we’ve covered, you’ll be put in detention. This is your senior year, which means, no more messing around. All of you are off to college next year. You won’t be able to fake your way through your classes there,” he barked. “Now, Miss. Davenport, please come up to the front and demonstrate how you solve the equation.”

      My head whipped straight to Isla. I could practically feel the unease coming off of her on my skin. Slowly, she pushed her chair out and made her way to the front of the class. A mooing sound came from my left, which only made her trip over herself a little. My eyes scanned the room to where the mooing came from. The asshole sitting back in his chair, chuckling at his pathetic and childish action. If we weren’t in class, I would show this cunt a thing or two about fucking respect. I white knuckled the desk, forcing myself not to leap up and have his smirking face meet my fist. Over and over again, while I devoured the screaming pleas that poured from his mouth.

      I hated nothing more in this world than bullying. It was distasteful and a pathetic attempt at dominance. I knew what it was like to be beaten down by the maggots of the world. I understood what it was like to have hatred thrown your way. I knew exactly how she felt. And this wretched piece of shit had made her trip and then cackled when she did. She barely made it to the blackboard, shaking wildly as the scrawl came out jumpy and more like it was the results of a lie detector. Head down, she made her way back to her seat, slinking down. I feared she would slip off and smack her head on the corner of her desk.

      

      The remainder of the lesson was uneventful. More complex equations and more berating from Mr. Casey, but no more vile words aimed at Isla. When the bell rung the period's end, she had already packed up her things and was the first person to exit the classroom. I didn’t bother following her. She wasn’t my target. My target was the prick who had wrongfully decided to moo like a cow.

      I had to give it to her, she was a strong girl. Most people would have cried and run out of the class. Not her though. Isla hadn’t even teared up. Her posture was defeated, her expression was forlorn, but she hadn’t cried. It told me one thing. She was used to this.

      Fucking. Used. To. It.

      No person should ever get used to being bullied. My entire body heated up, boiling my blood so much I felt it would burn me from the inside out. A dark storm circled around me.

      The thing about bullies is you can ignore them as much as you damn well want, but it won’t do jack. All those people that crap on about how if you ignore a bully, they’ll eventually grow tired and move on.

      Bull. Fucking. Shit.

      Bullies didn’t stop, because they were covering up for some fucked up issue they had in their lives, and I wasn’t one of those people who forgave them because they were having a hard damn time. Most people in this world suffered one way or another. It didn’t give you the prerogative to be a cunt. The only thing bullies reacted to was getting a piece of their own fucking medicine. Quickly surveying the hall, the coast all clear of teachers, I power walked up to the asshole known as Clinton Booker, grabbed him by the shoulders and pulled him into the boys' bathroom, barking at whoever was in there to get out.

      “What the fuck man!” He yelled as I slammed him against the tiled wall and got into his face.

      He didn’t look the slightest bit scared which made me smirk, because he fucking should be. Clinton pushed me away. “What the fuck is your problem man?!”

      My hand shot out and I secured a tight grip around his throat, pushing him back against the tile. “If I ever catch you pulling that shit you did back in class again, I will make sure to repay the favor.”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” he choked out.

      “Let me make it clearer for you then. You start mooing at Isla again and I will deliver you back home so fucked up, not even your mother will be able to recognize you. Understand now? Or do I need to give you a taste of exactly what I mean?”

      His Adam’s Apple twitched against my fingers.

      Satisfied my message had been received, I removed my hand from around his scrawny little neck and walked away. Leaving him to ponder what had just happened.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Man’s best friend is a person’s true companion.”

      

      

      Zayne. Fucking. Shai.

      Sexy South African god with tanned skin that made you want to lick it.

      Ewww. That is hands down the most disgusting thing I’ve ever thought in my life.

      With piercing blue eyes and a mop of jet-black, wavy hair I could run my fingers through every second of every day. I had no idea what made him feel so inclined as to protect me. I’d heard from my friends who had heard along the grapevine, that after the not so stellar showing of intellect from Clinton Brooker in math, he had threatened him in the boy's bathroom.

      Why would he want to save me from any torture or humiliation? Nobody, save my friends, had ever wanted to protect me. He didn’t know me. Geeze, we had never even spoken a word to each other, but there he was, acting as my white knight in not-so-shining armor.

      “He likes you,” Thea said as we were sitting down in our usual spot. She had kickstarted the conversation about Zayne.

      “Why do you keep saying that? He doesn’t like me. Nobody likes me.”

      “Will you stop with that self-deprecating behavior, Isla. People like you.”

      I didn’t know where she had been in the past few years but liking me was not a thing people did. The only feeling people had for me, was hatred. Yeah, I know. Strong words, but it’s true. Even people I had never spoken to before in my life hated me. Why? Beat me. I had no idea. High school was rough. People didn’t need a reason to hate you. If they wanted to hate you, they would.

      Without remorse.

      Without a second thought.

      Without the fear of morality chipping away.

      “I don’t know what world you live in, but people don’t like me. Not in that way anyway,” I grumbled.

      “Isla,” Fatima coaxed.

      “Don’t. Please. I know my social standing in the world. I don’t need pity, especially from you guys.”

      “Well, I still think he likes you. What guy goes to such lengths to protect someone he’s never spoken to? Coupled with the fact that he keeps on staring at you whenever you’re around, and you’re the only girl he has given the slightest bit of attention to,” Thea argued.

      There was no way in hell that a guy like Zayne liked me or thought about me in any way. The Shai siblings would be classified as mixed race, not black, not white. Living in a country  that, even though the apartheid had ended, still had a divide amongst the races, I imagined he would have dealt with some shit himself.

      He looked like the type that would pound on anyone that was an asshole. I had a hard time picturing that a guy like Zayne, who was an all-round bad boy just laying down while people spoke shit about him. He may be a man of very little words—so little, he was practically a mute—but there was no denying the danger that suffocated you whenever you stepped within his vicinity.

      And that’s what made him irresistible.

      He was the type of guy that everyone flocked to. Guys and girls. The guys wanted to be him and the girls wanted him to bend them over and take them hard. It was hard to not notice how every girl fawned over him and begged to have him acknowledge their existence. He never did, though. It was like everyone was beneath him.

      I may have resigned myself to the abstraction that I would end up a spinster and die alone in my apartment while my cats turned me into kitty chow, but I was also a functioning girl, biologically speaking, to know that he was hot. I refused to allow myself to fall for him though, which is what I would usually do. In the past, I would have written our initials in my journal cocooned in a heart.

      Ugh. So pathetic.

      I was stupid and foolish back then. Now I was smart and refrained from painful and always unrequited crushes of the past. The teasing and openly informing me of my attractiveness level—a zero on the scale—gave me the power to force down even a string of feelings for someone because I knew it would go nowhere. I didn’t know why he was doing the things he was, but it had nothing to do with attraction or liking me or whatever.
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        * * *

      

      I was angry.

      I had spent the whole day thinking about Zayne, and no, not in that way. I just couldn’t get passed the idea that he was out there threatening to pummel any guy that dared mess with me. There was no obvious reason for it. I was obsessed, desperately needed to know why he was doing what he was doing, and yet, I couldn’t go and ask him why. I knew he wouldn’t tell me if I did anyway.

      Quit thinking about Zayne. You have work to do.

      Tapping my pen loudly on my math textbook, I attempted to focus all my attention on this complicated homework.

      What is his angle? Is it a massive game? What. The. Actual. Fuck?!

      I slammed my hands on my textbook and released an exasperated sigh, thumping my head against the book and groaning my discontent.

      Damn, that asshole had stolen my focus. Swift as a ninja, he hijacked my mind and refused to return it to me. Taunting me with his presence.

      “Don’t blame me for this. I have no control over your mind. This is all on you,” Mind Zayne said.

      Grumbling my irritation for him and myself, I heard the screech of tires and a thump. Goddamn idiotic driver. I got up from my seat and walked over to the window. I had to take my mind off Zayne, even if that meant pandering myself to the lowest form of intelligence by staring at a car accident. I drew back the thin veil of the curtain and what I saw rocked me to my core, the blood rushing from every inch of my body. A chill overtook me, and a tingling sensation ran up and down my arms as goose bumps flared up. There, lying still on the ground was the only other being I cared about.

      Bear. My dog.

      Forcing my feet to move their fucking asses, I threw my bedroom door open and bounded down the stairs and out of the house. I needed to get to him. To see if he was okay. It didn’t escape me that the fucking prick who hit him decided to drive off like the cowardly fuckhead they were.

      “Bear, noooo!” I screamed at the top of my lungs.

      I sprinted to the road, ignoring the stinging of the sharp rocks that bit into the pads of my feet as I made my way down the driveway. Skidding to a halt and landing hard on the ground, my hands and legs scraped along the gravel as I fell, sliding. He was bleeding, but still alive. For now. I gingerly and painfully slid my hands underneath him, one cupping his head, the other cradled just above his hind legs. He was heavy, a mix of Ridgeback, Doberman and German Shepherd. He was a big breed, and with a lack of upper body strength, I struggled to pick him up, but I did. Because I had to get him to the vet.

      Slowly, I headed towards my car, and as he began to slide from my arms, I contorted my body so that I could prevent that from happening. Shuffling my arm further up his body to get a better grip on him, I tripped over my stupid feet and fell down hard, and at the angle I was on, Bear’s head would cop the brunt of the impact. I couldn’t let that happen so at the last minute I was, fortunately, able to take the brunt of the impact with my hand and wrist, which was most unfortunate for me as I heard the distinctive crack of my wrist. I howled out in pain, the poor neighbors would probably think I was being murdered. That didn’t matter though, I needed to get Bear to the vet, but as I attempted to support the weight of his head on my left hand, a sharp pain quaked right up my arm and ricocheted throughout my body and I let out another scream.

      It was all consuming and the ugliest of tears were streaming down my face and neck as I knelt on the ground, glancing down at my baby. The fourth member of my family that had been there with me for everything. We were soul mates, if that was even a possible thing to have between human and canine.

      Whenever I felt bad, he would instinctively come up and sit with me, allowing me to squeeze him tight and cry into his fur. He frolicked with me through the park and into the woods when on vacations with my parents. I had found him in the gutter in the parking lot of one of the shopping centers near my area. He had been scrawny and oh so little, I was surprised he didn’t get hit by a car. After hours and hours of attempted capture, my dad and I had finally worn him down, I pounced and grabbed a hold of him.

      I wiped the tears from my eyes and jumped when I felt a hand placed on my shoulder. I almost dropped Bear, causing the sudden action to create another wave of excruciating pain to rip through me.

      I cried out, wet hot moisture dampening the corners of my eyes, causing a further river to flow down my cheeks.

      “Fuck, sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you,” a deep baritone voice said with an accent.

      There was no mistaking who that voice belonged to. Nobody in this city had that accent. 	What the fuck is he doing here?

      I craned my neck around and sure enough, standing there, with only the slightest bit of concern etched on his face, was Zayne. Six-foot-four god of sinewy muscle, sky blue eyes which could change color depending on his mood. Right now, they were a slightly darker hue to his usual periwinkle.

      I didn’t speak. Not for a lack of wanting to, but my mouth was dry. I was in so much pain and would have made it known to the world if I’d had enough saliva left in my mouth to do so. I wriggled around to get in a good position to try and alleviate the pressure and weight off my wrist, when Zayne noticed my not so fluid motor skills.

      “Here, let me help you.”

      I shot him a death glare that could have melted the skin off an average person, but Zayne was not your average person.

      “You’ve clearly hurt yourself, now quit being so proud and let me fucking help you,” he growled at me.

      I didn’t want his help. I didn’t want anybody’s help, but he was right. I had to suck up my damn pride and accept. I knew deep down that there was no way I could carry Bear into my car, let alone drive. I sighed and nodded, mumbling a ‘thank you’ as he smirked his panty melting smirk at me. Yeah, just like the other lovesick pathetic girls at school, I too had become smitten with him, regardless of how much I tried to deny it.

      Unlike the rest of the population though, I could hide my attraction to him very well. Behind a very high and very thick wall of teen angst and insecurity. I had to protect myself against those that would be sure to shame me. It was inevitable, because, in the end, everyone showed their true colors with me once they had what they wanted.

      Zayne gently lifted Bear off from my arms and I stood up, cradling my wrist. He frowned at me, wrinkling his perfectly tanned forehead. I mirrored his frown and waited for him to continue on to his car. Sick of the silence and his intense eyes trying to burrow through my defences I snapped.

      “What?!”

      This was becoming too much. This is the most interaction I had ever had with Zayne and it was making me feel things I didn’t like. Everything I had pushed down before with the others wasn’t working on this guy. If I wasn’t careful, he would unwittingly steel my heart, throw it in a grinder and flick it onto the pulse setting.

      “Nothing. Come.”

      Was this guy serious? Come? I’m not some dog, Asshat! Not having any other options and no other way to the all-night veterinary hospital, I was at a loss for any way out. I hated it, but I needed him, so I sucked in my loathing towards his rude command and jogged up to the house, making sure not to jostle my sprained or broken wrist any more than I already had. I grabbed my purse and shoes from the house, locking it before I walked towards his car and jumping into the passenger side of Zayne’s car, which he had kindly left open for me.

      “Hi,” a friendly voice came from behind me, making me practically jump through the roof of his Range Rover. I spun around quickly to see Jen, Zayne’s sister was sitting in the back, all smiles and supporting Bear’s head in her lap while stroking him. The husky, scratching sound of his breathing had me forgetting about her and I nearly burst into tears at hearing him struggle. Strangled sounds of breathing usually meant one thing. His lung had been punctured.

      Zayne jumped into the driver’s seat, and without me having to beg for him to get going, he kicked the car into gear and eased off onto the road. I had to hand it to him, as he whizzed past cars and down the street towards the veterinary hospital, he maneuvered the car with precision. He was definitely skilled behind the wheel.

      It didn’t take long for us to get there, which was good, because an awkward chatter had been forced onto me.

      He shot out of the car and I could hear his quick footfalls as he jogged around to my side and flung the back-passenger side door open, ordering his sister to get out.

      “You stay in here,” he demanded.

      “What? No, I need to go in there!” I all but screamed, proceeding to unbuckle my seatbelt before he halted my action.

      “You’ve got a sprained or broken wrist. Stay. In. Here. I will go and assist my sister with your miniature horse of a dog, and then I’m taking you to the fucking hospital. Don’t argue with me.”

      And that was it. He left. I didn’t even have time to argue my point. Asshole. Why I ever thought he was so hot was beyond me.

      A frown became permanent on my face as I waited for him to get back to the car. Ten minutes later, and he still hadn’t returned. No. Fuck this. I’m not going to just sit here. Using my free hand, I gently rested my damaged wrist on my leg and unbuckled the seat belt. I slowly removed it but it slipped from my fingers and slid my arm from its spot, jarring my wrist. I howled out in pain, biting down on the inside of my mouth to stop the tears from forcing their way out of me.

      “What the fuck did you do?!” Zayne’s booming voice frightened me. “I told you to stay in the car.”

      I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t lie to him. The proof was in the pudding. He leaned over and with lithe movements, he gracefully buckled me back up again. I could feel his eyes on me as I avoided his gaze. I didn’t want to look at him. I was scared I would become lost in his eyes, and I didn’t need that right now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          zayne

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Heroes don’t always appear in capes and come riding in on a white stallion, shining in armor.”

      

      

      Imagine my surprise when I drive along my street to find Isla Davenport on her knees in her driveway. Even in the near pitch darkness, I could tell it was her. Her hair was an instant give away. I pulled over to the curb and got out of the car. Something in me wanted to help her, and as much as I tried to ignore it, I couldn’t.

      After I scared her, I managed to convince her to let me help. I was able to take the dog from her and load him in the back of the car, where Jen had magically popped. I watched her run back into the house to grab her stuff and lock up. I couldn’t help that my eyes wandered down to her ass. Now was not the time to be thinking about her ass. She got in the car and we took off.

      The veterinary clinic wasn’t that far from here, I had passed it a few times when getting myself acquainted with the American roads. It was also the only few vet clinics in the area that was open late. Even though it was the opposite direction to my house, there was no way in hell I was allowing her to get there on her own.

      I sat in silence while my overly chatty, extroverted sister tried to make conversation with Isla. She was trying to be polite, but I knew she wanted silence. That’s what she liked. I had that part of her pegged from that day in math. She chose the back, not because she thought it was cool to sit there, but because she wanted away from the world. She preferred silence over conversation. Was nervous throughout the day, which I now understood was due to her not knowing when someone would spew their verbal smackdown on her. She was a loser. The one nobody but her friends liked. This was however, everything that was on the surface. There were still things about her that were buried deep inside. Things I needed to fucking discover.

      I had seen her friends and every single one of them was your traditionally exotic beauty. They were gorgeous. Well, they were all highly acceptable in the distorted social beauty levels.

      No wonder this girl had a complex. Nobody gave her the time of day. You could tell some people wanted to by the way they would take a step towards her, or the hesitance in their expressions as they contemplated whether to go up to her whenever she was pushed over or someone slapped her books out of her hands. The cowards that shrunk into the shadows didn’t have a fucking spine to stick up for a girl that was copping abuse on a daily basis. Granted, it had only been the second day of school, but I had witnessed enough shit and was furious that nobody had the fucking balls to comfort this girl and stand against the abusers. She had her friends, and for the most part she hung around them. Clung to their safety, because it seemed there was a no touchy rule whenever they were around. That didn’t stop the arrogant cunts from serving her shit when they weren’t.

      We arrived at the veterinary clinic and I jumped up straight away before Isla had the chance to try and get out herself. Knowing her, she’d end up doing more damage. I was too damn late. By the time I helped Jen carry Isla’s dog into the clinic and return to the car, she had already unbuckled her seat belt, hurting herself in the process. I had to clench my fists in order to stop from lashing out at her.

      “What the fuck did you do?!” I yelled at her. My voice coming out much louder than I expected, surprising even me. “I told you to stay in the car.”

      Well, so much for not lashing out at her. I reached over and gently buckled her back up again. Her face was stern and her breath had hitched, betraying her resolve. “Now stay.”

      “Where are you taking me?” Her voice shook.

      I sighed. I knew what was going to happen next. I was about to drive her to the hospital, and she wasn’t going to like it.

      “The hospital.”

      “No! I need to be in there with Bear!” She raised her voice, not quite a yell or a shout. It was a tone that screamed desperation and fear.

      “You’re not making this easy for me here, Isla. I’m trying to help you.” My jaw clenched and I snapped. I hadn’t meant to, but I couldn’t help it. She brought it out of me. “You’ll accept my goddamn help and deal with it.” She shrunk back at my tone. Good going fucktard. Round two, I tried a softer approach. “Look, you’ve obviously sprained or broken your wrist and are in need of a trip to the hospital. Instead of objecting my chivalrous nature—which, by the way, doesn’t come out often—get your head out of that stubborn ass of yours, and accept it.”

      She was infuriating. I’d never met anyone more stubborn in my life. It’s because she has no one she can rely on, dickhead. I had to remember not to be hostile whenever she was. This was a defence mechanism for her. I had to remember to be patient. I was lucky she was even showing emotion in front of me, let alone talking to me.

      She grumbled something about me being a dick and swung her head to focus on the other side of the vehicle. I sighed and scrubbed my hand over my face, walking around to the driver side and hopping in. I took one look at her as she removed me from her eyesight.

      Fucking infuriating.

      Using the screen on the car, I dialed my dad. He picked up after one ring. “Dad, are you at the hospital?”

      From my peripheral, I noticed her head snapping in my direction. She had moved so quickly, I could actually hear her neck crack at the rapid motion.

      “Yes Son, I am. I was just about to leave actually. Why? What’s wrong? Is Jenique okay?” His voice ascending into concern.

      “Yes, yes. She’s fine. I have a… someone I know has injured herself. Her wrist has either been sprained or broken. She needs medical attention. Can we come to you?”

      “Sure, Son. I’ll meet you in the emergency department.”

      I ended the call from the button on the steering wheel and pressed my foot on the accelerator a bit more.

      As soon as we arrived at the emergency department, she practically leaped out of the car, not letting me assist her, which only made me angrier. She was practically sprinting as I power walked to keep up with her. Then she tripped over her feet, launching herself head first towards the ground. With quick reflexes, I secured my arm firmly around her waist and pulled her up.

      “Slow down, you’ll fall head first and your wrist won’t be the only thing you’ll have sustained an injury to.” She threw a scowl in my direction. I sighed. This was going to be one long night. I grabbed her uninjured arm and held her back, forcing her to look at me. “Look, Isla. I’m not your enemy here. I’m here to help you but you’re making it awfully difficult to when you’re acting like a bitch. Take my help, I don’t usually give it out to people I don’t know.”

      “It won’t win points with my friends you know,” she threw back.

      What. The. Fuck? What do her friends have to do with it? I didn’t understand this chick. She was as confusing to me as man buns were. It was a horrible style choice for men.

      “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” I demanded to know. I needed to know what thought was flying around in that head of hers to bring up her friends.

      “You know what I mean,” she bit back and stalked off, disappeared through the doors of the emergency room, while I stood there dumbfounded and pissed off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Zayne

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “In order to battle any situation, there must be a certain level of understanding.”

      

      

      I marched after her, steam practically flowed out of my ears as I targeted my victim, sitting down in one of the emergency room chairs. I knelt down to be at eye level with her, hooking my hands around the back of her knees and pulling her closer to me. “What am I supposed to fucking know?” I asked, forcing my voice to be calm.

      Her eyes bridged together. “Wow, you kiss your mother with that mouth?”

      “Yes, now tell me what the fuck I’m meant to know,” I said in a condescending tone I was fighting so hard not to show.

      “Aurora is Italian and likes goofy jokes and a laid-back guy, so if you want her, you’ll have to lay off the attitude. Aniyah is from the Czech Republic and is calm and proper, and abhors swearing. She’s the captain of the debate team, so you won’t have a chance in hell winning an argument against her. She hates high school guys so if you want a chance to get with her, then you are going to have to give her what no other guy has ever given her and change your personality. I would start with your blatant disrespect for all living things. Thea is the romantic of the group and just wants a guy that can treat her like a princess, and yes she’s the typical girl that likes long walks on the beach under the moonlight—”

      I pressed my finger on her lips and she jerked back at my touch. For the first time, it really dawned on me how messed up she was, and how I’d only witnessed a small percentage of the abuse she received from the kids at school. They’d messed her up so bad, that right now I had the insatiable urge to pummel anyone and everyone who dared to make her feel anything less than who she was.

      What she was, I didn’t know one-hundred-percent, but I was sure as shit going to find out. She had managed to be the only person that had attached herself to me, and it wasn’t for a lack of want on her part. Or mine. It was an unspeakable and indescribable need.

      “No disrespect, but I couldn’t give a flying fuck about your friends. I don’t really want to know about them, so I’d shut up about them.”

      Her eyes bugged out for a moment, her expression was one of surprise for a split second before it returned to its usual nonchalance. Her shoulder lifted up as if to say “whatever”, but I knew differently. There was a reason she started blubbering on about intimate details of her friends as if we were on one of those pathetic dating shows.

      “Why do you think I’d want to know about your friends?” I asked.

      Her shoulder lifted up again.

      Fucking hell Isla, give me something to work with. This frustrating as shit girl was going to be the death of me.

      Before I got a chance to ask her again, she gave me what I wanted.

      “Because everyone always does.” Her previous expression fell slightly to one of sadness. She cleared her throat as if that simple slip in her usual mask embarrassed her. Straightening up, back rigid, as she wiggled around to try and get up. I didn’t give her an inch, I knew there was something, I witnessed part of it at school. If Isla thought she was going to get away with this bullshit charade she was performing, then she had another thing coming.

      “Why do you think everyone asks about your friends?” I asked, putting all the effort I could to remain equanimous and not allow the anger—the anger she had caused mind you—to overflow the small well within me.

      Silence.

      “Isla,” I warned. Commanding her to tell me.

      She scoffed. “Don’t act all innocent and naive. It doesn’t suit you.”

      Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath in and out. I’d never met anyone so fucking vexatious in my life. Yet, here I was. Helping her, like she was Bambi. She fit the role perfectly with her big doe cartoon eyes. Wounded. Hurt. And it wasn’t her mother that was murdered. It was her innocence. Her self-confidence. Her strength. I believed she once had all of these. I could see it in the way she chose to interact with me. Her feistiness and bite.

      Because I was tired and had spent so much time dodging her attitude bombs, I had failed to see the light. The truth behind the reason for her attitude. I thought about the things I had heard from other students while she blocked the world out with her headphones in her ears. They called her ugly. They called her fat, even though she was far from it, and in the end, who cared how she looked? How her physical looks had anything to do with her personality, I didn’t know, but this was life. And life had a cruel way of forcing you to prove yourself to the world, and it condemned you if you weren’t deemed worthy in its eyes.

      Instead of making me feel better at figuring her shit out, it just made me mad. Mad that anyone could do such a thing to another human being. Though why was I even surprised? I knew human behaviour. I’d experienced human behaviour from a bunch of cunts who doled out punishment like it was candy.

      My hands mindlessly landed on her thighs, a slight twitch as she reacted to my touch. I looked into her green eyes, searching for something. In reality, I wasn’t sure what I was searching for. The only thing I knew was that I wanted to protect her from everything the world had to throw at her, and the world had a lot to throw at her. It had nothing to do with liking her, but everything to do with the fact that nobody should ever be subjected to such torment. Sometimes that’s all it took to do the right thing. I wasn’t some hero here to save the day. I was just trying to make it easier for someone I so easily saw myself in.

      I forced her to look at me, making sure to keep eye contact.

      “Isla,” my voice shockingly soft. “Contrary to your own opinions, I’m not talking to you in order to obtain information on your friends. Believe it or not, I’m talking to you because I want to talk to you.”

      “Sorry if I don’t believe you. Actually, I retract that apology. I’m not sorry. Now thank you for helping me, but please stop talking to me. I’m in pain and you’re only making it worse.”

      “For fuck sake Isla!” I shouted, punching the chair next to her. How could someone infuriate me so much. I don’t think I ever knew anyone as exasperating as her. “I’m telling the fucking truth. I—”

      “Son.” I stilled at the sound of the stern voice of my father. Standing up I turned to face him. He looked ever the professional, in his surgical scrubs, sneakers and a lab coat with Dr. Shai scrawled in cursive on his right breast pocket.

      “Dad.”

      He looked past me to Isla. “You must be the person my son knows that has sustained an injury. I’m Doctor Neale Shai, Zayne’s father. It’s nice to meet you.” His hand extended and she took it graciously and smiled.

      “Isla Davenport,” she said.

      Interesting. She had no qualms at showing politeness and being affable towards adults, but to me she bit back as if she was a dog, and I was another dog trying to force my way into her territory.

      “Hi, thank you so much for seeing me Doctor Shai.”

      “Please, call me Neale. A friend of my son’s is a friend of the family. Are your parents on their way here?”

      “I haven’t called them yet,” she looked shyly at him, her cheeks reddening.

      “Well, before I can even conduct an examination, I’m going to have to have you call them to come down here.”

      She nodded, using her good arm to retrieve her phone from her pocket, she dialed a number, placing it to her ear.

      “Hi, Mom.” She was nervous, her voice shaking as she spoke. “I’m at the hospital.”

      “What?”! I could hear voices shout through her phone.

      “Oh my goodness, sweetie, are you okay?” A man’s voice questioned.

      “Of course, she’s not okay!” a woman’s voice snapped. “We’ll be right there, sweetie. Hang on.”

      It wasn’t much of a conversation, and Isla never got the chance to actually advise them why she was here.

      It didn’t take long for Mr. and Mrs. Davenport to arrive at the hospital. I watched as a couple walked through the glass sliding doors of the emergency department and ran to Isla. Dropping onto their knees in front of her and eyeing her arm as she cradled it protectively.

      “Sweetie, what happened?” Her mother asked, panicked.

      “Bear got hit by a car and—”

      “Bear got hit by a car?!”

      “Yes, he’s at the vet with Zayne’s sister, Jen.”

      They turned to face me, both with matching expressions of fear and concern on their faces. It wasn’t until then, that they noticed my father, who was standing next to me.

      “Go on,” her mother asked, returning her focus to her daughter, while her father nodded his appreciation to us.

      “I tried to carry him to the car and fell down, hurting my wrist.”

      “You shouldn’t have done that Isla, he’s a big dog. Far too heavy for you to carry on your own? Why didn’t you call us?”

      “Because you were at a school meeting and Dad was at work.” She looked down, avoiding the intense eyes of her parents. “I thought I could handle it on my own, and to be honest, all I could think about was getting him to the vet.”

      “Well next time, you make sure that you contact us straight away,” her father gently scolded her.

      She nodded, still not able to fully meet their gaze.

      Her mother stood up and turned to me and my father.

      “I take it you’re Zayne?” she asked, holding her hand out to me. I took it politely. “Thank you for helping her.”

      “It was my pleasure. I saw her in pain when I was on my way home and didn’t want to leave her there like that.”

      “Sorry to interrupt, but it is crucial that I check Isla’s wrist right away,” my father interjected.

      Both Mr. and Mrs. Davenports’ heads shot up to look up at my father, who was a few inches taller than me.

      “Oh, of course, doctor.”

      “Please, call me Neale. I’m Zayne’s father.” Each of the adults took turns in shaking hands. “Now, would both of you like to come in the room with her?”

      “I will. You can sort out the insurance, right?” Mrs. Davenport asked her husband. He nodded, planted a quick kiss on his daughter’s head before walking over to the emergency desk and talking to one of the nurses, who peeked behind him to look at us, and lifted her head up in acknowledgement at my father.

      “Now. Mrs. Davenport, Isla, follow me, and we’ll get you all fixed up.”

      They left, and I took a seat in the waiting room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Sometimes the most unexpected of people can show you the greatest kindness.”

      

      

      “Okay Isla, you’ve been doing great so far. As you can see by the X-ray, you’ve suffered a clean break, which means it extends through your entire bone. Let’s go back to the other room and I’ll place the cast on you.”

      I liked this man. He was nothing like his son, which was amazing. There were similarities between the two, they both held the same rugged good looks. The same face structure and design, except whereas Neale’s eyes were dark brown, Zayne’s were a beautiful light blue. Their hair was completely different as well. Neale had shorter hair, and Zayne’s was wavy and thick. He didn’t look as if he needed to try and fight with his every day. How did he manage to do that? I wondered.

      But that is where it ended. It was amazing the personality differences of the two. Neale was kind and personable, approachable and warm.

      With Zayne… well, he was a brooding asshole who felt the need to use his physicality to get what he wanted. And no, I’m not talking about his sexual physicality. I’m talking about his fists and the resting murderous face he refused to let go. Yeah, he knew how to make people submit to him, even if they didn’t want to. He was infuriating and I hated how, like everyone else, I fell into place. I was another sheep in the line of already amazingly long line of lemming sheep who had become attracted to him.

      How did a man so kind raise a douchebag like Zayne?

      Neale’s light melodious chuckle caressed my ears. “He’s not so bad once you get to know him.”

      Fuck. Had I said all that out loud?

      He chuckled again.

      I slapped my hand over my mouth. God damn it, I did it again! When will this nightmare end? Panic filled me, consuming me whole.

      “Don’t worry Isla. I know my son has his faults. He’s not the easiest person to get to know, but once he lets you in, you’ll earn his trust. Believe me, you’ll want him in your corner.”

      I doubt that. I thought inwardly. Actually, did I think that or did I say that out loud? Judging by the silence coming from Dr. Shai, I was pretty sure I had only thought that.

      Phew.

      “I don’t know, Dr. Shai.”

      “Isla, I told you to call me Neale.”

      “Sorry, I’ve just always been taught that it’s rude to call adults by their first name.”

      “Well it’s a good thing I’m not most adults then, isn’t it?”

      And there he goes again with the warmth.

      “How long will it take to heal?” My mother asked.

      “It takes roughly around four to eight weeks for a break to heal.”

      “Oh, that’s good, so she can still go to school.”

      “That won’t be a problem at all. She just needs to not join in on physical education activities, or drive. I will write up a note to excuse her from any physical activity that may strain her broken wrist until it’s fully healed.”

      “Thank you, Doctor. Again, I don’t know what she would have done were it not for you and your son.”

      “Think nothing of it. It’s my pleasure.”

      We walked back into the examination room where he could place the cast on me. A few minutes later, my father and Zayne walked in.

      And true to Zayne form—not that I knew him well enough to really know his true form—his typical and natural indifferent attitude was on full display. He was so proud of it, he peacocked it, because he wanted everyone to stay at a distance. It was the only thing I understood about him. It was the one thing we had in common. Our reasoning may be at opposite spectrums, but it was the same.

      He barely glanced at me when he acknowledged me and my mom. Choosing to lay all his attention on her instead. “Bear will be okay, he just had a couple of dislocated bones and a small gash. The clinic will be keeping him there overnight and tomorrow.”

      “Thank you,” I said graciously.

      I meant it, even though it didn’t appear that way, I was. No one outside of my family would have ever done this for me. He had though. He forced me to accept his help and I had to be thankful for that. I still didn’t know why he wanted to, why he protected me at school. He hates me, it was clearly evident in the way he spoke to me, yet, there was a part of him on a very socially moral level that wanted to be there for me. He may not act in a socially acceptable or usual way, but I couldn’t argue that it rendered the same results. He was surprised for a split second, and then his head raised an inch and if I wasn’t mistaken, I saw a hint of a smile ghost his lips. He would deny it if I ever broached it, but I had seen it. It was mine, and I was very smug about it.

      “Welcome.”

      “Okay Isla, sit up on the bed again and I’ll place the cast on you.”

      It took a painstaking two hours for the plaster to be placed and dried. The first couple of layers were quick to dry, but the more layers that were slopped on, the longer it took. Plus, it had to be molded, not just to my hand, but my wrist and half of my forearm. The entire time, Zayne stood leaning against the window sill and I had to fight the urge to stare at him. It was damn hard, because the boredom threatened to suck me in like quicksand.

      When his father had completed molding me with the plaster, he gave me a prescription for some pain medication, something I knew I would need while I healed. The pain was there, throbbing and never ending. Reminding me of my stupid choice at wanting to handle it on my own.

      We said our goodbyes to the Shai family, and made our way to the vet to take care of Bear.

      Zayne arrived at the vet, just before we did. My father pulled up beside his car, and noticing our arrival, he waited for us, and walked next to me as we made our way to the entrance.

      When we entered the clinic, Jen’s head popped up and smiled when she saw us. She shot up out of her seat and marched towards us. I assumed she was going up to her brother, but instead she landed in front of me and hugged me lightly, careful as to not crush my arm.

      “I’m sorry about everything that has happened. How are you doing?”

      I stared at her wide-eyed and straightened up my back. I didn’t know what to do, I didn’t return the hug. I don’t hug, especially people I barely know. Even my friends are lucky enough to get a hug from me half the time. I just don’t do physical contact. I guess all the years of physical abuse has conditioned me into hating even pleasant physical contact.

      “I’m… I’m fine, thank you.”

      “Good. Did my brother tell you Bear is going to be fine?” I nodded. “Good, the vet wants to keep him overnight. Just in case.” She looked up next to me and noticed my parents standing there. “Hi, I’m Jen, Zayne’s sister.” She proffered her hand, and my mom and dad took it.

      “Hi, I’m Katherine, and this is my husband, Sean.”

      “Nice to meet you Mr. and Mrs. Davenport. I’m sorry for what happened tonight.” There was so much sincerity there, it was hard to ignore how genuine of a person she was. I picked at every inflection in her voice, and nothing.

      Somehow, unlike with her brother, I believed her. My experience with girls had been just as bad as with guys, so I shouldn’t show any faith in her words. But I did. And it made me hate myself a little for being so trusting.

      “Davenports.” We all turned to face the primary veterinarian, and owner of this clinic, Dr. David Brady. “So nice to see you again, shame it had to be under such a distressing occasion.” He gestured to my cast. “I hear you tried to carry Bear to your car.”

      I confirmed with a swift nod of my head.

      “Well, lucky for the both of you, he’s going to be fine. We have put his joints back into place and stitched up the cut. I need to keep him overnight as we had to sedate him. I will call tomorrow and let you know when you can pick him up.”

      “Thank you, David,” my father said.

      A few minutes later, my parents came back, and after quickly saying thank you for the millionth time that night, we finally went our separate ways.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “The devil came towards me in a short skirt and tight top, with death in her eyes and evil on her lips.”

      

      

      The bell announced the end of first period, shuffling us along to our next class. The crowd of students, much like cattle in a paddock, moved along. An agitation to get out of the confined space that had held them captive for forty-five minutes obvious on their faces. I watched them with intrigue as I placed my headphones in my ears and hit shuffle on my ‘Calm Mix’ playlist. And just like magic and some weird cosmic power I calmed, Moonlight Sonata by Beethoven flowed out of the speakers, a perfect soundtrack to the throng of students moving slowly out of the classroom. The sun was shining and warming the space with its delicious heat, breaking through the chilly shadows. Everything seemed to be blanketed by the music playing only for me. It was soothing, and calm, instead of the chaotic atmosphere that usually came with school. It was actually quite nice to experience music on such a physical level that it subconsciously changed the dynamic of the world outside the symphony.

      Geeze Isla, you sound crazy.

      Maybe I was crazy. Maybe I was so batshit crazy I couldn’t be saved. What was I thinking? I definitely couldn’t be saved. Saving me had passed a long time ago. I didn’t know what to do with myself, and when I needed some kind of guidance, I was without it.

      I changed the song, the chaos returned and everything sped up, regaining its regular tempo. The upbeat tune of Silversun Pickups kicked in and I was wrenched back into the usual anxiety, the loudness, the foray into my surroundings of adolescent beasts. Trying desperately not to bump my wrist, I maneuvered my way around. It was difficult to say the least.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      I thundered around like a baby elephant as I attempted to protect my wrist as if it were the most precious thing in the world. I was Gollum, and my wrist was the ring. I was so close to my class. So close to escaping the crowded hall and protecting my arm. Until some asshole knocked my arm and the most blinding pain ricocheted into every part of my body and I stumbled off to the side, wincing from the sting of the impact and cradling it. I looked around and nobody even noticed or cared. When I wasn’t the butt of every joke and the focus of ridicule, I was invisible to the point that people constantly bumped into me as if they were walking through me. Which on any normal day, I didn’t care. I welcomed it in fact but having a banged-up wrist had me wishing I was visible.

      “Isla?” The smooth baritone of the one and only Zayne Shai shook me from my pain. I turned around slightly, and he must have seen the pinched look on my face, because he instantly frowned and grabbed me. Gently though, if that was even possible, guiding me to a spot away from the crowd, growling and glaring at people who dared to bump into me as if we were friends.

      We weren’t friends. We were far from it. He was just some guy I knew that helped me out, twice. So why he was acting as if we were anything but two people that happened to attend the same school, I had no idea. If I hadn’t had suffered a break in my wrist, I would have yanked my wedged arm in from the grip of his hand and ran.

      “What are you doing Zayne?” I asked nervously. Didn’t he know that talking to me, about me, fuck, acknowledging my existence at school, was social suicide? It was bad enough that he had protected me against bullies like Clinton, but that could be excusable to everyone. This, however, touching me, talking to me. It was going to ruin him.

      “I just wanted to see if you’re okay. Fuck Isla! Are you always this damn fucking difficult to deal with?” He barked at me.

      “I’m fine, now go before someone sees you.” I glanced around me. People hadn’t noticed us together, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t.

      “Are you embarrassed of me?” He asked darkly. There was something else there in his tone. Something I couldn’t quite put my finger on. It came out a little more forcefully than I think he intended it to, which had me backing up. There was anger that flared in his eyes. I felt a slight buzz of some uncertainty, unease. He closed his eyes and his jaw tensed. He was struggling with keeping his control. I needed to remove myself from this situation, now.

      Run.

      My flight response kicked in and I was out of there before he opened his eyes. I heard him curse under his breath and the thud of something hitting the wall. I didn’t turn around to find out what. Instead, I headed straight for my next class. As it was, I was going to be late.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey Isla.” Geeze, what was with this damn family!

      I ignored Jen and continued on. If I ignored her, maybe she would get the hint and just move on. I didn’t want to speak to her or any member of her family, but they were parasites. Burying their way into my skin and digging deeper and deeper until I was consumed by them.

      I picked up my pace when I heard her jogging to catch up to me. Couldn’t this family just leave me alone? What was their obsession with me? All I wanted, was to get on with my day and get through it the best I could, and they were making it damn near difficult in order to do so.

      A warm hand landed on my shoulder, and instead of spinning me around, she stood in front of me, forcing me to either walk around her or stop. I chose to stop, because if she was going to track me down and go out of her way to talk to me, it was best to get it over and done with so that I didn’t have to go through this ever again.

      “Oh, hi Jen, I didn’t hear you.” It was a pathetic white lie, I knew it. Hell, she even knew it. Especially with the raised eyebrow she was throwing my way. “What’s up?” I asked, nonplussed.

      “I just wanted to see how you were doing. Zayne said you ran off before.”

      Typical. I run off on the Zayne, and he sets his sister after me. I hardened the expression on my face and my tone. “Well, you can tell Zayne that I’m okay. And that next time he feels like sending his sister to do his bidding, he can save it. I don’t want the concern or welcome it.”

      “Hey, hey, hey, Zayne didn’t send me to talk to you.” She held her hand up in surrender. “I was always going to see how you were doing. Zayne just mentioned that you were a bit… snippy.”

      “I’m not fucking—” I stopped myself, knowing exactly how I was coming across and took a second to calm down. “I’m not snippy. I just didn’t want him near me.”

      “Why? What do you have against my brother?” She immediately tensed up, and I knew this could quickly escalate into something worse.

      “I have nothing against your brother. I just don’t need his concern or attention. I’m fine.”

      “Are you really? Because you’re acting quite defensive towards two people who are only just concerned for your wellbeing. You realize that most people would be appreciative, right?”

      “Well, I don’t need it. Thank you, and I appreciate your concern, but I’m fine, and it would be in your best interest to stay clear of me. It’ll only end in trouble.” I was desperate to get away, had to get away, this was becoming all too much for me.

      Not wanting to elaborate, I walked away. Hoping to god, any god, that she wouldn’t try and follow me again. I was meeting the girls in the parking lot and I was already running late. I had told them about what happened last night, well partially told them what happened, and they wanted to hang out at our favorite diner, Stacey’s.

      It was our usual hang out and had a really cool atmosphere. Normally, I would love to hang out there. Today, I didn’t. I had held it together this whole time, and now it was slipping. My walls had been blown to smithereens by their hateful words. My bravado of strength was crumbling. I didn’t know how much longer I had in me to keep up this charade. There was no other option though.

      I had to suck it up and keep going. If I didn’t, then my friends would know. And they couldn’t know. Couldn’t know that earlier today Stephanie had been so kind to give me better instructions on how to do myself in. Couldn’t know that when she had told me, all I wanted to do was go straight home and do just that.

      Nobody could know.

      During gym, Stephanie had sashayed over to me, showing off the curves that drove the boys insane.

      She had gotten right in my face as I tried to dodge her intense gaze. I could never look her in the eye because I would crumble. She had a way with me that had me shriveling and folding into myself to near disappearance.

      “A bit of advice. Up the highway not across the street. Remember that next time.” And with a smug smirk—one she could hardly contain—she walked off with a skip in her step as her friends laughed and gave her high fives.

      I sat frozen in place.

      What could I say to something like that? What could anybody say?

      So in silence I remained, head down, allowing some of the tears to free fall to the cold aluminum seat.

      I almost walked past the girls, lost in thought.

      “What took you so long?” Fatima asked.

      Most of the time, we all carpooled to school, each taking turns in driving. We all lived around the same area as each other, save Thea, who lived closer to school. It was rather convenient for all of us as we didn’t have to try and find parking spots for multiple cars. Just the one.

      “I was cornered by Jenique.”

      “Oh? What did she want?” Aurora asked. It wasn’t asked in malice or anything. It was a curiosity, which sometimes came out a little blunt. But we were used to it. That’s the way she was and we had come to accept it. That’s what made her one of the best people in the world and one of my closest friends.

      Every single one of my friends—my family members—were the best people I knew. I thanked god every day that I had them in my life and that we had found each other. The amazing thing was, they could be stuck up bitches. Because let’s be honest, in this city the rich and the gorgeous were the kings and queens. They held some arrogantly high level of self-importance and power. They ruled the place and the rest of us were just plebs to them. Nothing more than the dirt under their red soled Christian Louboutins.

      However, sometimes through all the clutter, the crowd of entitled and snobby people, you found some diamonds.

      “She wanted to know how I was doing after last night.”

      “Ooo yes, last night. An interesting turn of events indeed,” Thea said waggling her brows. I sighed and rolled my eyes at her.

      She was only teasing me and I knew it, because whenever she did it, she got a reaction out of me. This, however, wasn’t something to kid about. This was a sore subject for me. It wasn’t one she knew, and it wasn’t something I could tell them about. Because if I did, then it would mean I would have to tell them all everything from the beginning. The struggles. The pain. And that would mean bringing them into my dark and twisted world. And I would do anything in the world to protect my family from my own personal hell.

      We rolled into the gravel parking lot in front of the diner and parked. It was a nice autumn day and it was still a little nippy in the air. I brought my blazer closer to my chest, wrapping myself up. Ever since I lost all the weight, the cold affected me a lot more. I almost missed the extra fat on me… almost.

      The diner was always packed, and for good reason. The food was amazing and they had proper espresso instead of the drip crap found in most diners across America. Usually when we came here, we took spots in the booths at the back, away from the rest of the world.

      “Hey! My favorite girls! I heard you were coming in today. Usual drinks?” asked Frederick, the diner’s owner. Stacey was his mother, and sadly, she had passed away a few years ago. Frederick stepped up and took over the business and had kept it as popular as she had built it up to be.

      We said hello to the staff as we made our way to the back of the diner and took our place. As per usual, I took my spot at the end. This may have been a place I felt comfortable in, but social anxiety still lingered.

      It hijacked my mind and poisoned me physically to the point that my motor skills were lacking. It was this internal painful sensation, an emotional one, that morphed into the physical. It didn’t make sense, I know. It reverberated through me and I couldn’t cope. My breathing became labored and it took every inch of my reserve and composure to not fall into a state of fear and start hyperventilating.

      The whole experience came in stages, and those were stages one and two. After those, came the sweats. My palms would become clammy and I would be overcome with a heat, even if it was forty-two degrees outside. The last step came when all the steps layered together to form a cataclysmic sized breakdown. I didn’t always get to that stage, and it would depend on the situation. The ferocity of Stephanie’s “teachings” as she so kindly put it had put me into the extreme stage of anxiety from time to time. She was always teaching me the lessons I needed to learn in life. Because once I learned them all, I would stick to my own people.

      Losers.

      “Yo, Isla?! Geeze, you nappin’ or something?” Aurora chuckled, snapping her fingers in front of my face.

      I hadn’t realized I drifted off and how much time had actually passed. Sitting in front of me was my soy marble hot chocolate. A delicious mix of dark and white chocolate in liquid form. It was an explosion of the taste buds and had them dancing around, yearning for more.

      “Umm, sorry. What did you say?”

      “I asked what happened last night.”

      “Oh, well umm…”

      “Hey girls, how y’all doin’?” Tiffany, our waitress asked. Her southern accent transitioning into a SoCal accent. She had been living here for a while but no matter where a southerner moved, it never took away their kind hospitality. Like they said, you can take the girl out of the south, but you can’t take the south out of the girl.

      She was the youngest of the workers here. She was in her early thirties and had moved here after some trouble back at home.

      “Isla was just about to tell us what happened last night.”

      She turned to look at me with a look of intrigue. It was a positive look that hoped for something good to have happened to me. I lifted my arm and her mouth formed an O shape and her brows pinched together. “How the hell did you manage that, sugar?”

      “Bear got hit by a car and I fell and broke my wrist when I tried to carry him to my car.” I frowned as I recounted the painful story of how I had managed to injure myself.

      It was the most embarrassing thing ever, and all day I had to explain to everyone in all my classes what happened to my wrist when the teachers were curious and had to know why I couldn’t manage the same work everyone else could, especially in gym.

      “Is he okay?” Tiffany asked soothingly, gently guiding me out of my thoughts.

      “Uh, yeah. Luckily, he only dislocated his shoulder and hip, and sustained some minor cuts. I’m waiting for a phone call from the vet to tell me when I can bring him back home.”

      “Thank goodness. I’m so sorry to hear. I know how much you love him,” she said, placing a hand on my shoulder, giving me a sympathetic smile.

      “It’s okay. He’ll be fine, thank god.”

      “Why don’t you tell her who helped you?”

      I groaned. Not this again.

      Tiffany raised her brows at me. Prompting me to continue on. I didn’t need to because Thea went ahead and answered her silent question for me. “Isla was helped by none other than Zayne Shai.”

      “Zayne Shai? The new guy at your school? His dad is the new surgeon at the local hospital, right?”

      “Uh huh. How do you know that?”

      “Come on, honey. I work in a popular diner. You five aren’t the only kids who come around here. He and his family are the talk of the town.”

      “Well, he was driving past her house and saw her injured and helped her.”

      “Oh, really? That was nice of him.”

      “Yeah. Real fucking nice,” I grumbled.

      “Okay girls, what would y’all like to eat?” She asked.

      We all gave her our orders and she wrote them down before leaving us.

      “Spill.” This came from Fatima who had now turned slightly in her seat to face me.

      “Look, guys, there is nothing to spill okay? Can we please just drop it?”

      “Nope! Give us the goods, Davenport!” Thea piped up.

      All of their eyes were on me. Damn it. Traitors. The lot of them.

      I had hoped that Aniyah wouldn’t be drawn into the excitement, but it appeared as though she was suckered in as well. I relented and decided to give them what they wanted, telling them how he had taken me to the hospital and how his father had put my cast on. I left out the part where I had yelled at him for pretending to want anything to do with me and being nice to me in such an asshole way. They would frown at me for my behavior and self-detestation. I was good at that. Perfected it.

      “He doesn’t like me! And even if he did, I don’t like him. He’s a complete and utter asshole. Even when he is doing something nice, he couldn’t help being a prick.”

      “You say that. Yet, have you not noticed that you are the only person he’s spoken a word to since he got here?” Thea said triumphantly, leaning back and crossing her arms with a smug look on her face.

      “It doesn’t change the fact that he doesn’t like me. And really, if you saw someone injured, would you ignore them?”

      “How do you explain him threatening the shit out of Clinton the other day?”

      “I can’t, and I’m not going to attempt to.” That was an outright lie, because ever since she had told me, I had tried to wrap my head around the concept.

      “I don’t know darling, it does sound like he likes you,” Aniyah smiled meekly. Treading carefully.

      “No. You don’t understand. When he spoke to me, he treated me like I was nothing. Like something he could manipulate and command. That doesn’t show he’s interested, it shows that he’s not so heartless as to leave someone in the ditch. That he’s just below the devil on the asshole scale. Now I—”

      My phone interrupted my monologue and hoping it was the vet, I frantically rummaged through my school bag and found it, accepting the call and placing it against my ear.

      “Hello? Isla?” Dr. Brady asked.

      “Yes, it’s me.”

      “I’m just calling to say that Bear is ready to be picked up tonight. He’s missing you and has been quite vocal about it.” His chuckle came out warm and amused.

      I looked at my friends and my lips curled up into a smile. “Oh thank goodness. Thank you so much Dr. Brady, I’ll be over after dinner.”

      “Excellent. I’ll see you then.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Sometimes we all need a little bit of help.”

      

      

      I ignored him. Kristopher had been attempting to grab my attention ever since he came into English. I didn’t want him to talk to me. People had started to notice that I was the only one they seemed to really give their attention to, no thanks to a certain brother that shall not be named. I decided last night that I wouldn’t give any more thought to Zayne or his overly pushy family. I would ignore them and eventually they would get over trying to help me.

      “Isla.” His voice came out more forceful with a slight hint of annoyance.

      Get the picture. I don’t want to talk to you.

      These guys didn’t seem to be able to fathom the enormity of the situation, and their breaking of the school laws. Because that’s how it was treated as, if people tried to befriend me, which wasn’t all that often, and there was no way I wanted the sheriff to catch them and imprison them to a life of high school hell. I didn’t care about Zayne, but I cared about Jen— regardless of her eagerness and aggressive kindness. She was always nice and on the other side of the family personality spectrum to her brother, it was like they weren’t even related.

      Something with a sharp edge poked my arm and I glanced down to see that a piece of paper had wandered over to my desk. Sighing, I rolled my eyes and ignored it.

      “Come on Isla,” he whined, voice raised enough to get the attention of our English teacher, Mrs. Norrie.

      “Is there something wrong, Kristopher?” She asked, brows cinched together, a slight frown painted on her lips.

      “No, Mrs. Norrie. Sorry.”

      Giving him one last look, she turned around and focused on the blackboard. Today’s lesson was on the complexities of the human psyche and the personal development of the main character in a book about a woman who had to choose between the lives of her children. I had read the book multiple times, and every single read made me cry. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be in a situation of such powerlessness. To have to choose and become a god.

      Another piece of paper was slipped onto my desk. This was getting ridiculous. I decided to open this one up. Kristopher was relentless, and I knew that if I didn’t respond, he would continue on with this and follow me around like an annoying little child until I did.

      

      
        
        “Why won’t you talk to me?”

      

      

      
        
        “For a smart guy, you don’t understand the concept of someone not wanting to talk to you.

      

      

      Please, leave me alone.”

      
        
        “And for a smart girl, you don’t get the concept that I’m not going to stop, and since you ran off on Zayne and basically brushed my sister aside, it’s come down to me. So, what’s the problem?”

      

      

      

      I looked over his way and like a man-child, he feigned extreme focus on Mrs. Norrie, even though we both knew that he wasn’t listening to a damn word. What does he want me to say? This was for their own good. They were new and didn’t understand the social structure of this school and how ruthless it could be.

      I was being selfish though.

      This wasn’t so much about protecting them from the students here because I was sure they had the means to protect themselves, it was more about me. If Stephanie was given the slightest impression that they wanted me over her then she would do everything in her power to prevent that. And that started with getting to me and beating me into a debilitating state.

      I had the means to make it through this year, but that was only if I was able to bypass the express torture highway and stay away from Stephanie’s line of vision. So far, it hadn’t gone well, but I had managed. Barely. Between her telling me that I would always be the fat girl of the past and giving me instructions on how to better kill myself, I was hanging by a slightly frayed thread.

      How had I managed to do that? Beats me, especially when the only thing I did was stay up for hours listening to my ‘Sad Mix’ on my phone, crying my eyes out, while Bear sat at my bedside and whimpered his sympathy for me. No, listening to depressing music wasn’t the best thing to do. But I was a glutton for punishment and needed to make myself feel worse by crying it all out. Because crying, led to exhaustion, which led to sleeping. And I needed nothing more than to sleep my life away.

      I mulled over on how I should respond. Should I be straightforward and just tell him that it could end up worse for me? No, that wouldn’t work. It would only make Kristopher tell Zayne, who would go apeshit on her, and he had already attained the reputation of the bad boy that everyone wanted. I couldn’t have him get into trouble during his senior year.

      I did the only thing I thought that would help my position and provide some truth. Because I knew that if I divulged this small bit of information, that there was a chance that this family would give me some space or allow me the opportunity to be the one to make the next move.

      
        
        “Sorry, I don’t trust people easily.

        We’re never going to be friends.

        I don’t need or want any of your help.”

      

      

      With those simple words. The little admission of my insecurities I had done the one thing that would hopefully give me what I wanted. Peace. I passed the note back to him, his expression was blank. He either felt nothing or had the most amazing poker face in the history of the world. He didn’t acknowledge me, just folded the piece of paper back up and slid it into his pocket. And this time, when he looked straight ahead at Mrs. Norrie, he was actually paying attention.

      It’s better this way Kristopher. You’ll see.
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        * * *

      

      “Okay everyone, your first assignment of the year will have you partnering up. It’s your first major assignment and counts for thirty percent of your overall grade,” Mrs. Albright announced, walking down each row of lab tables in AP Chemistry, and handing out pieces of paper with our assignment on it. She proceeded to explain it to us and I had to admit that it was getting me excited.

      This was the kind of stuff I had been waiting for. It was a perfect mix of theory and practical work, and would require us to use past scientific research and theories and attempt to implement them within our current work in the classroom. When I had taken science in junior year, I had heard the whispers on the type of practical work that would be completed in the advanced class senior year. And the best thing of all, I would be able to team up with Thea to do so.

      “Okay everyone, let’s break off into pairs. I know you are all thinking you will be able to work with your friends, however, in life and science, you don’t always have the luxury to work with people you want to, or who you’re friends with. I have placed pictures of elements from the periodic table along with the corresponding symbol in this bowl. Each of you will come up and pick out a piece of paper. Whoever matches what you have will be your lab partner for this assignment. For instance, if you have the picture of Cadmium, and someone picks up the symbol for it, then you two are partners. Now, we’ll go one at a time. Tom, you’re up.”

      I stilled. What if I didn’t get Thea? There was nobody in this class, let alone the school, besides my friends, I would want to partner up with. This was going to be an absolute nightmare if I didn’t get Thea. The familiar intense feeling of gravity pushing into me from all around rooted me to the spot. I stared numbly ahead of me, allowing my breathing to speed up and become shallow. I didn’t even notice the students moving up one by one as they plucked pieces of paper from the bowl.

      “Isla? Isla. You’re up.” A flash of skin and a loud clack pulled me into a lucid stasis and I turned my head to look at Thea. She motioned her head to the front of the class where Mrs. Albright was sitting, arms crossed in front of her as she leaned forward. Her face was drawn down into one of bored annoyance.

      Slowly, I pushed my chair back. The scraping sound of the feet grinding against the fibres of the carpet molding with the pounding beat of the blood pulsated in my ears. I moved with the speed of a turtle, a mix of wanting to run, but not wanting my classmates to know that this was the most torturous thing ever. When I reached Mrs. Albright’s desk, I looked into the bowl. There were only a few more pieces remaining, and Thea’s accompanying picture element hadn’t been chosen yet. The people remaining were Thea, Zayne, Kristopher, Kenley, and Chase. Worst case scenario, I was coupled with either Zayne or Kristopher, excruciatingly worst case scenario, I was teamed up with Kenley or Chase. They didn’t like me. My hand entered the bowl. Closing my eyes, I fumbled around for a few seconds, my hand eventually settling on a piece, and I removed it from the bowl.

      Just rip the band-aid off and have a look at what’s on the paper.

      I uncovered the writing scrawled in the teacher’s neat cursive.

      
        
        Mt

      

      

      Meitnerium. One-hundred-and-nine on the periodic table. I had no idea who had the picture to this one. I looked to the teacher and she gestured for me to announce which one I got. With trembling hands, I turned around and looked up at the class. Each one of the students faces was a perfect clone of each other. Kenley and Chase faces were both pinched which screamed ‘please not me’.

      Don’t worry, I don’t want to be teamed up with you either.

      “Today, Isla,” Mrs. Albright drawled.

      “Meitnerium.” I looked to all the faces, searching for a sign of hatred and disgust, but saw none. It wasn’t until my eyes landed on Zayne that I saw he would be my partner for this assignment. He wasn’t looking at me, just simply held his hand up with the picture of my element held gingerly between his index and middle finger.

      Thea gave me a sympathetic smile as I walked back to my seat and slumped into it. The remaining students randomly picked their partners. Kenley and Chase were magically able to get each other, and Thea was ecstatic when Kristopher had chosen her element. I was envious, of both of them. I wanted to be partnered with Thea, and I envied her because she grabbed the better brother. After my response to Kristopher in Advanced English, this was the worst outcome to have happened. At least now, if they refused to heed my message, I had an excuse as to why they would be talking to me.
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        * * *

      

      I flopped down onto my bed. Today had been one heck of a day. Ever since AP Chemistry, I had wanted to fast forward through the rest of the school day and hide in my room. It wasn’t all bad though, Zayne didn’t even attempt to speak to me, which was good but weird. I didn’t know why though. He had done nothing but try and get my attention, and as soon as he had a real reason to, he played mute.

      I rolled over and reached into my school backpack, retrieving my phone and headphones. Scrolling through my list of playlists, I chose one that would have me shut off from the world for a bit. My ‘Tune Out’ playlist consisted of nothing but dance music. It was the perfect genre to listen to and the upbeat melodies and racy hyped-up beats had me sink into the world of dance and embed myself into its wave of delicious music.

      I scrolled down the list of songs until I hit the one I wanted to listen to. Pressing play, I braced myself for the eargasm I was about to have, listening to the remix of Voodoo People, by The Prodigy.

      When the bass kicked off, I inhaled deeply and exhaled slowly, sinking into the tune and closing my eyes. This genre of music always made me happy, and I used it whenever I needed to wipe clean the intense emotions of the day. I relaxed my mind and with that, my muscles seemed to relax as well.

      A light rapping sounded at my door and I turned my head to the intruder of my happy place.

      “Honey, dinner is ready.”

      “Okay, Mom. Coming.” I paused the next track and hopped off my bed.

      I opened the door and the smiling face of my mom warmed me. She drew me into a hug, before wrapping her arm around my shoulder, leading me downstairs.

      “So how was school today?”

      Hmmm. How was school? That was a loaded question. How was it? Not great, but not the worst. On a horrible scale of one to ten, it sat at a mid-range of five. Which, to me, was still high, but it could have been worse.

      “It was good. I received my first major assignment for AP Chemistry. That’s about it.”

      “Oh, that’s exciting. You’ve been waiting for a big assignment. Fantastic.”

      “Yeah, the only thing is, I have to partner up on this one.”

      “What’s wrong with that? Thea can’t be bad to work with, can she?” she chuckled.

      “Oh, I’m not partnered up with Thea. I’m partnered up with Zayne,” I said as if the very act of using my energy and vocal chords to sound out the letters to form his name was an ugly taste in my mouth.

      My mother frowned at me. “What’s wrong with Zayne? He’s a lovely boy, and if I remember correctly, he helped you a few weeks ago when we weren’t around.”

      I hated when she was so logical. How could I argue with that? She was right, but then again. She didn’t know Zayne. His beguiling facade around the adults was a little hard to swallow, because in truth, he wasn’t like that at all. He was a harsh, dark and brooding asshole.

      “It’ll be fine. You’ll be fine. Oh, and speaking of Zayne, I’ve invited his family to have dinner with us this Friday night.”

      I froze. I couldn’t have possibly heard what I think I just heard. I could swear though, that I heard my mother just say that she had invited the entire Shai family over for dinner.

      But for what purpose? We weren’t neighbors, and I wasn’t friends with the kids. We walked into the dining room, and I sat down across from my father.

      “Hey sweetie, how are you?”

      “Why did you invite them over?” I asked, ignoring him.

      “Isla, don’t be rude, say hello to your father.”

      “Hi Dad,” I said quickly, returning my attention back to my mother who sat down next to me. “Why did you invite them over?”

      “It’s a thank you dinner, for helping you with Bear, and your arm.”

      “Why do we need to have a dinner with them?” I screeched.

      “Why is this a problem, Isla?”

      “I... it’s just…” I couldn’t come up with a viable reason as to why I didn’t want to have dinner with them. Not one. And it’s not like she would listen to me anyway, so I gave up and sighed. “Nothing. It’s fine.”

      Well, great. This is going to be an amazing disaster.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          Zayne

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Music is universal. There is no right or wrong. It’s about how it makes us feel.”

        

      

      I gripped my cutlery tighter as I heard my mother say the words that made me want to punch a fucking hole in the damn wall. We were invited over to the Davenport’s place this Friday for a thank you dinner. And my parents, being the ever-gracious adults—which was starting to get in the way of my fucking life— accepted the offer with smiles on their faces and appreciative glee in their voices.

      The last thing I wanted to do was to see Isla again. To have to think about that girl again. If it weren’t for the fact we had a goddamn chemistry project together, I would go along rather happily and pretend that bitch never existed. I know what you’re thinking, I’m a Grade A fucking asshole with no heart. And you would be one-hundred-percent correct.

      You don’t get as far as I have in my short life by being a fucking boy scout. I wandered the mean streets of South Africa, without the preconceived silver utensil nestled deep in my rectum. While my family was wealthy, it didn’t curb the obvious discontent of both black and white people around me. I was the unlucky one to be the only one of the Shai children to have been born of color, so, I was the damn outcast. The black sheep, excuse the obvious pun, and the runt of the litter. My parents never made me feel that way at home, but in public, it was a whole different story. That’s my past and my business, and it stays that way.

      I understood better than anybody what Isla was going through, yet, through all the lifesaving I had done to keep her precious head above water, she was still insistent on making me feel as if I was a two-faced prick. I have never tried so hard to help a person I didn’t care for in my life.

      Sure, she intrigued me, I wanted to know what her deal was, and she was the only girl so far to have grabbed my attention, in a physical sense, but I had no idea why I continued to be there for her. And especially not after what happened earlier today at school.

      When Kris had told me she fobbed him off and basically told us to leave her the fuck alone by saying that she doesn’t trust easily. That was the tipping point. Fuck her. Jen had understood her, and in an extremely annoying all-girls-stick-together bullshit code, she stood up for Isla. Stood up for a girl that did nothing but dodge us at every turn.

      Well, I had had enough, and was going to get through this project as quickly as possible so I could go back to ignoring her. I knew how to act like a saint. I did it in front of every adult I encountered because that’s what was expected of me, socially asked of me. I would be smooth and satiate their need for comfort and trust because that’s what I needed to do in order to survive.

      I quickly finished up my meal and excused myself, putting the dishes into the dishwasher and headed upstairs to my bedroom, locking it upon entry. I didn’t want people disturbing me and I especially didn’t want Jen grilling me again with “what the fuck was up my ass”. I was not in the mood. She had no understanding of how much it punched me in the dick to know Isla had dissed and dismissed us, including her, and she never would.

      I picked up my electric guitar, sat on my bed, and started playing a Muse song. A song that was perfectly suited for the mood I was in. It was chaotic, disastrous and full of rage. The only thing I had found to dilute the epically destructive emotions within me, was to play music that complimented it.

      Most people didn’t understand it, but that was because most people didn’t have a constructive outlet. They either drunk themselves into a stupor, popped pills, injected meth or more harmful things to fly off into another part of their psyche that was separate from their functioning minds. I may be an asshole, but I had standards. Picking on some unsuspecting fool wasn’t my way of releasing the tension. I’d much rather jerk off than do that.

      Pressing play on the song to accompany me, I closed my eyes and allowed it to take me away as I blindly, but expertly let my fingers dance along the strings of the guitar, moving swiftly and in lithe movements from fret to fret. The sweet sound of the guitar with the distortion low, played the accompaniment to the melody of the lead singer’s hypnotic voice—a perfect juxtaposition to the lyrics true meaning of chaos, anger and destructive behavior of humans.

      If I were to have an addiction in the world. This one was the best.

      I was halfway through the song, reaching the second chorus, the distortion on the countermelody increasing a little when my phone shouted at me that I had an incoming call. I contemplated screening but there was only one person in my life with the knowledge of my FaceChat account, and that was because we created it together. She would not appreciate it, and no doubt would try and try again until I answered, where I would receive an absolute ear flogging.

      Groaning, I propped the guitar gently against my bed, turned off the song and went straight to my computer and switched it on. I answered it and a frown that was so ugly on a face so beautiful appeared in front of me. It made me frown in response, which had her deepening hers. It was an argument of expressions that I was losing.

      “Zayne. Noah. Shai, what is this I hear you’re being more than your usual arsehole self?” Amali snapped, her South African accent basically non-existent. Ever since she moved to London, she was becoming more and more of a Brit every time I spoke to her.

      She folded her arms, her large breasts becoming more pronounced, I couldn’t help but allow my gaze to fall on them.

      “I can’t believe I have to actually say this to you of all people, but hey!” she said with a raised voice, snapping her fingers to grab my attention and pointing to her face—a loud demand on what my eyes should be set on.

      “Well cover up the girls then, and I won’t be tempted to look. You know how huge they are.”

      “Yes, I do, and no, I won’t. As a human being with an extreme amount of resistance, you should be able to resist being a typical guy. Now, why am I hearing that you’ve been a dickhead?”

      “Who told you that?” I barked at her.

      She didn’t flinch. She was used to this side of me. My random outbursts of fury.

      “It doesn’t fucking matter. Now tell me, what the fuck’s up your arse?”

      “I’m sorry Amali, but this has nothing to do with you, so with all due respect, I don’t want to talk about this.”

      “And with all due respect Zayne, I don’t give a fuck. You need to stop being an arse to this poor Isla chick.”

      “Fucking Jen,” I cursed under my breath. That girl couldn’t shut the fuck up when it came to Amali. They were like sisters. Extremely annoying ones that ganged up on me.

      “Don’t go blaming your sister, she did the right thing coming to me. She knows that if anyone is going to make you see you’re being a downright douchecunt, it’s me.”

      “Douchecunt?” I smirked, half chuckling.

      “Don’t change the topic. Why are you being like this? All because this girl refuses to talk to you? Have you met you? If not, let me introduce you two. Zayne, meet Zayne. He’s a bit of a prick.” If anything, she was melodramatic, but that was something I liked about her. She was sarcastic to a fault and completely and utterly honest. It was the thing that drew me to her.

      She was a breath of fresh air amongst all the kids I had to deal with at school. While I was there anyway. When things got too much, my siblings and I were homeschooled. My parents didn’t want that life for me, even though that was the life we were forced to live, regardless of whether we were in school or not. They still had to take precautions, because even though the apartheid had ended, there was still a stigma. There was still racism and segregation. It was the huge deciding factor in taking this job in America. They wanted to give us more than we were given. Experiencing. Living.

      “Just because I don’t want to talk to her means nothing. She doesn’t want to speak to me either. It’s the perfect non-relationship.”

      I didn’t care what she said, there was nothing that could be said to change my mind. I had tried to give Isla comfort and protection, and she continued to shove it back in my face and treat me as if I was everybody else in that vile school. I know who I am, and the type of person I am. If she doesn’t want to accept it. Then fuck her.

      “Give her a fucking break Zayne! From what I’ve heard from Jen, she’s had a damn hard life. Just like you. So quit being your usual prick self and have a bit of empathy. Remember what that is? It’s that emotion you used to possess. The boy I first met would understand and appreciate the way she is being. And it’s clear she means something to you, in whatever capacity that may be.”

      “She means nothing to me,” I growled out, warning her.

      “Don’t bullshit me. I’m too old for your pathetic little antics to know when you have diarrhea spewing out of your mouth.”

      “You’re only a few years older than me, dickhead.”

      “And already so much wiser. Get over your own hang-ups, and start being a decent person. I know you can be. Be the guy I know and get to experience. Be the guy that I once fell for and is one of my best friends.”

      “I’ve gotta go, Amali. Good talking to you. Next time, maybe we can talk when you’re not being a raging bitch.”

      A cackle of a laugh hit my ears and I hung up the call.

      Was she right about it all? Probably. She always was when it came to me. Better than a lie detector and the willingness to really give it to me and not give up until I screamed at her to let it go.

      There was one thing I was sure of. Isla Davenport’s high school life was hell. She was constantly bullied by her peers and had a small group of friends that I was sure gave her a complex. She was edgy around new people and had a thicker wall up than me. To save the pain, she went on the defensive and tried to give people what they wanted before anything bad could happen.

      Most of all, Isla Davenport was the old me.

      The naive me.

      The weak me.

      She was the part of me I had murdered in its sleep.

      The part of me I beat the hell out of whenever it would try to resurrect itself and claw its way out of its grave.

      I had only one thing on my mind. One goal.

      Isla Davenport would become the new me.

      The better me.

      The stronger me.

      Because even if I didn’t care for her, I hated seeing strong people become a shell of themselves. Become so hollow that they might as well be dead. And what was the point of living if you were only wandering around mindlessly in life.

      It wasn’t living.

      It was being alive. And that wasn’t enough.
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        * * *

      

      Friday rolled around a lot quicker than I wanted. Neither I or Isla had tried to talk to each other. She was still giving me and my siblings the silent treatment. Acting as if we didn’t exist, and I was still too fucking pissed off to want to speak to her. We pulled up to the Davenports’ and I hopped out. Mom and Dad were dressed nicely, as was the norm for them, and my siblings and I were forced to wear something ‘appropriate’.

      For me, it was to not be dressed as if I was attending a funeral or a rock concert. I pointed out that I would be lying if I dressed in anything but black, which they countered. In the end, I compromised and wore black jeans, sneakers and the only apropos shirt I had that wasn’t a suit shirt, a navy blue Polo, which by the way, was the worst kind of shirt to own. Why I had one? Fucked if I know. Probably purchased for Christmas by one of my parents.

      It didn’t take long for one of the Davenports to answer the door. Unsurprisingly, it wasn’t Isla. She would never want to put herself out there to welcome us into her home, not because she was rude, but she had shut herself out from the world, and being in these situations would give her anxiety.

      I saw it in the way she moved around the school. Sometimes, even the way she was with me. So the warm and bubbly welcome was left up to her mother, Mrs. Davenport, who she had inherited her looks from. They both had the same corkscrew curls, the same big eyes. But instead of blue, Isla had green. I couldn’t understand why the shy girl I had just met had concerns about her looks. She looked just like her mother, and without sounding like a creep, who was beautiful.

      Mrs. Davenport, or Katherine, as she insisted us call her, gestured us through the door, shaking our hands as we stepped into the entranceway. She led us through the antique designed home into the dining room. The table was neatly set, with two candles situated in the middle, resting on a runner which ran the near length of the eight-piece dining table. A basket of bread was already placed on either end and in the middle. They sure knew how to go all out for a simple thank you dinner.

      “I’m so glad you could come tonight. I can’t thank you enough for helping my daughter.” Her gushing appreciation of a simple act of kindness was proof that her daughter didn’t receive it as much as a mother would have hoped. It was laid out in her tone for all to see.

      “It was no problem at all. However, the real thanks go to my son, Zayne. If it hadn’t been for him and my daughter Jenique then who knows what could have happened.”

      She turned to me and Jen, and we both nodded our heads in silent acceptance of her thanks.

      And then I felt her. Isla.

      A presence could be felt and I didn’t need to turn around to know who it was, hoping to slip into the shadows sight unseen. I turned around so she knew I was aware of her. It was a huge mistake though because when I did, she knocked me down. I was used to seeing her in her school uniform, looking plain as plain can be. I knew she was beautiful from the first time I had laid eyes on her. There was no mistaking that now, though. Now, she looked as if she was ready to walk down the runway of some fashion show.

      Wearing a violet colored top which not only flattered her figure but gave me a free view of the swell of her breasts, which peaked out the top. A tease of what was hidden underneath the satin. My eyes drank her in greedily, hungrily. Because I was. I was hungry to see what was underneath all those clothes. My cock twitched with insatiable need and I had to scold both of my brains to cut it out before I started pitching a damn tent. Not that it was possible in jeans, but that’s how ridiculously fuckable she looked.

      Grandma’s underwear, golf, cricket, Mom, Dad, Jen, Kris. I had to get a grip. This was not the time nor the place to be eye fucking her.

      Within a few minutes, what was once a red alert, diminished to a safe green. I was in the clear.

      “Ahh, sweetheart, you’re here! Excellent. I’ll let you all get acquainted and I’ll go get the entrees. Please, sit.” Mrs. Davenport scurried off.

      “Hi Isla, I’m Mrs. Shai, but you can call me Stella.” My mother walked up to Isla and instead of giving her a handshake—as was customary among strangers—she drew her into a secure embrace and whispered something in her ear. Something I couldn’t quite pick up, even at our very close proximity to each other. This brought a glossy close-lipped smile to Isla’s face, which shot all the blood straight to my dick again. I found myself fighting to gain composure and fan away the haze of arousal clouding my mind. This was damn annoying and was going to make this a long night if this girl didn’t quit making my dick pulsate with need.

      I walked away from them, so I didn’t have to smell her or look at her beautifully freckled face. Being close to her was doing things to me physically I didn’t want or need.

      I hated her. There was no doubt about that. But here’s the thing about love, hate, and lust. They are basically one and the same, all laid together. And let’s admit it. Lust was a strong emotion and is how you got stalkers.

      I experienced two of the three with Isla.

      I lusted over her scrumptious body and beautiful face.

      I hated what she did to me, how she made me feel and the kind of person she was. Because she was me back when. And I abominated the boy I used to be.

      These two emotions would never slip into love. I didn’t do love. My heart was ash. There was no coming back from that. You can’t resurrect something that had been burned and laid cold by everyone and their hatred of you.

      Mrs. Davenport came back in, followed closely by Mr. Davenport. He introduced himself to everyone and we all sat down in our seats. It didn’t escape my notice that Isla chose to sit as far away from me as possible.

      Good. The further she was away from me the better.

      The night went surprisingly well. I actually had a good time. The Davenports— save their daughter—were lovely. Their exuberance was infectious and I’m afraid to admit that it had sunk its way into my skin, marking me with it. We were all congregated in the living room. Isla still chose to sit as far away from me, however, now she wasn’t as stiff and sitting as if a pole was wedged firmly up her ass, holding her up like a flag. She had relaxed a little, and when she forgot I was around, her resolve would slip just a tad, and the erected walls encasing her in a cocoon crumbled just a touch. She answered the questions my parents asked her. She giggled whenever Kris would say something funny, and her general posture was relaxed and at home. These moments were few and far between, and they never lasted long, because she would soon realize who she was with.

      It was actually quite nice seeing her be herself in those brief moments and I knew that this wasn’t a side most people were lucky to experience. And that’s exactly what it was. When she was happy, she pulled you into her mood and you felt the same way. It was at dinner, that I realised the true extent of the shit she suffered at school. Her parents seemed oblivious to it all, and I didn’t know if it was because they didn’t care or because she kept it to herself. Although, I suspect it was the latter. Her parents were too nice to not give a shit about their daughter, and you could tell they adored the living shit out of her. I would catch them subconsciously wrapping their arm around hers and stroking her arm. A calming mechanism.

      When she got up, I took this as my opportunity to speak to her in private. I didn’t like my odds, but I was going to try. Plus, we had an assignment to do, and that wasn’t going to get done unless we got together. So it didn’t look suspicious, I waited a few minutes and then got up. When I heard the flushing of the toilet, I headed to where the sound came from. When she exited, I stood in her way and pushed her back into the bathroom, nudging the door closed behind me with my foot. With a gasp, she backed up. Looking up at me with those eyes of hers, her breath came out short and shallow.

      “W-w-w-what are you doing?”

      “How’s your wrist?” I asked, softening my voice so as to not scare her further. In hindsight, trapping her inside her bathroom was not the best idea, but she gave me no choice in the matter. She hadn’t spoken to me all night.

      “I-I-I need to get back. And so do you.”

      “Isla, please. I know you have your reservations. But if we are to work together on this project, you’re gonna have to give me something to work with.”

      I was preparing myself for her defense. Ready with a rebuttal.

      “Okay.”

      Hang on. Did I just hear correctly? Was this firecracker of a girl capitulating? Well, fuck me sideways.

      “I must say, I wasn’t expecting that.”

      She shrugged. “You’re right. If we’re going to be working on this project together, I need to talk to you. This doesn’t mean we’re friends though. When this project is over. That’s it. We go back to the way we were.”

      “Wanna get together next Wednesday? You can come to my—”

      “Here. You’ll come here.” With fierce determination, she spurted out those words.

      “Okay then. You go first.”

      “Huh?” She asked, looking perplexed.

      “It’ll look less suspicious if you go first than if we both walk back in together. I don’t know about you, but I don’t want either of our parents, or Kris and Jen thinking anything is happening between us. Because nothing could be further from the truth.”

      In muted, stunned silence, she stilled for a moment, and I could have sworn I saw a sliver of hurt wash over her face. After a few seconds, she squared her shoulders and walked out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “School is war. A constant battle to stay alive and come out unscathed. Each battle which ultimately leads to our biggest victory, or our biggest downfall.”

      

      

      I hadn’t exactly known what I was thinking when I demanded that we study at my place, why I felt that this was the safest place for me. We could have gone anywhere but here, one of the local cafes that sprinkled the main street in town, stayed back at school, or even to the library. No, I had foolishly blurted out that Zayne and I study at my place.

      I had regretted it the moment I had said it, but I couldn’t take it back. My mask was up and I was playing a part. A part, granted, I had just started after I was forced into my bathroom by him. It was a part nonetheless, and one I was determined to uphold. I told him that I didn’t care what he thought. Didn’t want anything to do with him after this project. That we would return to ignoring each other, and I could pretend that he didn’t exist.

      I was relieved when he had agreed to all this and didn’t put up a single counter-argument. The dinner had gone better than I expected, and I had managed to stay away from him most of the night. It didn’t stop me from noticing him looking at me with darkness in his eyes. It wasn’t the same look of hatred he threw at people, which was his norm. It was something different. I couldn’t exactly decipher it. The emotion that raged within his irises. It should have made me feel uneasy, however, it didn’t.

      It made me curious.

      I guess I could come to the conclusion that I jumped to this decision under duress. After all, being railroaded into having a discussion inside a bathroom in your home, by someone who was basically still a stranger was not normal.

      We headed straight here after school. He had insisted on driving me home as we lived on the same street but I refused, and after a long verbal game of tennis, he relented, grumbled some expletives and stormed off. I felt proud of myself. I may not be able to stand up to the kids at school, there was somebody I could. For the life of me I couldn’t figure out why, but I loved it. It gave me a thrill. This wasn’t some gateway bullying thing. This was my ability to assert myself to someone other than my parents and friends.

      He was still in some colossal foul mood when he turned up at my house and made a point of it by slamming his car door closed.

      We had been working for a few hours. My mother had cooked up some homemade pizza. Ever since I lost all the weight, I was scared of the possibility of regaining the weight I had lost. It had become so bad that I was at risk of falling into an eating disorder again.

      My therapist had assured me that I could indulge from time to time and still stay thin. I trusted and believed her, so then came the compromise. If we were ever to have pizza, which wasn’t a regular occurrence in this house. It would be homemade and with Lebanese bread instead of pizza dough. Healthier, and lighter on the stomach. It would be with tomato sauce she made and fresh vegetables. It gnawed away at me to eat them. But I had the comfort of knowing that if I looked at it, I wouldn’t gain fifty pounds.

      We were doing well, working in silence as we did some research online. There were very few moments where we spoke, and you’d think it would be uncomfortable. It wasn’t. It was tranquil and peaceful.

      “So why do you let the others treat you the way they do?” Zayne asked, breaking the silence.

      My head shot up and I blinked at him. Was he for real? This wasn’t exactly the kind of question you asked somebody you, one, didn’t care about, and two were just in a study session with

      “Let’s just stick to the material, please.”

      He stopped typing and the soft click of the laptop lid being closed sounded, signaling his intention on carrying on this conversation. I fought the urge to roll my eyes, as I looked up at his hypnotizing and judgmental blues. How was someone so arrogant, and such an asshole, so damn hot? It was torture. Abiding torture. How much longer could I hold on?

      “Just answer the question, and we’ll get back to it.”

      “No.”

      “Isla,” he warned. As if I was one of his subordinates and could be brought down with a single command. Had he not learned his lesson a few hours ago?

      “I don’t want to go through this again. We didn’t come here to discuss me. We came here to work on our chem project.”

      There was no argument. No sound of steam gushing out of his ears. He simply packed up his stuff and got up to leave.

      I couldn’t believe it. He would leave because I wouldn’t answer his question? What kind of immature guy—correction—boy, did that?

      “Where are you going?” I asked before I had time to stop myself. In reality, I was very grateful for him departing. Except my brain appeared to have different ideas and had me acting as if I were a puppet, and he was my master.

      “Home. I think we’re done here.”

      I shot up onto my feet. “Are you actually kidding me right now? Am I being punked or something? Because this is the kind of childish behavior I would expect from a fucking two-year-old. Not a however-the-fuck-old-you-are teenager. Me not telling you why I don’t do something is none of your business, nor is it pertinent to this assignment. But of course, walk away. I’ll just inform Mrs. Albright that you refuse to work with me and she’ll assign me a new partner.”

      “No, you won’t.” Within a few strides, he was right in front of me, invading my space so that I had to step back. “You won’t because you don’t want to be partnered up with anyone else in the class. The only person you would ever want to be with is Thea. From what I hear, your friend and my brother are doing very well together, and if I’m not mistaken, have a little crush on each other. You will never ask your friend to do something just to serve your needs. Because guess what Isla. You aren’t fucking selfish.”

      He freed the space between us. Allowing me to breathe just a little. He was right. I would never do that to Thea. She had made it perfectly clear how she felt about Kristopher. The girl was in high school love.

      “Why do you let everyone push you around? You clearly have the ability to stand up for yourself. You seem to do it perfectly well with me. So, what is it?”

      Because somehow I feel more at ease with you.

      I would never tell him that, partly because it would shoot straight to his head and add another layer to the inflated balloon that was said head. Also because it was a realization that literally smacked me in the face. I hated a lot of students, but never felt like I could ever serve what they served me. He was different somehow. I didn’t know how, or in what way. He just was.

      “Because. Just drop it.”

      “Tell me.”

      “What part of the word ‘no’, don’t you seem to understand? I’m not going to tell you. You can try as much as you want, but it won’t help to get what you want. Do I have to remind you that we aren’t friends? I don’t know why this bothers you so much,” I screamed.

      I was way overboard with this, but I didn’t care. I was sick of this guy in front of me. This man of men thinking that he could dictate my words and my actions and try and force me to subjugate to his will.

      “You shouldn’t get so emotional, Isla, every argument can be won in a calm manner”. I could hear my mother’s soothing voice pick at my patience. We were at the opposite ends with some things. I was passionate, fiery and was highly emotional. My mother was calm, controlled and was a master at reining her emotions in.

      “From what I’ve seen, everyone at school treats you like shit. I’m sick of seeing you treated like absolute crap, and you taking it like a little bitch.”

      “Again, how is this any of your business and how does it affect your daily life? Because I’m finding it hard to see the connection between you and my problems!”

      “Well, that’s where you’re wrong Isla. It does affect me personally. Because I have to hear the shit that they say about you, and I’m getting quite fed up with it to be honest. I hate bullying more than anything. So I’ve been getting into a few altercations with some people, which is getting some attention from the teachers. The more attention I gain, the chances of me getting expelled go up.”

      He stepped forward, getting too close for my comfort. His head dropped down, breath tickling my ear and sending shivers down my spine. My breath hitched at the sensation. I instantly craved more. I’d never felt anything like it before, and I was caught between wanting more and scared of what it meant. Scared that it was a sign that I was shifting from hate and into a crush. And that was a dangerous thing for me.

      I instinctively moved back and frowned when my back hit the door frame.

      “Do something about this, before I do something I regret because of you and we both fail this assignment,” his soft tone persuasive. And just like that. I was ripped out of my crush haze. I placed my hands on his chest and pushed with as much strength as I could muster.

      “Maybe you should quit being a meathead asshole and act like a normal person instead of fighting everyone. The ability to suppress our basic animalistic desires is what separates us from the animals. Learn not to succumb to your id.”

      I walked off, clutching the railing of the stairs, before stopping. “Don’t go blaming me for your mistakes. It isn’t my fault you’re a dick living in the world of Fight Club. Lock the door when you leave.”
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        * * *

      

      Last night had been stressful, and I hadn’t spoken to Zayne since. I was sure he was trying to avoid me as much as I was avoiding him. I was grateful. He was improbable and unbearable. There was no way I could ever like someone like him. To make matters worse, I was in Religion, one of the two classes I had with Stephanie.

      Usually, I would have a piece of my security blanket—Aurora. Except for today, she was sick. I was dreading this all day, almost contemplating skipping it altogether, but I knew that I would have to go to the nurse and the school would call my parents to notify them. Damn school responsibilities for student safety. It was severely disadvantageous to me at the moment.

      When I got there, she was already there. Looking pristine and amazing in her short school skirt, white blouse that was unbuttoned to show the top of her cleavage. Even though she had a boyfriend, she still enjoyed the attention.

      She ignored me as I walked over to my desk, which was a couple of rows in front of her. If it wasn’t for the fact that the other seats were taken, I would have taken my place at the front. Far away from her. Sitting down, I reached for my phone and headphones and placed them into my ears. The teacher hadn’t arrived yet, so I took a few moments to scroll through my playlist until I found the one that would help me in this situation. My hands had become a little clammy. My throat dried up, and an icy wave passed through me.

      My ‘Calm Mix’ playlist was full of nothing but soothing music to allow me to regulate my breathing and bring me down to a level that didn’t have me on edge. It had artists ranging from Indie to Jazz, with songs that allowed me to sink into the tranquil waters of their embracing melodies. The relaxing and peaceful timbre of Norah Jones’s voice met my ears and comforted my ragged soul. I closed my eyes and kept my head down, drowning everybody else out.

      “Okay children calm down. Let’s get to work. Take out your textbooks and turn to chapter seven. Although we are a Catholic school, we won’t just be learning about what it means to be Catholic and the teachings of our Lord. We will also be learning about all the other religions. Because above all else, we are not biased against the others, nor do we discriminate. For example, Judaism. It may be shocking to some, but Jesus himself was Jewish. Not a lot of people remember this because so much focus is placed on him within the Christian faith.”

      I took my headphones out, a little disappointed at having to listen to Sister Margaret. She was a lovely Sister, and the only one left remaining in this school. She didn’t believe in corporal punishment and was quite young, late forties at best. That may not seem young, but in nun years, she was a baby in comparison to the others that had worked here.

      The majority of the class was about the life of Jesus, the teachings of the Jewish faith, the various denominations within it, and the differences between Christianity and Judaism. I found this interesting, but not as interesting as Buddhism and couldn’t wait to reach it in the textbook. We still had a few chapters to go through. If I was to ever join a religion, it would be Buddhism. I loved the messages it taught. The notion of inner peace and acceptance. It was something I wanted. Something I strived for.

      I just had to learn how to do all of that.

      At the end of the lesson, Sister Margaret had to race over to the other side of the school for a meeting, so she rushed out of there a few minutes before the bell rang. With my hands clutching my backpack, I shouldered it on as soon as the bell blasted from the speakers above the blackboard and placed my headphones back in my ears.

      I started to walk out before the rest of the students could. I didn’t want to chance a run-in with Stephanie. Sitting as close as I had to her had already been too much for me.

      A round robin of laughter erupted and sliced through the music. I ignored it. I knew it was about me for some reason but knew to keep my head down and move away from the situation as quickly as I could, I would be better. I was heading down the hallway until the laughter rang louder and louder.

      Deafening.

      I regrettably chanced a look at the sea of students. Every single person was pointing and laughing at me. A sense of dejá vu bringing me straight back to a similar event a couple of years ago.

      

      I was walking down the hall, clutching my backpack tighter against me. I had had a horrible day and just wanted to get home. People were mooing at me. I had to catch the bus today, my parents were both busy at work. I wouldn’t catch the school bus though. I was going to walk down the street a bit and catch the public bus. It was half way down, then I felt the first hit to my right cheek. Stopping, I reached up and wiped the foreign substance off of me.

      I had to hold in the vomit when I saw it.

      Poo.

      I looked around to see who had done it and landed on Stephanie and her clique. She had her arms folded and was laughing. Beside her, her boyfriend stood with a bucket of what I could only assume to be cow poop. I spun around and started to run through the crowd of students.

      “Better watch out everybody, Isla the Cow is thundering down the side walk! Can you feel the ground shaking?!” Kirsten bellowed, cackling with laughter.

      Tears pricked the corners of my eyes as the roar of laughter crescendoed exponentially. I put my head down and kept on running until someone tripped me and I felt my body tumbling down.

      “Timbeeeeeeeer!” Michael called out.

      The tears came out harder, and I didn’t try and contain them. I let them fall. It wouldn’t make a difference to the bullying. I stayed on the ground, as the students walked past me. Hitting me with their shoes as they did so.

      The second hit came to my back. The third to my hair. And then the bombardment of shit came. The sound ringing out like an automatic firearm.

      Bang, bang, bang, bang, bang.

      This was war. And I was the enemy.

      They had successfully murdered me.

      There was no coming back from the dead. Not from these gruesome injuries.

      

      This situation was no different. The same hyenas expressing their pleasure in my pain. The same people were no doubt responsible for this one.

      “Oh wow, Isla. It looks like you’ve had an accident. You know, you should probably go to the nurse's office. You’ve sprung a leak.” Stephanie’s tone was full of obvious false kindness.

      I strained my head around to see what she was talking about.

      Right there on my ass, was a stain the size of a tennis ball.

      Red wine in color, mimicking the look of period blood.

      The amplified sounds cornered me. Inching closer and closer towards me, until I was suffocating, and claustrophobia sunk in.

      Taking one last glance around me, I sprinted to the front doors and threw one of the double doors open and ran straight into the hard chest of Zayne. With intense hatred, he stared at me. The laughing following me. I pushed him aside and ran to my car and jumped in.

      I couldn’t care less that I still had classes to attend. I needed to get out of there. I couldn’t hold it together any longer.

      I slammed my foot on the accelerator and sped out of the parking lot.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “You need to inform the headmistress of these deplorable actions, Isla,” Aniyah said. She was only trying to help, but the only thing it did was make me feel annoyed.

      My friends had found out what happened at school from Zayne. They were livid when they called me and yelled their disapproval at what Stephanie had done. They wanted to get back at her. Make her feel the way I’d felt ever since 8th grade year. I told them not to and then they turned on me. What started off as an animated discussion on Stephanie and a slew of colorful words used to describe her had turned to an intervention of sorts.

      “It’s not going to make a difference. Stephanie is the headmistress’ daughter, she’s never punished her for anything she’s done to the students at the school. We all know that we’ve experienced it one too many times, and it’s the whole reason her treatment of me worsened. Please, please just leave it be. It’s no big deal anyway.”

      “No big deal?! You fucking kidding me?” Aurora shouted, the sound slamming into my eardrums. “That bitch has done nothing but use you as her little punching bag. I’ve had enough. If you don’t do anything about that cunt, I will,” she threatened, her usual laid-back demeanor changing into one of spit fire rage.

      “Aurora. Just… just don’t. Leave it be and let it pass.”

      “But I—”

      “Aurora. You know it’ll only make it worse.”

      Silence.

      Eventually, she sighed and nodded. “Yeah, I know. I promise not to do anything unless I get your blessing. But for the record. I don’t like it.”

      “I know.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          Zayne

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Patience is key. Learn to be patient, and it will help you to attain everything you want.”

      

      

      I was at Isla's place again to work on our project. We worked in near silence, apart from when we needed to actually discuss the assignment. Right now, we were in research mode. We were both in the dining room, sitting on our laptops as we worked. It was damn difficult though. All I could think about was yesterday afternoon when she ran into me. The look on her face was drowned in sadness, embarrassment, and fear. Anger instantly boiled inside me, and I knew it had something to do with the bitch that was her enemy. I couldn't bring myself to think of her name. That cunt didn't deserve a name. Like inmates in a prison, she had lost that right when she chose to bully people.

      I didn’t think I could ever despise anyone as much as I did her. Not even the kids back in South Africa. And they were ruthless fuckers who grew up in one of the worst countries in the world. She-Bitch was the worst I had ever come across. Because unlike the people back where I grew up, she fucked you over mentally. And I didn’t care what anybody else said, mental abuse was far worse than physical. After Isla ran off on me, I walked up to the nearest person and asked them nicely what had happened.

      The good thing about being me was that people who deemed themselves weaker than me usually quivered in their boots and gave me what I wanted straight away. The little nerd I had cornered squealed like a little piggy.

      "What the fuck happened here?" I demanded.

      The nerd practically pissed in his pants as I pushed him against the wall by his neat collared shirt.

      "I-I-I-I-"

      Fucking hell, the poor guy was so scared I was pretty sure a river of pee would start flowing down his pants.

      Feeling a little sorry for him, I released his collar and stepped back.

      "Sorry. What happened here? Who messed with Isla?”

      "Isla?" He asked, nervously pushing his glasses further up his nose with his pointer finger, never looking at me.

      "Isla. Davenport."

      How this guy didn't know who she was was surprising. Everyone knew who she was, and it wasn't because she was popular. It was because, when she was picked on, her bully made sure to have an audience.

      "O-oh. Isla the Co—"

      I drank up the space between us, forcing him to step back. "Choose your words wisely," I warned.

      "Y-y-y-yes, I know her.”

      "What happened? Why did she just run out of here?"

      "She had a red mark on her... you know, that looked like, you know."

      I forced myself not to roll my eyes. It was hard. "I know that. I saw her race out of here with the stain on her skirt. Who did it to her?"

      "Stephanie and her friends. In Religion, she placed something on the seat that would make it look like it was, you know."

      Fury took over me and I slammed my hand on the wall behind him, getting in close. He jumped at the sound of the impact. "And you didn't think to do anything? Nobody thought to say anything to stop her from sitting down in that shit?!"

      "S-s-s-she forced us not to say anything!" He squeaked, begging me not to hurt him with his eyes. I wouldn't, because I was not that kind of person. Usually.

      I pushed off against the wall and walked away.

      

      We sat in silence, working on our project. I was pleasantly surprised that she hadn't torn me a new one. Her friends would have gone to her straight away, and she would have known I was the one to tell them.

      I sighed and closed the lid of the laptop. I wanted to get to the bottom of this. I needed to know why she never said anything to the people who bullied her. Silence and acting as if they were right was never the way to defeat bullies. The only thing it did was give them the persistence and determination to crack you. Break your will and spirit until there was nothing left remaining.

      I had to make her see that she couldn’t just do nothing. The more she continued to do nothing, the longer it would go on like this until Stephanie got what she wanted.

      Isla Davenport... dead.

      "Did you do something about what happened yesterday?"

      "Huh?" Isla asked, looking up at me. Her brows pinched in confusion, and her reading glasses slipped down her nose slightly.

      "Did you do something about what happened yesterday?"

      A loud sigh escaped her mouth and she dropped her head in her hands. "Zayne. I don't want to get into this. It has nothing to do with our chem project."

      "I just don't understand why you refuse to take action. This isn't going to stop, no matter how long you ignore it. I know people like Stephanie and her goons. And I know that ignoring the situation isn't going to stop them. Only you can do something about it."

      "Not that it's any of your business but seeing as though you fail to do the one thing you expect from other people, fine. I can't do anything, because I know nothing will happen. Stephanie Brynsworth's mother is Jacqueline Brynsworth, headmistress of the school. She basically owns the town because of her wealthy husband. Jacqueline is also the president of the PTA and Teachers Union. The only teachers she doesn't have under her belt is my English teacher, Mrs. Norrie. I've tried to go to her before, and all she ever did was ignore the situation and brush it under the rug. Stephanie and her friends sweet talk their way out of getting into trouble. So there you go. There is no point, and all it will do is make it worse for me."

      "When was the last time you tried?"

      "I don't know."

      "So, a while. Try again."

      "It won't make a difference."

      "You won't know if you don't try."

      "You're not from around here, so you don't understand how things go. There is a hierarchy here in not only this school but this town. The richest family runs the place, and that would be the Brynsworths. They have everybody under their belt. It's basically Gotham City here. Just because it's been a while since I last asked, doesn’t mean squat. Things don't change here and having absolutely no pull, there is nothing I can do. The headmistress seems to be of the poor opinion that her daughter’s a saint and can’t do a thing wrong. Nothing will ever get done. So there is no point in trying. All it does is get you on her radar, and if she can make your life hell, she will."

      "So what I'm hearing is that you're weak."

      She slammed her hands down on the table and got up. "Get the fuck out Zayne. Tomorrow I'm going to ask the teacher for a change in partners. I can't fucking handle this anymore. Stay out of my damn business. You know nothing about me, and you never will. You'll never know this feeling. I hate you!"

      I got up, collected my things and left.

      Good fucking job dickhead.
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        * * *

      

      Hit after hit, I took out my frustrations on the punching bag in our home gym. I was furious.

      At Isla.

      At myself.

      At Stephanie and the faculty who were so under the headmistress’ thumb, it was disgusting.

      Thump, thump, thump.

      I was coated in a sheen of sweat, which was starting to drip down my face. As soon as I got home from Isla's, I came straight down here.

      Thump, thump, thump.

      Her face popped into my head, and I couldn't wipe away the look on her face when I told her she was weak. The hurt. The pain. And the underlying anger. I pushed and pushed her. Was an outright cunt to her. I hated that. I was every person that had told her that she was nothing at the school. I was every person that told me I was weak and not good enough.

      "So, this is where you've been,” Jen said dryly.

      I didn't bother responding. This was just a gateway to telling me what she really wanted to talk to me about.

      "What's up with you?"

      I ignored her.

      "Hey! Don't be rude and answer me. You know I'm going to keep on talking unless you do anyway."

      I stopped and held onto the bag to settle the swing. Once still, I stripped my gloves off and threw them onto the chair placed against the wall. "I'm pissed off. I didn't think you needed me to tell you in order to figure that out."

      "Don't be a dick. Tell me. Oh, let me guess, Isla."

      I didn't answer her as I plucked a towel off a table and wiped myself down.

      "What happened this time?"

      "She refuses to listen to me when I tell her what's best for her." I slumped down in the seat next to her.

      "Still trying to tell her what to do huh? Tell me, Brother, how are you telling her? You demanding that she do something, or are you gently guiding her?"

      "I was gently suggesting."

      She laughed. "No, you weren't."

      "Then why the fuck did you even ask?" I barked at her.

      "I was hoping that you would have changed your tactics. You're a terrible liar though, so I knew it wasn't true. I thought you already had a conversation with Amali about this. You need to give Isla a break. I know you have a stronger understanding of what it's like to be in her shoes. Hell, even I do, just not to the same extent. You two should be able to work together, as a cohesive unit considering the circumstances she's going through now. You need to stop being an ass to her. I know she means something to you, whether you want to admit it or not. I have never seen you go this far with a person. Ever. You don't like people and are a great judge of character. That's what makes you both amazing and horrible. You don't need to be an expert to know that she is suffering. She doesn't trust easily, and from what I hear, people have manipulated her her entire life. Especially guys. Wanting to speak to her only to get to her friends. I know it's hard for you to not blow up but you can be sweet and sensitive. Pretend she's me, or Amali. You'll find that if you aren't all beast, then maybe she'll be more responsive."

      I mulled it over. I knew I was being an asshole to her. Knew that I was being a bit more forceful then I should have been. They were right, I needed to stop being my usual self that forced people to submit to me as if they were my subordinates, and I was their Captain.

      I had to be better with her. Had to be gentle. Because she was weak, and that wasn't a bad thing. She was beaten down to that level. She was a scared little fawn that had lost her parents and was trying to navigate the world blind.

      I scrubbed my hands over my face and leaned my head against the wall for a moment before sitting upright.

      "You're right. I do know what she's going through and how she's feeling. I should know better and treat her with the respect and kindness she deserves. Thanks, Sis."

      "You're welcome, Brother." She clapped me on the back and got up. "Now go have a shower. You fucking smell."

      I chuckled and got up, following her out of the gym and back upstairs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          Zayne

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Growing up is hard. Growing up with hate is even harder.”

      

      

      Past

      

      The first day of school was meant to be the best. For me, it was one of trepidation. I was not most kids. I was not even my sister and brother, who could be one of the normal kids that was privileged enough to be accepted and able to live a life worth living. Call me cynical. Pessimistic. Negative. Whatever adjective you chose to describe it. I refused to call it either of those things. I was damn realistic. Even at the age of fourteen, I was mature beyond my years, and that wasn’t because I was well versed in the written word of Shakespeare or my mother had me listen to Mozart when I was in the womb, it was because I had to.

      My parents thought about homeschooling me through high school because of how dark I was, but I had told them that I could handle it. I pressured them into allowing me to go to school with my siblings. I was a little worried and unsure about it now, I knew it was the best thing for me. Plus, I was never going to have friends if I was holed up at home with my family.

      My father turned around in the driver seat and smiled at me and my siblings. He was dropping us off on the way to work. He was born and bred on the mean streets of South Africa. I know, such a fucking cliché, but it was the truth. He was extremely poor and lived in a hut on the outskirts of the city. He fought and fought his way into university. Working his damn ass off to get by and pay for his studies. My mother was a nurse and a Swedish immigrant. She came to South Africa on a voluntary relief mission to the third world. She was lucky enough to be stationed here. And after she fell in love with my father, she couldn’t return home.

      Their life was rough. Growing up in the height of the apartheid, they had to keep their relationship a secret from everyone. Even their families and it wasn’t about an acceptance thing, it was about protecting them. People tended to go for family members of those people who refused to abide by the new rules set in place for the country, disgusting as it was. It was what it was. Somehow they survived and birthed three children. I was their first, and when I came out looking too tanned, they knew they had a difficult road ahead. I wouldn’t be considered black or white. So by simple deduction, I could only be the abominated spawn of a black and white couple. It was the worst thing a person could do. Intermingle and involve themselves in an interracial relationship.

      Beat someone up, that’s bad. Steal food or personal belongings, that’s worse. Fuck a person of the opposite race and that was a righteous cause for murder. Thankfully, when my mother fell pregnant twice more, she gave birth to two children who looked like they had a healthy tan. Still able to be considered white. So they were given the best of the best. Surprisingly, or unsurprisingly, black people were the ones that lived in absolute squalor and shit. The white’s lived in their ivory towers and most of them looked down or cared less about black people than they did their help—who were most likely black. I could have easily become hateful and resentful of my siblings for the way they were born. In reality, I loved them more than myself and wanted the best for them.

      “You ready for your first day of school?”

      I shrugged, because I didn’t know how to answer that question. I was nervous. I was also feeling something else, I didn’t know whether it was excitement or fear. Possibly a raw mix of both. Who knew?

      “Okay, well have a good day. If you need me, remember to call the hospital.”

      I nodded and opened the door to the vehicle and hopped out, waiting for my siblings to say goodbye to our dad and exit the vehicle.

      “So, Brother, how are you really feeling?” Jen asked.

      I gave her the same response as I had given my father. She didn’t need to know how I really felt.

      “Come on, I know you better than that. Don’t hide from me.”

      “I’m not hiding,” I snapped. “I just don’t know how I feel at the moment okay. Enough of this emotional bullshit,” I said, walking off on them and heading inside the school. It was everything I had imagined it to be. Everything the TV shows had shown us. I didn’t wait for my siblings. People were going to know that we were related. We weren’t going to move away from that. We looked too much alike for people to think we belonged to a different family. So the ruse was, we were cousins. It was believable that as cousins we could look similar to each other. They were also down in the birth registry under my mother’s maiden name. Something my parents did when they were born. Here we were—me, as a Shai, and Kristopher and Jenique, were Fredriksson.

      I surveyed my surroundings at the school. It was full of kids with huge smiles on their faces, and animated voices. It was a sea of colorful backpacks and clothing as the hallway packed full of children went along and met up with friends they already had from primary school.

      I didn’t have any friends. Not once, did you see a mixed-race person in amongst the whites or the blacks. We were more hated and discriminated against, and that’s what my parents were fearful of. They worried that I would be an outcast.

      The bell rang, and a voice overhead boomed out into the hallway.

      “Attention, children. This is Headmaster Williams. Please make your way in an orderly fashion to the gymnasium. If you follow the signs, they will lead you there. See you in a few minutes and welcome to your first day of high school.”

      I followed the rest of the colorful sea of people to the gymnasium. They bumped into people as I walked along, when another student barged past me to get to their friends ahead, I turned to apologize when I saw the scowl of a rather unpleasant looking person next to me and thought better of it.

      “Hey, you gonna say sorry for bumping into me half breed?” His vile and vicious acid fired at me.

      I glanced at him and mumbled an apology.

      “What was that half breed?” He sneered, laughing at his own… can’t call it a joke, his unintellectual attempt at intimidation.

      He thought he could get me from spitting out something I’ve heard time and time again. It was the same racist hate people threw at me like grenades. Because that was the only thing they could find to hurt me. To disembowel me. Lucky for me, every single one of them missed. And so did this one. I wouldn’t allow the words to soften me. Make me weak. Because the weak were for those who didn’t have the will to live. And there was no way I was going to allow some racist asshole stop me from living.

      “Sorry,” I said a little louder. Putting in as much regret and feeling into it as I possibly could.

      “That’s not go—”

      “Is there something wrong, Cousin?” Kris asked, stepping up beside me.

      The guy looked up at him because Kris had a massive growth spurt that summer and was quite filled out and muscular for his age. The guy shrunk back and shook his head like the fool he was, tripping over himself and speed walking away.

      My hands turned into fists, my jaw clenched. I hated that he had to take care of me. I was the older brother. I should be the one protecting him and being there if he needed it. Not the other way around. I felt weak. Scratch that. I was weak.

      “It’s only going to get worse,” he said as we continued along.

      “Where’s Jen? You didn’t leave her, did you?”

      “Leave me where?” Jen answered, stepping up next to me.

      “If you want to pull out now, do it.” His tone serious.

      “That’s what she said,” I joked.

      “This isn’t funny Zayne,” he said, scolding me.

      “No, it isn’t. Which is why it’s insulting you would even think that. If I didn’t think I could handle it, I wouldn’t have convinced Mom and Dad to allow me to come here. Thanks for the help, but I don’t need you to rescue me.”

      I walked off on them. I needed to get away, and yes, it was rude. Did I care? Not really. I couldn’t have my little brother rescue me whenever he felt I needed it. If I was going to gain any semblance of respect from these dicks, I needed to stand on my own two feet and fight like a man. Not cower like a boy.

      The assembly wasn’t anything interesting. In fact, it was more than uninteresting. I wanted to blow my fucking head off. The only things I managed to gather from it all—which happened to be the most important—was where I needed to go for register period. There, we would be given our timetable and diaries.

      Kris and Jen stayed away from me, and very well they did. I didn’t want to see Kris. He took it upon his duty to be my lifesaver here, knowing everything I would go through. I appreciated it, kind of, but I would never accept it. If there was ever a fight, it wasn’t his fight to take on. It was mine, and mine alone.

      Kris and I were in the same register period. I made my way in and sat down at the back of the classroom. Not because I thought I was cool, but because I didn’t want to be noticed. I was better off if people couldn’t look at me. Whether they meant it or not. If I was in direct eye-line of people, who knew what could happen. I didn’t want another situation like before. Kris sat down next to me and I continued to ignore him. As fake cousins, we didn’t necessarily have to like each other. As far as anyone knew, we only put up with each other. And that’s exactly how I was happy to play out our relationship.

      If only the dickhead would play it the same way.

      “I’m sorry for making you seem weak. I just didn’t want shit to happen on your first day.”

      “I’m over it. Drop it.”

      “Fucking hell man. You can’t ignore me forever.”

      “I’m not ignoring you, but we don’t need to be buddy-buddy with each other. It’s better for everyone involved. Let’s just pretend we’re cousins who tolerate each other,” I said in a monotone voice. Not looking at him.

      He scoffed. “Fine, whatever man.”

      He was pissed. This was good. If he was pissed off, that would mean he would stay away from me. That’s how our relationship was. Whenever we hated each other in a moment, we steered clear, acting as if neither of us existed. While Kris wasn’t as bad as me, he still needed his time. In a couple of hours, he would be over it. Me, it depended on the intensity of my rage.

      “Okay children, quiet down. I’m Mrs. Coetzee, and I’m your register period teacher. In a few minutes, I’ll be handing out your timetables and diaries. You will use the diaries to note down any homework that you have and keep track of your classes. There are three breaks. Morning break, lunch and then an afternoon break. You are expected to attend all of your classes and be there on time. Failure to arrive on time will make you tardy and you will be given detention. If you need to go to the toilet, you need to ask the teacher, and they’ll let you go. Every morning in register period, I’ll be letting you know of anything of importance and complete roll call. Any questions?” Silent nods from everyone. “No? Good.”

      The bell went off and we all filed out to attend our first class of the day. Mine was mathematics. According to my timetable, my class was directly above me. As I walked out of the room, I was pushed into the wall. I whipped around to see which brave asshole had pushed me. Standing there, was the dickhead from earlier, a smug look on his fat ass face. He was so damn white he was practically translucent.

      “Well, would you look at this. Hey, mutt. I see your friend is nowhere near to protect your ass this time. I can’t believe people like you are allowed to live. Your mother should have killed you the moment she found out. Does it feel good to know that you’re the product of rape? That your bastard father raped your mother and she was forced to have you? You make me sick,” he spat, a massive glob falling on my eye.

      I wiped it off but didn’t react. Reacting was only going to exacerbate the situation and get me into shit. The last thing I wanted to do was to fire this guy up even more. If I ignored him, he would tire of me and move onto someone else. I wasn’t proud to say that I wanted that for me. But if it was me or somebody else, I would choose me every single time. It was going to be way worse for me than it would be for someone else. The only other people a person like this guy would pick on would be another white person, and it wouldn’t even be that bad.

      We were still so culturally segregated that the whites rarely spoke to the blacks, and a lot of the whites were fearful. It was an annoying and misguided prejudice. We weren’t all brutes, drug addicts and criminals. And if we were, we did it to fucking survive. Because there was nothing else. For others, it was far from their true nature and they’d become hardened by what they’d been through.

      Experience was a huge thing.

      It can toughen you the fuck up, tear you down, or make you weak. It can give you the skills necessary to get by. Above all else, it gives you the right life lessons needed to keep on going, as long as you are willing to listen and take it on board.

      This moment right here was adding to the lessons I had to learn. I learned that in order to survive the dark world of high school, I had to keep my head down and get on with my shit. I had to just do as these bullies asked and take the crap they handed to me with acceptance.

      I had to submit to them.

      And that’s exactly what I did. I took the spit, and without saying a word, also took the punch he directed at my stomach. I even cowered and fell to the ground for effect.

      It worked. He strolled off with his friends. Laughing at me, while other students kept their focus ahead of them. Whites and blacks alike.

      Nobody cared about the rich little mixed-race boy at their school.

      Because I didn’t fit in with either of them.

      I wasn’t white.

      I wasn’t black.

      I was a horrible in between. I was a curse. A curse unwillingly given to me by my mother and father.

      And right then, I hated them for it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “A friend is someone who understands your past, believes in your future, and accepts you the way you are”

        - Unknown

      

      

      “Can you believe it? He had the audacity to come at me and ask me why I wasn’t doing anything about the shit Stephanie was doing. Like seriously?! He has no idea what it’s like. No idea what high school in America is like. It’s nothing like it is back in South Africa.”

      “Yeah, it’s worse,” Fatima said in a tone that suggested she couldn’t believe I didn’t know that.

      “Yeah, I know that!” I snapped, frustrated.

      I couldn’t help it. I was pissed. Ever since I told him to basically fuck off at my house last night. I had been raging, pacing up and down, I had pretty much made a trail across the length of my room. I had fallen so far down the anger well I couldn’t even pull myself out of it to do school work.

      “If you ask me, I think you have a crush,” Thea said, giggling.

      “Well nobody’s fucking asking, now are they?”

      She looked at me with wide eyes, mouthing, “wow”. I hunched over and sighed. I was being a bitch, I know. Although, I felt as if it was warranted. She had been the bane of my existence, right behind the first bane of my existence, Zayne. I thought I loved and lived by romance books and movies, but she took it to another level. No, another realm.

      “No offence, Isla but we all agree with him. I know that you don’t want anything to happen because you think it will get worse. In all honesty though, how can it?” Aurora asked tentatively.

      I sighed.

      “I’ve been to the headmistress before, and it did nothing. You know this. The headmistress will never go against her precious daughter and her friends. What is the point? And the reason I don’t want you guys to go against her is because I know what she can be like. Things will only get worse for all of you. I don’t want that. None of you deserve to be her next target.”

      Everyone sat in silence, not knowing what to say next, mulling over my words.

      “You say he doesn’t like you, but yet again, he’s doing things that someone who cared about someone would do,” Thea said, cautiously.

      I smiled at her, actually thankful this time because it allowed for a slight change in topic. “He doesn’t like me,” I said.

      Thank you, I mouthed.

      “Okay, look at the facts here. On his first day, he ignored every single person but you. He stood up for you against that dick, Clinton,” she continued on, counting the number of times he had ridden in like a not-so-white knight and protected me. Everything she was saying had a point. I refused to believe it though. Unless he told me himself, I would never believe it. And seeing as though that would never happen, I was pretty safe in my own deduction of his motives behind his actions.

      “That is a lot of evidence against your arguments of him not having any feelings for you, Isla,” Aniyah said before biting into her salad.

      “Will you all shut up if I agree that he likes me?”

      They all looked at each other and then back at me and nodded.

      I rolled my eyes at them. “I won’t admit that he likes me,” I held my hand up to keep them from talking. “I will, however, admit that he appears to favor me more than others. Deal?”

      Now it was their turn to roll their eyes. They agreed though, and I was happy knowing that it was going to be the end of this discussion.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was Tuesday, three days since the unfortunate incident with Zayne. I had calmed down since then and having no contact with either him or his siblings was good. I still had Advanced English with Kris, but instead of trying to talk to me, he gave me the space I wanted. Today was my first day of AP Chemistry, I had kind of dreaded this day. Ever since we had been given this assignment, the teacher had ordered us to sit together. I sat in my seat, biting at my nail bed.

      I’m not nervous. Not nervous at all.

      Okay, I was damn nervous. Why though? I hadn’t done anything wrong. I had every right to go off at him. So why did I feel bad about it?

      Even though my head was down, I didn’t need to see him to know when he walked into the classroom. He had this aura about him. Even though he was only… well, I don’t know how old he was. Even though he was only a teenager, he was able to command a room by entering it.

      Today, I sensed him. I felt the energy he released when he walked into the classroom. I smelled his delicious cologne that created unsolicited dirty thoughts of him and me doing all kinds of debaucherous things to each other. And then, I lifted my head up and saw him. All six three of him. His swagger, lithe movements swallowed up the space between us.

      Oh, fuck me he looks good today. I could just jump on him and grind against that firm body of his…

      I scolded myself for thinking such inappropriate thoughts about him.

      Just forty-five minutes. You only need to deal with him for forty-five minutes, and then you can get away from him.

      My brain was foolish and didn’t know what it was thinking. Well, it knew what it was thinking, but it was confused with how it was feeling. The brain can be wrong right? Maybe I was sick. I should go to the doctors and get myself checked? Because how does one go from hating the person that sat unreasonably close to them, to wanting to mount them a week later? I’d always found him attractive, but not enough to spur these dreams of sexual conquest.

      “Hey, Isla.”

      The deeply soft timbre of his voice, with its slight vibrato sent shock waves of pleasure straight to an area it shouldn’t.

      Stop it, body!

      “Y-y-yeah?” I asked, not wanting to turn for fear that my ovaries would explode at seeing his frustratingly sexy face.

      “I just want to say sorry for the way I’ve treated you lately.” Hang on a second. Did I just hear what I think I just heard? Did the almighty do-no-wrong Zayne actually apologize to me? Another thing I would do while at the doctors, check in with my ENT and see if I have some inner ear infection that is effecting my hearing. “Yeah, it’s been brought to my attention that I have been less than stellar when it comes to you. Now, I’m not apologising for anything I said, or for helping you out. I’m just apologizing for the delivery.”

      I should be grateful that he apologized to me. It was more than I ever expected of him. The annoying thing was though was the fact that he wasn’t at all sorry for invading my personal life. He had no right to do that. Had no right to tell me what to do. Just because everybody else bowed down to him didn’t mean I was going to do that too.

      With my hands under the table, I clenched them to stop from going off at him and causing a scene. When the break of skin allowed the blood to flow at a trickle, I internally relished the feeling.

      “Thank you. I appreciate it.” My voice came out soft and leveled.

      “Can we start over?”

      “Sure.” I offered him a small smile, which he returned with a bigger one. “You have to do one thing for me though.”

      “Really? We barely know each other and you’re already demanding things from me?” It was said in jest. The smirk he threw at me lit up my body.

      Fuck you, body.

      “Yes, I think I deserve it after everything. You need to stop pressuring me about taking certain matters to the headmistress.”

      His face contorted into a frown, and darkness washed over his blue eyes. He was angry. Or annoyed. Or horny. Who knew? Most of his emotional responses looked exactly the same. It wasn’t until a deep guttural growl erupted from his chest that I knew he was well and truly irked, I had caused him to act as if he were a lion in the Sahara anticipating a fight.

      As soon as it came through, it washed away, and the Zayne that sat beside me was human again.

      “Fine. But, at risk of overstepping my bounds one last time. It is something you need to do. I know you think you’re stopping it from happening. But ask yourself, what has stopped? And how much longer are you willing to continue before you fight back. When you contain the feelings inside of you it only has one outlet. And that’s out of every part of your body. When that happens, it’s destructive, and hard to come back from.”

      “You talk from experience.”

      “No.”

      And that was it. The decent moment we had was now over.
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        * * *

      

      “You can just drop me off at the shop near my place, Aurora,” I said, tapping her on the shoulder as she navigated her way down the main street of downtown.

      “Why?”

      “Mom asked if I could drop by the store and pick up some stuff for dinner.”

      “We’ll stay and I’ll take you home.”

      “No, don’t be stupid. You go take the others home and I’ll just walk. It’s not that far, and it’s not too cold to walk home.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. It’s a two-minute walk, Aurora. I think I can handle it.”

      She pulled off the main street and into the one that led to the shops just up from my house. When she parked, I jumped out while saying goodbye and waving at them as she drove off.

      My parents usually completed one big shop every two weeks, if they needed extra things, we would make our way down here and pick it up. I walked into the little convenience store and waved hello to the owners, while wandering down the aisles, knowing exactly where I needed to go to get the brown rice and quinoa Mom had asked for.

      Last year she had hit this organic health craze, forcing us to follow suit. I hadn’t known what to expect and presumed that I would hate it. I was almost certain my dad would. He likes to eat anything and everything, and rarely is into the whole healthy food ‘fad’, as he called it. I was surprised to find that it was nice, and brown rice and quinoa were just one of the things we kept eating when Mom realized just how expensive it was to settle into the lifestyle.

      Grabbing the box, I made my way back to the counter.

      I handed over the money when the clerk said the total and collected the bag, saying my goodbyes as I placed the goods in my backpack. When I exited the store, the intensity of the rain and the chill in the air that had appeared all of a sudden. Mother nature was a bitch. No wonder she was referred to as a woman, an endless cycle of PMS.

      I lowered my head and struggled against the rain that hammered against me. I had stupidly left my umbrella at home, not thinking that it would rain. I brought my blazer up over my head as I started to walk home. I didn’t get far when I fell and landed right onto my tailbone. I remembered at the last minute not to put my broken wrist out to catch my fall. A shooting pain burst up my spine.

      “Fuck!” I screamed, biting my lip through the pain, as I leaned to the side, holding my lower back.

      “Holy shit! Isla, are you okay?”

      Kristopher came into view and he bent down, worry in his eyes as he stared into mine. I nodded my head.

      “Yeah, I just landed hard, that’s all.”

      “What are you doing out here? Where’s your car?” He asked, looking around, holding his umbrella over me.

      “I got dropped off by Aurora.”

      “And why the hell did they leave you here to walk home in this weather?” He growled out.

      Geeze dude, calm down.

      “Before you go condemning my friends. The weather wasn’t like this when they dropped me off, and I told them to keep on going. I only live a few minutes away.”

      “Yeah, by car,” he scoffed.

      “It’s really not that far.”

      “I’m taking you home. You can’t walk home in this weather. Hell, I don’t want to be in it longer than two seconds.” He held out a hand, and I hit it away from me. Very slowly, I got up and brushed myself off.

      “I’m fine Kristopher. I can take it from here.”

      “Fuck off you are. I’m taking you home, and don’t fucking argue with me Davenport.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you were Zayne. You and your brother look so alike.”

      He smirked and said. “I’m rather insulted.” Placing a hand on his chest, feigning offense. “I can be an asshole, but no one is as big of an asshole as my brother. Don’t argue with me, I wouldn’t want to get all Zayne on you now.”

      “You’re right. No one could be a bigger asshole than him. I’m surprised he doesn’t hold asshole classes. Thank you for the offer Kristopher, but I’m fine.” I began to walk off.

      “I’ll call Zayne!” He calls out. That had me stopping in my tracks. I whirled around to face him and marched back.

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “Oh, wouldn’t I? Wanna test me on that?” he said, crossing his arms across his defined chest.

      “Fine. I’ll call your bluff.”

      When he reached into his pocket and drew out his phone, I didn’t flinch. However, when he scrolled through his contacts and hit call, placing the phone to his ear, I got nervous. I quickly grabbed his phone and canceled it.

      “Fine. I’ll come with you. Just maybe don’t mention it to your brother?”

      He marked an invisible cross over his heart. “Come on. Let’s get out of this frigid weather.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “It’s the mental scars you don’t see that scorch the soul.”

      

      

      Complacency.

      It forces one into this sense of security. It's an illusion. A mirage. A witch that had cast a spell on you. And before you know it, BAM! You are hit with the ultimate life bitch slap and you're right back where you were before. Except, when thrust into the false world of happiness, it meant that you were living in a completely different timeline with different rules.

      Yesterday, I was pulled into a brief world of happiness, and I had become complacent. But then I came to school, I was reminded again just how awful real life could be. I would not be fooled again.

      I was standing flush against the hand dryer in the girl's bathroom. The dryer part of the device digging into my spine. Being of model height, Stephanie towered over me without having to wear pumps. With a devilish smirk on her face, arms on either side of my head, she got close to my face.

      "I don't know who or what in this world made you think that you could lure two of the hottest guys in this town. I can't even come to fathom what backward out-of-this-world thinking had you believing that you had a chance with them."

      What? I had no idea what she was talking about. Partly because I seriously had no idea what she was talking about. I knew who she was talking about, but the blame she had placed on me regarding my apparent plans to get Zayne and Kristopher was absurd and utterly untrue. I had the unfortunate displeasure of coming out of the toilet stall as she walked in with her friends. I didn't talk to her. Didn't acknowledge her presence. I even held my breath so I couldn't be blamed for breathing in her vicinity and ruining her skin, her hair and her high level of social standards.

      "Well! Are you going to answer me, you disgusting whore?!"

      Whore? How could I be a whore? I've never kissed a guy, let alone had sex!

      "I-I-I-I don't know w-w-w-what you're talking about," I stuttered, hating myself. Hating how weak I was around her. More than that, I hated that I allowed her to see me this way.

      She would never see the strong me. The former me. She was my kryptonite. My Lex Luther. Not that I'm comparing myself to Superman, because Superman I am not. I wish I was that character. That way I could protect myself against them and myself. I could do everything I ever wanted and more. Except this wasn't fiction, and I needed to quit thinking about what I could have were I one, and start focusing on surviving each moment the best I knew how.

      "I-i-i-is th-th-th-that s-s-s-s-so," she stuttered, mimicking me in a shocking, yet not, unexpected way. Her friends cackled behind her. "I don't know what fucking game you're playing at you fugly bitch, but if you think that you have a chance in hell to get Zayne or Kristopher, you’re so fucking wrong. The fact that you're playing both brothers is the most disgusting thing ever. Stay the fuck away from them. Do you hear me? They are never going to like you. Because you're ugly as shit. Hmmm, no. That's an insult to shit. Because shit actually has a purpose. You are in your own realm of ugliness that is unfathomable to me and everybody else. Do yourself a favor, leave them the fuck alone. Especially Zayne. He is going to be mine. Because hot people attract and belong to other hot people. Don't delude yourself in this fantasy world you live in."

      Don't cry Isla. Stay strong. It's nothing she's never said to you before.

      My jaw tightened. Hands balled into fists at my side. I could feel the tears fighting to break free. I wouldn't cry. Not in front of her. With a wicked laugh and smugness covering every corner of her perfectly airbrushed face, she spun on her heels and sashayed out of the bathroom, followed by her minions.

      That's when I broke down. Allowed myself to sink into the depression that had been lingering in the background. Waiting for me to shatter into little pieces and poison me from the inside.

      The salty tears licked at my lips. The taste of them a déjà vu of everything I had ever experienced in my life. Everything I had to put up with because of Stephanie and her crew. I told myself I would never cry at school ever again. It was ridiculous and if anyone caught me it would only serve to cement the belief everyone had about me.

      Weak. And therefore, easy to bully and push around.

      The sound of the door opening had me running to the closest stall and shutting it closed. I glanced at my watch and swore under my breath. I was going to be late for class if I didn't hurry up and get there. It was on the other side of the school, so I would have to run. I inhaled deeply for a few minutes, removing the evidence of tears from my face before exiting the stall and taking a look at myself. I didn't look that great, but I could look worse. My eyes weren’t puffy, nor weren’t that bloodshot from tears, so that was a good thing. However, you could tell that I had been close to it. It may seem pointless in even trying, but I had a class with Aniyah next. If I didn’t fix myself, she would be able to tell. Deciding to take the extra couple of seconds to splash water over my face and allow the evidence of my tears to wash away, I made it to my next class just in time and walked in just as the teacher was closing the door. Mumbling an apology, I made my way straight to the back, where Aniyah shot me a quizzical look.

      "Hey, where were you? I was waiting for you outside of Physics and you weren't there," she whispered.

      "Sorry, I needed to go to the bathroom and couldn't wait."

      "Are you okay? Is everything alright?" Concern instantly filled her eyes and I forced a smile to calm her.

      "It's okay. It's just that time of the month, that's all." I forced a reassuring smile and hoped that it came off that way.

      Relief overcame her and she sat back in her seat, accepting my white lie.

      I looked over at Kristopher, his eyes narrowed into slits as his scrutinising stare drilled into me. He leaned over, getting as close to me as possible. “Are you sure you’re okay?” He asked. The question wasn’t spurred on by concern. He was asking me because he was giving me a chance to come clean to him.

      "Yeah, just late coming back from the bathroom." It wasn’t a complete lie.

      His frown was indicative of what he thought of my answer. He, unlike Aniyah, wasn't subject to my lies. Which was funny, because you would think that the lawyer in her would be able to spot them. Couple that with the fact that she knew me better than Kristopher did. Yet, here he was, not taking my bullshit and challenging me.

      He leaned over, making sure to speak at a volume only I could hear. "Don't mistake my kindness for naivety. I’ve learned to recognize bullshit when I hear it. Your ignorant friend may not be able to see the signs, but I can. Your eyes are glazed over as if you’ve smoked a joint. And with everything I know about you, it is highly unlikely that you are a stoner."

      "It's fine. I'm fine, okay?” I looked around nervously, hoping nobody, especially anybody who's head was wedged firmly up Stephanie's ass could see what was happening.

      Nobody seemed to be paying attention to us. I needed to nip this in the bud. Now.

      "Kristopher, please. I'm fine, I swear. Let's just focus on class." I gave him the most authoritative tone I could muster. I didn't succeed. My voice wavered and while it sounded like I was trying. It wasn't good enough.

      "Ms. Davenport, Mr. Shai, are you two okay? Do you need some time to finish your discussion? Should I sit down while your highnesses take the floor?" Our teacher's sardonic words made the students laugh. Well, all, except Kirsten and Michael who each sported a frown on their faces.

      I groaned and dropped my head on my arms.

      "No Sir. Sorry for the interruption," Kristopher responded next to me.

      "Good! Now I can go back to teaching the class without any interruptions. Okay, listen up students—"

      That was all I heard as his voice faded into the background. All I could think about was the look on Kirsten and Michael’s faces when Kristopher and I were busted. Squeezing my eyes shut, I tried to ignore their faces. It was hard to do. Not when they seemed to grow and grow, multiplying. I could feel my heart rate speeding up. Threatening to suffocate me. I took some deep breaths, locking up the message from my brain to my heart.

      "Isla, are you okay?"

      "Yeah. I'll be fine." I lifted my head and gave Aniyah a sweet smile. "It's just embarrassing to be called out."

      She grinned and chuckled. "I know, but nobody will be thinking about this afterwards."

      I nodded and focused back on class. Although, the gnawing feeling in my stomach didn't dissipate.

      

      It was the end of the school day, and for some reason, nothing had happened with Stephanie. I hated it, not knowing. Torture and bullying were painful, excruciating and unbearable. However, the worst torture there was not knowing. This was purely self-torture, I had stressed myself out with the anxiety of not knowing when I would be receiving the pain, because I knew it was coming.

      I was constantly looking over my shoulders and flinching at the slightest noise close to me. If I looked paranoid to other people, it was because I was. Incredibly paranoid at what they would do to me.

      I walked outside and couldn't see my friends at the car, nor had I seen them at the lockers. I decided to keep myself in the girl’s bathroom until all the students had filed out. I sent the girls a quick text to tell them to meet at the car because I was running late.

      I snuck off to the bathroom and entered the stall furthest from the door and sat there. Here, she couldn't get to me, because she wouldn't know where I was. As long as I stayed here until all the students had left, I would be totally fine.

      I fished my phone out of my pocket and went straight to the games. I didn't have many of them, my phone was a brick. I used to have a smartphone, but my mother took it away from me, getting me an older phone, and I disabled my Facebook account when things started getting bad. All social media did was make things worse for me. While, it didn't fix everything, it made things a lot better and easier for me to handle.

      A few minutes went by and the noise of the crowd outside faded into a few mumbles. I focused on my game. I avoided the urge to put my headphones in. I needed to hear when people were gone, so I could quickly go outside and meet up with my friends.

      I was on level twenty, the highest I'd ever gotten with this game and I was loving it. I hadn't even heard the door open and close. It wasn't until a shower of items rained down on me that I realized the full extent of what I had failed to hear. Guffaws met my ears and I looked up to see Stephanie, Kirsten, and Leanne with trash cans in their hands filled with garbage that reeked of a stench so foul, I gagged at the odor.

      I covered my head as it continued to pour over me, while their witchy cackles accompanied it like a really bad song. I could feel liquid bits of food and other stuff touch my bare skin.

      "Trash for the trash!" Stephanie squealed with delight.

      The trash rain stopped and I sat there crying, not even caring that they were watching me.

      "I told you to stay away from the brothers, and you failed to heed my very kind warning. Maybe this time you'll get the message that you are utter trash and stop fawning all over them."

      "I wasn't fawning over them," I stated defiantly through my tears.

      "What was that you fucking cow?!"

      "I said, I wasn't fawning over them." Shut up Isla! What the fuck are you doing? I didn't know where this sudden boost of confidence came from, but it was digging me a very early grave.

      "You're so fucking pathetic, you don't even know when you're being just that. I won't fucking warn you again, you dipshit." With a smack on the wall of the toilet cubical and a thump, as she landed, they walked out of the toilets in animated fashion.

      I was disgusting.

      I smelled disgusting.

      But I was where I was supposed to be. Surrounded by trash. Covered in trash. Becoming one with trash.

      The tears fell freely and there were a lot of them. A waterfall of salty liquid cascaded from my eyes. Stephanie was right. I was trash. This wasn't the first time she had told me. She told me a lot of times how much she thought I was. The first time she had ever told me this, however, was back in freshman year. It was in History class and I was stuck with Stephanie without any of my friends. I hated that moment because all my other friends managed to be in a different class together.

      It wasn’t something I would ever forget.

      

      Mrs. Bronson had stood in front of the class. We were learning about the civil war that had erupted and divided so many Americans. I was sitting at the front of the class, alert to her teachings. She was a tough teacher, but fair and incredibly knowledgeable. It was why I tried so hard to please her.

      So far, I had yet to meet a teacher that cared enough about molding the brains of students, as much as she did. She also challenged us with everything we discussed. It annoyed everyone to no end, but it made me adore her.

      "Okay, students. We have been on the subject of the civil war for some time, and we are drawing to an end. You have a big assignment. I am going to put you into pairs, and you'll have to argue the point of pro or con for the civil war, based on what I have taught you. I expect you to refer to what you have learned, but not keep to it. You will need to do your own research. Do not use Wikipedia. If you do, I will mark you down."

      An animated discussion broke out amongst the students, and she silenced them with the raising of her hand.

      "I don't want to hear it. If you have a problem with my rules, then don't do the assignment and fail. I don't care. If you don't want to care, why should I? Got it?"

      We all answered our agreement in unison.

      "Okay, let's pair you up. Copeland and Bale, Tanner and Kerry, Davenport and Brynsworth—"

      "With all due respect, Mrs. Bronson, but I don't want to be paired up with Isla."

      Mrs. Bronson gave her a questioning look, brow kinked up, arms crossed. "And why would that be, Miss Brynsworth?"

      "Isn't it obvious? She smells and is dirty. Plus, with the lack of hygiene, god knows what diseases she's riddled with. I might catch something. I don't think anyone should be forced to partner up with her."

      The students broke out into a chorus of laughter, but Mrs. Bronson was not impressed in the slightest. Me? I attempted to look unfazed, which I think wasn't coming out as successfully as I'd hoped, judging by the reassuring look she shot me.

      "Miss Brynsworth. Your mother might be the headmistress of the school, and most of the kids here might be scared of you, but I don't subject myself to such high school paradigms you have clearly set as a precedent here. I understand and appreciate your feelings towards not wanting to work with Isla, however, I believe the name on the school states St. Mary's Catholic School, not Stephanie Brynsworth Catholic School. And while I would love to keep you as her partner, I don’t believe that it is fair to Miss Davenport to have to put up with your pretentious and narcissistic personality.”

      This was probably the best moment I had ever seen in my short high school life. A member of the teaching staff was willing and happy to tell her off. While, the rest of the faculty seemed to butt lick her so hard, it was sickening. Stephanie threw a mini fit and made it very known she was angry at the words of my favorite teacher’s honest monologue.

      My victory was very short lived.

      It was at that moment when I realized I had to watch my back when she walked past me and oh so subtly whispered in my ear, "You will regret this. I will go to every length to make your life a living fucking hell. We have four more glorious years together. Strap yourself in, we wouldn't want you to break before we even got started."

      I was left there. Alone. Frightened. With my only company being the remnants of her haunting laughter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “As humans, we are conditioned to save the people we love from pain.”

      

      

      “Isla? Isla, are you in here?”

      I lifted my head, face streaked with salty rivers of tears and garbage. Aniyah had come in search, no doubt coming to see if I was okay after having not yet arrived at the car. I didn’t know how long I had been sitting in that stall for.

      To be honest, the concept of time had become lost on me. All I could focus on was the stench. My misery. My lack of strength. The hatred I had for myself because of my lack of strength. The inability to stand up to the likes of Stephanie, or anybody at the school. The fact that anybody knew any of this happened to me.

      Worst of all though and the only thing that plagued me, was that I allowed all this to happen. I could only blame myself for the way I was treated. In order to be strong, you had to be a fighter and you had to be determined. I was not a fighter. I lacked any sense of determination. And that's where I failed.

      Everything I ever had thrown at me came down to one person. The one common denominator in all of this.

      Me.

      A light rapping of the door alerted me to my hideaway being discovered. "Isla, sweetie. I know you're in there. What is the matter?"

      Aniyah, the beautiful friend of mine with a soft demeanor, a massively kind heart, and intelligence to boot. She was the one I turned to the most when I was down, which wasn't often, because I rarely spoke to anybody that wasn't my beautiful Bear. Him, I laid out all my fears and thoughts and issues. He was always there to listen, so loyal. I swear he was put on earth to help me. For companionship. A shoulder to cry on. A friend.

      "Isla. Come on, please. Talk to me. I just want to ensure that you are feeling okay. Do you have your period?"

      Sighing, I leaned forward and opened the door. One look was all it took for her to jump into action. She hugged me so tightly, I thought I was going to suffocate, uncaring that I was covered in rubbish.

      She broke the hug, taking my hands into hers and rubbed her thumbs in soothing circles. Looking me square in the eyes, her forehead furrowed in concern and sadness, and her beautiful dark brown eyes shimmered in the light, a layer of tears that were near breaking point.

      We stayed that way for a few moments. Me, trying to think of a way to make the whole situation seem less than it was. She didn't even crinkle her nose at the sight and smell of me, which was offensive. The stench of sour milk and food was burning my nose hairs.

      Her eyes roved over my body, taking in the sight of me, and the more she took in, the angrier she became. Soon, the thin layer of tears dried up from the indignation that killed the former emotion. She knew it was Stephanie. There would be no doubt in anybody's mind who had been the culprit of this dastardly wrongdoing. She was the only one bold and bitchy enough to do such a thing.

      She squeezed my hands and stood up, before disappearing and returning a moment later with a plastic bag. Still not having said a single word to me, she picked off the remaining bits of rubbish and food that had stuck to the frizz of my hair. She was thorough. Combing through it all and making sure she had gotten every bit off of me, and also off my school bag, which sat leaning against the wall.

      Once again, disappearing, she came back with paper towels this time and cleaned me up. When she was satisfied, she stood up and inspected me.

      "Stand up." Her voice was soft but commanding all the same.

      I stood, picking up my school bag and shouldering it onto my back. "You are going to go home, relax, and tomorrow, we are going to the headmistress to advise her of the incident that occurred this afternoon."

      I stopped and tugged on her arm. "No."

      She whipped around to look at me in disbelief. "No? Isla, I know you don't want to exacerbate things, but something needs to be done. Stephanie can no longer go around treating you this way."

      "It won't work. You know it won't work. I'd much rather it go unnoticed and we leave it at that."

      "Isla, you ca—"

      "Yes, I can. And as my friend, you are obligated to respect my wishes and do as I say. For the sake of me and our friendship, don't say a word,” I demanded roughly.

      She looked taken aback. I had never spoken to any of my friends—let alone her—in such a brutal way before. If only I could use that to speak to Stephanie that way, but she was a different kettle of fish altogether. In fact, she was more of a piranha.

      "But—"

      "No buts about it. Promise me you won't do anything? I can't have anyone knowing about what happened. It has to be this way."

      I knew she didn't want to agree, it wasn't in any of my friends to just lay low and act as if nothing happened. It was only their loyalty and devotion to me as their friend that they even took my pleas for silence as word. I could trust them. As long as they didn't discover any other wrong doings on Stephanie's behalf, then I wouldn't have to keep on begging them to stay quiet.

      With despondent acceptance, she nodded her head and led me outside to where our friends were already waiting and wearing equally shocked and enraged expressions on their faces.

      Dealing with Aniyah was one thing, although she was the mother of the group she tended to accept my requests.

      The others on the other hand.

      They wouldn't be so easy to convince.
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        * * *

      

      The next day things had gone along as planned. I had acted as if the events of the previous day hadn't happened, as hard as it was because my friends were still pretty caught up about it. I just did me and went along as if life was peachy when it was anything but.

      As soon as I had gotten home yesterday, I had put on the worst music imaginable. And when I say worst, I mean, music that would make the most hardened criminals in prison cry. Why did I torture myself this way? Because I related to the artists whose harrowing words soothed me. It stroked my hair and told me that it knew what I was going through and that it understood everything. It felt everything. Taking my hand and walking with me as we both let go of all our pent up emotions. I released it all that night.

      Released it in the best way I knew how, with the cool feel of metal in my hand. Comforting me, and for the first time in a long time, I felt good.

      I had forgotten the sheer thrill of the act of pain. How it felt to fight through the mental torment with it. It hammered and hammered until it shattered into a million pieces, and all that was left, was this lightweight feeling of bliss. Each tear of skin added to the symphony that was my relief. I imagined this was how junkies felt when they shot up, constantly chasing the thrill. I understood them. Unlike most people, who would look down on them, I didn't. How could I, when I was using my own vices to chase the good feeling I had wanted all my life?

      

      It was third period. I was in physics, when the speaker mounted on the wall buzzed and the headmistress’ voice rang out clearly in the room.

      "Excuse me students and faculty. Would Isla Davenport please proceed to the headmistress’ office. That is all, thank you."

      Every pair of eyes were on me as I looked around in shock.

      What could the headmistress want with me? I hadn't done anything.

      Slowly, I picked up my things and headed to Headmistress Brynsworth's office, trying to figure out why I would be called to her. In all the years of being at this school, I had never been called to her office. I thought back to the previous days and couldn't think of a single thing that would warrant a trip to her office. I was so sure, and trusted my friends so much, that the thought hadn't occurred to me that I would have been brought in because one of them had betrayed my trust and told the headmistress.

      But I was stupid and foolish in thinking such things, because when I rounded the hallway of the faculty section of the school and saw through the open office door Stephanie's scowl, which was painted on her resting bitch face. Her arms were crossed and she had murder in her eyes. Someone was going to get their asses handed to them today.

      And it definitely wasn't going to be her.

      Even though the office door was open, I still knocked, signaling my presence.

      "Come in,” Mrs. Brynsworth called to me curtly.

      Great. She's in a good mood.

      The expression on the headmistress’ face mirrored her daughters. In fact, their body language was practically the same.

      She gestured for me to sit down, and I closed the door behind me, taking a spot next to Stephanie.

      "Now, I've heard some disturbing accusations against Stephanie here, and I wanted to clear things up. I've been approached by one of your friends, Fatima, saying that she discovered you in the girl’s bathroom yesterday afternoon after everyone had already left, covered in garbage. She was quite animated in her retelling of the scene to me. When I asked her if she had seen Stephanie do the act she was accusing her of, she admitted that she hadn't. She then went on to say that you would be able to confirm Stephanie's involvement in the matter. Is this true? Can you confirm this Isla?" Her stern expression didn't leave me much of a choice. I had flat out lie.

      It was the only choice I had, because right now, I was the end of my high school life. Stephanie would find out a way to make my life even more damn miserable than it already was, and all because my friends couldn't keep their fucking mouths shut.

      To say I was furious was the biggest understatement of the century. I was so damn livid I was shaking, white knuckling the side of the chair I thought I would break it.

      "No, these are not the events that happened. Stephanie was nowhere near the scene of the event. In fact, I'm not sure where she was at the time.” My voice was calm, despite my body going into overdrive.

      She smiled, happy with the answer I provided her and then clapped her hands. "Well, in that case, Stephanie you are dismissed. I need to discuss the matter further with Isla."

      With exaggeration, she got up and stormed off, slamming the office door behind her. I wasn't quite sure why she was so angry. It would be me and my friends that would receive any form of punishment. She was off scot free. Except with her, she didn't need a reason to be angry when it came to me. She just always was.

      "Now Isla, I'm quite concerned as to why Miss Reis would come in here and besmirch Stephanie's character. As far as I'm aware— and please do not take this as an offence—she doesn't associate with you." I shook my head when she paused. "Do you have any reason why she would have come into my office with such awful allegations?"

      Because it's true. Your daughter is a horrible person. But I didn't say that. Instead I simply said, "I don't know. I was quite distressed at the time, maybe she thought I had said her name, when in fact I hadn't. I will ask her myself and request that she not go around blaming people for something that had no relevance to them whatsoever. I do apologise for wasting your and Stephanie's time."

      She accepted everything I said because I told her what she wanted to hear.

      "Please make sure you do. Thank you for clearing things up Isla. Have a nice day."

      I thanked her and got up. My hands balled into fists so tightly, I could feel the break of my skin as my nails dug into them.

      They had given me their word that they wouldn't go to the headmistress.

      They had looked me straight in the eye and said they would leave it.

      It seems that now, I can't trust my fucking friends with anything anymore.

      This was a conversation we had a lot, and each time I had to remind them that nothing would come of it, and to drop the subject. I was fed up with having to repeat myself over and over again. I was tired of them not thinking about me. This was about them. They were being selfish.

      And now, due to their selfishness, I was going to get it worse than I had ever before. And this time, she would be a lot more sneaky in her attacks.

      

      I had refused to speak to my friends for the rest of the day. They had tried and failed miserably, but I couldn't bring it upon myself to forgive them. Each one of them pleaded their case, falling into a mix of being apologetic and angry. Angry that I had wasted this opportunity to get her into trouble and apologetic because they should have told me. It wouldn't have made a difference on whether they told me or not. We would still be in the same situation in the end. No matter which route, or solution you took, it ended with the same conclusion.

      Me being royally pissed.

      Tonight was my study night with Zayne. I must say, that it was a relief that my friendship, or whatever it was with him was copasetic. I didn't have to worry about things being sour with him.

      We had just walked into my house, straight from school. My mother was in the kitchen, and my father was in the living room watching some TV show. This was only the second time they had been home since we started our study sessions, and she was determined to cook something. I had told her not to go to such lengths, which she took to me saying to cook the most elaborate feast ever known to man. One to rival the Last Supper.

      I peered into the living room. "Hi, Dad. You remember Zayne?"

      He looked up and beamed. "Of course, I do! Nice to see you again, Zayne." He stood up and walked over, shaking hands with him and clapping him on the back.

      "I can hear Mom in the kitchen."

      "Yes, the damn woman has been slaving away in there all afternoon."

      "I heard that!" She called out in the distance.

      "You were meant to!"

      I laughed at their candor. They loved each other dearly, and I loved how after all these years of being together, that they could still rib each other.

      "I'll go see if she needs any help or anything."

      I left the two talking, while I made my way into the kitchen. It was an absolute war zone. Pots and pans were everywhere, there was sauce on the cupboards. It was in a state and so was my mother. She scrambled about, lifting lids and looking at recipes.

      I leaned against the door frame and grinned at her fluster.

      "You know you're supposed to put the ingredients in the pot? That's kind of how they get cooked." I smirked. I couldn't help myself. It was hilarious to watch.

      "Don't you go annoying me, dear. If you want to make yourself useful. Get out of my kitchen. Dinner will be ready at six."

      I left her to her cooking, or whatever she called it and went upstairs to get changed. The beauty about it being held here and not at his house was that I got to change. Zayne never brought any change of clothing with him, I had no idea why. It was weird. I rummaged through my casual clothes drawer and found an old Metallica shirt and my favorite black sweatpants.

      We were going to study in the living room, it was the only place we could that wasn't going to be covered in food in the next few hours, and to be honest, I didn't want Zayne to see the state of the kitchen and my mother. I found him and my father deep in conversation about muscle cars and groaned, rolling my eyes.

      "You have a thing against luxury vintage cars?" Zayne asked, smirking. Shit. Well I'm busted.

      "Well, that's my queue to leave. Have a good study session kids. If you need anything, I'll be in the study."

      "Thanks Dad."

      "So, Metallica fan huh?"

      "Yeah. My dad is a fan of them, and he took me to see them when they were here last. It was amazing. James’ voice is a creation from the almighty God himself."

      He chuckled and I shot him a scowl. "Let me guess, you like rap music and RnB like everyone else of your..."

      He cocked an eyebrow. Daring me to finish the sentence with the word we both knew I was going to say. Embarrassed, I dropped my head and shook it. Refusing to answer.

      I got a whiff of his enticing cologne when he leaned forward. "Go on. Say it. Color. A guy of my color. It isn't racist, it is a little stereotypical and rather presumptuous of you. First, it's called hip hop, not rap music. Second, I have an eclectic taste. And while I like RnB and 'rap music'. I also love jazz, rock and dance. You could learn a lesson or two about racial profiling, Isla Davenport."

      My mouth fell open. I was shocked. This was not the Zayne I knew. The Zayne I knew would have bit my head off, growled a few times and made some sort of demand. This was a relaxed person in front of me, and I almost feared that an alien had crawled into his brain and was now using him as a puppet.

      "Didn't your mother tell you not to make faces or you'll stay that way?"

      I clamped my mouth shut, my teeth clacked with the impact.

      "Sorry," I grumbled.

      “It’s all good, Isla. They’re my favourite band. I've never had the opportunity to see them live as they never came to South Africa, but now that I live here, maybe I will someday."

      "What's your favorite song?"

      "Nothing Else Matters. It was the song that cemented my love for them and got me into guitar."

      "You play?"

      "Yeah. Guitar, drums, bass, piano. Out of all the instruments though, guitar is my favorite. You play?"

      "Oh god no. I can't play to save my life. And I've tried."

      He smiled at me. A smile that reached his eyes, and I found my lips instinctively curled up a little in response.

      This was nice. And I couldn't quite pinpoint the moment that turned our whatever-this-was from hatred to a kind of tolerance towards each other, but it was nice, and for once, I could see the kind of person he could be.

      The person he pretended not to be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          Zayne

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Music can bring people together in a way that you least expect.”

      

      

      The last month had been pretty good. School was going well, not like it was ever a concern, and things with Isla and me were going well. Not friendship well, but acquaintances well. We had gotten to a place where we could talk without things being tense. After much persuasion from Jen and Amali, I sucked it up and got over myself and changed the way I approached Isla. She visibly relaxed around me a little and it was nice to see. She wasn’t defensive anymore.

      We worked hard on our science project and got an A. I was pretty proud of myself and her.

      “Brother, how was your day?” Jen asked as she met up with me at my locker at the end of the day.

      “Good. Got an A on the science project I was working on with Isla.”

      “That’s awesome! Great stuff. Speaking of Isla, I invited her to have dinner with us on Saturday, so keep on being your nice self.”

      “Why did you invite her over? Have you asked mom and dad?” I questioned.

      “Of course I did. And I asked her, because I like her, and she’s my friend. Oh, and by the way, you’re picking her up.”

      I frowned. “Why? She can drive.”

      “Because it’s a nice thing to do, and you owe her.”

      “I think I’ve owed her enough.”

      “In a way that doesn’t involve violence, asshole.”

      “Fine. You two have gotten rather close.”

      “I wouldn’t say close. She’s still very reserved, but I think she’s getting used to people that aren’t her close circle of friends being nice to her. It’s still a foreign concept for her. It’s sad really. Nobody should feel that way.” Her words were heavy with sorrow, and the message wasn’t lost on me.

      Out of everyone in the family, Jen was hit with my treatment from everyone the hardest. She may be the hardest bitch I know, and I’m saying that in the nicest way possible, but she was also the most emotional. When she felt things, she felt things hard. And when things like mistreatment, bullying and other things that she felt passionate about happened, she felt it just as much as the person going through it, sometimes even more.

      “Time. Give it time.”

      “Zayne Shai, are you throwing my words back at me?” Jen asked, giggling and punching me in the arm.

      Kris was standing at the car by the time we got there with Thea. I didn’t know whether these two were together or not, he hadn’t said anything about it. They were getting quite close and I was happy for him. She treated Isla well and I could tell she would do anything for her by the way her eyes flashed with a darkness whenever ill treatment of Isla was brought up. Those girls were tighter than any group I had seen. They were family, and I admired people who could find a family outside of their own blood. It was something I never had the opportunity to experience, save for Amali.

      “I hear Isla is coming over for dinner on Saturday.”

      I didn’t need to know how he found that out. Thea was very invested in her love life—or lack thereof. I could only imagine what was going on in that brain of hers with the cogs spinning at a rapid rate. The approval and jovial gleam said it all.

      “Yeah, so Zayne, stay the gentleman you have been for the past month. I don’t want to have to kick your fucking ass because you decided to return to being a cunt.”

      I looked at her shocked. Shocked that such a foul word was spat at me from her mouth. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not fucking saint when it came to cursing, but there was something about women saying the word cunt that I disapproved of normally. In this instance, I just couldn’t believe it. It was almost comical coming from her. This girl that was tiny and so girly. It sounded wrong and funny at the same time.

      We all broke out into hysterics, Kris had his arm around her shoulders while she gave me a stern look of warning. A promise that she would exact whatever kind of revenge on me if I failed to uphold my apparent chivalrous nature. Jen was two seconds away from pissing herself. I shook my head at her and a slight grin kinked up my lips.

      “You don’t need to worry Thea. I won’t do anything to hurt her.”

      “You better not. Because my dad goes hunting, and I know where he keeps his gun. I don’t care about going to jail if it means protecting my sister.”

      “You say that now.”

      “No, Zayne. I say that always.” She hit me with a warning.

      I believed her. Understood the message she was trying to stress. Because for some reason, Isla had somehow crawled under my skin and become comfortable there. And even though I barely knew the girl and we had only recently become friends, I protected her against the cunts in the school.

      Because she was me back when, and I knew how dark things could turn. If it wasn’t for the neighborhood I grew up in and music, who knows where I would be right now. I had had to toughen up. There was no choice in the matter. Here, people had choices.

      Unfortunately, for a lot of people, that choice was the end of the line. I would never allow it to get that bad for her.

      Ever.
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        * * *

      

      Saturday rolled around quickly. It would be the second time we had spent outside of school together that didn’t involve a school assignment. I would be able to get to know her a little better. After that study night that was the breakthrough in our relationship, she had closed up. The walls she let slip for a moment were erected again, even higher with an extra layer. It took some effort for some of the bricks to be removed.

      She was still the most guarded person I had ever met, and I wanted to see her true nature. It was becoming an obsessive mission of mine. I had caught her smiling a few times and my god it had me all fucking hard up. It was difficult to not be when I was around her. She was a stunning creature.

      Not to say I wanted Isla as a girlfriend, far from it. This was my last year in this state and then I’d be heading to Monash University to become a doctor. I didn’t have time to have a girlfriend.

      I arrived at her house and knocked on the door, waiting for someone to answer. Her mom greeted me with a warm smile and a hug. She told me that Isla was in her bedroom and I could go on up. I heard some weird ass music flowing from her room, and when I saw her bedroom door open, I couldn’t help but take a look. It was rude, yes. She would probably tell me off for spying on her, I just couldn’t help it.

      She was different. There was a lightness in her, she held herself with such confidence I had never seen before, completely uninhibited.

      This was the girl I wanted to meet. The girl that didn’t give a damn fuck about what anybody thought of her. The girl who was so confident and sure of herself she didn’t care if anybody caught her doing something goofy. She still hadn’t heard me, the awful music that wasn’t even in English, Japanese maybe, was on quite loud and it gave me the opportunity to watch her dance. Try to anyway. She was a bad dancer and I fought the urge to laugh.

      The moment didn’t last long, because as soon as she spun around and caught me looking at her, she stopped. Her smile that had my cock stiffening left, obliterated by an indifferent one. She walked over to the stereo, turned the music off and grabbed her jacket and purse.

      I needed to stop this. She was falling into herself again, and I couldn’t have that.

      “Stop.”

      “What?”

      “Stop withdrawing into yourself. Be embarrassed, or get angry that I caught you, but never withdraw into yourself and shut people out. It gives people the impression you did something wrong, and you haven’t.”

      “I’m not doing that.”

      “Yes, you are. It’s okay to show people a part of yourself Isla.”

      Her expression morphed into one of sadness and she lowered her head. “That’s what you don’t get. It isn’t.”

      I stood there. Not knowing what to say to her that would make what she said okay. I didn’t know what to say that would help to reassure her. Didn’t know what to say to make her see the truth. Instead, I stepped outside and watched as she walked out of her room with me in tow as she said goodbye to her parents and continued on to my car in silence.

      I pulled up at the front and killed the engine.

      “Isla, wait a minute.”

      “Your parents are waiting. It’s rude to keep them waiting.”

      “My parents will deal. I know there is nothing I can say to you to make you see that there are people out there in the world you can trust. You can trust me, Jen and Kris. We know what it’s like to live a brutal life, me more than them. There is nothing you can say or do that will make us see you any differently.”

      She nodded. Still refusing to look at me. “Thank you.”

      I sighed as she stepped out of the car and made her way to the front door.

      When I got inside, she was already in an embrace with my mother. She frowned at me when I walked in and mouthed ‘why didn’t you walk her in?’. I shook my head at her and mouthed back ‘long story’. She nodded and dropped the subject.

      “I’m so glad you accepted Jen’s offer. We’ve been wondering how you have been doing. It seems my children are quite taken with you. Jen never shuts up about you, and even my son—you know, the grumpy one,” she said, throwing me a wink, “has softened up a bit. But don’t go spreading that around. He doesn’t like people knowing he actually has a heart under all that arrogant bravado.”

      Isla chuckled, a light childlike chuckle that had my cock growing. This dinner was going to be harder than I thought—literally.

      “Thank you for inviting me, and I don’t think he needs to worry about sending the wrong image out to people. A lot of the kids at school are scared of him anyway.”

      “Oh yeah? Has my boy been getting into trouble?” She laughed nervously.

      “Ummm, no. It’s just, he has this scary resting murder face, that people just naturally go out of their way to avoid him.”

      My mother laughed and gave Isla a one arm hug and squeeze. “I knew I liked you for a reason. Resting murder face. I have never heard that before and would have to agree with you there. Come, dinner will be ready in a few minutes and everyone is waiting in the dining room.”

      While I could get angry at the things they both said, I wasn’t. If my mother’s candor about me had her at ease, then I would let her say whatever the fuck she wanted to in order to make her feel safe.

      One by one she said hello to everyone else around the table, forced into another hug by my brother and sister. There was an awkwardness with her. I could see her stiffen up a little whenever anyone gave her any physical contact. I frowned at how pushy both my siblings were being and wanted to tell them to back off. Except, that would cause a scene, and my mother wouldn't be very happy about that.

      “I see your arm is looking much better, Isla,” My father observed.

      “Yes, thank you. I’ve had the cast off for a little bit now.”

      “And how does it feel?”

      “Better, thank you.”

      “And how is your dog? Is he okay?”

      “He’s great. It didn’t take long for him to recover. He’s good as new now.” Her face lit up when she spoke about him.

      "I’m glad. I also hear congratulations are in order. Zayne tells me that you two received an A on your chemistry assignment. That is excellent work," my father said. He offered her a wide smile, to which she returned with a small one.

      "Thank you. We both worked hard on it."

      "What do you plan on doing in university next year? From my understanding, AP Chemistry is a stepping stone into certain courses.”

      "Yeah, it is. I want to be an aeronautical engineer."

      The room stilled. I didn’t know about anybody else, because I was too busy looking at Isla, but I could only assume that their expressions were exact imitations to mine.

      I knew she was ambitious. Despite setbacks at school, she had drive and determination. All of that came from knowing that she was going to be rid of the cunts that roamed the school five days a week.

      Aeronautical engineering though. It was an interesting field to want to get into, and I was pretty sure still a massively male dominated industry, science in general actually. All that was slowly changing, which was heaven sent. I didn't believe in certain industries being tailored to certain sexes. A job was a job at the end of the day, and anybody could be part of it if they had the dream, the drive, and the passion.

      "Aeronautical engineering, huh? That is excellent! There are not enough women in the field of aeronautics and engineering. May I ask what aspect of it grabbed your interest?"

      "I love flying. I've always been interested in space, planes, and rockets. How they manage to travel through the air and space with a combination of machinery, technology and science. It fascinates me over everything else out there."

      "And with that passion, you will be able to succeed in the field. Remain strong, focused and don't take bullshit from all the men who pound on their chests to show that they are better than you. Because they aren't. It's not a battle of the sexes. It's a battle of will and mental strength."

      My father, always with the right wisdom to bestow on people. I sometimes wonder if he should have wound up in psychology instead of medicine, because he seemed to dole out more life advice than he did stitch people up.

      "I'll try and remember that. Thank you, Mr. Shai.” He gave her a knowing look. A look that suggested an inside conversation or joke. "Sorry. Neale."

      And with that, I nearly fell off my chair. My father never wanted people he didn't work with, weren't family or friends to call him Neale. Especially not kids. He was of the opinion that it helped younger people respect their elders if there wasn't a familiarity and casualness between them. Yet here he was, silently asking her to call him by his first name.

      The rest of the dinner went without a hitch. Isla continue to show a side of herself rarely revealed and I continued to struggle not to blow my fucking load. It was everything, the way she'd place some of her hair behind her ear. Her light giggles and her smile. This was becoming a problem, and I needed to fucking do something about it. I was glad when she said it was getting late and she was ready to go home because I needed some release, and I wasn't going to do that while she was still in the house. It felt inherently wrong to jack off to a girl when she was right downstairs with your family.

      "Thank you for tonight," she said when we hopped into my car.

      "No need to thank me."

      "Regardless. Thanks."

      I started the ignition and flipped through my phone and pressed shuffle on my playlist. No Sex for Ben by The Rapture blasted out of the speakers, and I went to turn it down before a soft, warm hand grabbed mine, stalling my action. I looked over at Isla. She quickly retreated when she realised what she had done and where her hand was.

      "Don't turn it down. I love this song."

      I left it and pulled out of the driveway. I stole a glance at her, and her eyes were closed. She sung to herself and I smiled, before singing along with her. Her singing ability was much better than her ability to dance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “It’s easier to forgive and forget, than to hold a grudge.”

      

      

      I ended up forgiving my friends for what they did. It was hard though, I was so fucking furious with them. The betrayal I had felt from their well-meaning act of kindness, albeit an extremely foolish one, had pulled me into deep thought. I contemplated the nature of our friendship and whether I would really be able to forgive them for what they had done.

      Honestly, if shit had gone down between Stephanie and me because of them telling her mother about what happened, I probably would have told them to go fuck themselves and never speak to me again. And I know, why would I dare to throw away long friendships over something like that?

      And I know that I was probably overreacting. That’s the thing though, I didn’t think I was. Trust was a massive thing for me. Ever since the whole drama with Granger Carrington freshman year and analyzing all the fleeting and false relationships in my life, I had created and erected this wall. Nobody had been able to get through it, yet. For me, trust was hard to gain, but so easily destroyed.

      If my friends were anybody else, I would have dumped them. Disposed of them as if they were trash. It wouldn’t be the first time I had done it, and I wasn’t afraid to do it again.

      It ended up being a very emotional moment. There were lots of tears, mostly they came from Aniyah. The others… well, they argued with me. It was becoming a very tiresome and boring record to play.

      In the end, after all the shouting and crying and begging, I told them to give me some space. At first the others, save Aniyah, had refused. They were determined to get back in my good graces and did everything they could to get there. It wasn't until I told them off that they accepted and gave me the space that I wanted.

      Things changed a few weeks later. Thea's father had an accident at his work. He was shot on the job. It wasn't fatal, but enough to scare the shit out of Thea. Her father was her world, she was definitely a daddy's girl at heart. Aurora had come running to me after class and told me what had happened. That was the end of my space.

      That’s the thing about family; they can do the most deplorable of things to you, but as soon as one family member needs another, it doesn't matter what stupid squabbles you previously had, because none of that even came close to the problem at that exact moment. And the problem was that Thea's father had been shot and she needed her whole family.

      I didn't even think about it. I rushed to Thea and wrapped her into a tight hug, and we stood there, her crying and me attempting to soothe her. I fought the urge to cry, because she didn't need me to turn on the water works as well. She needed me to be strong. And for her, I was going to do it, or die trying.

      Her father was good though, and it missed all major arteries. We always knew that there would be possibilities of her father getting shot. He was a police officer at the Los Feos Ricos Police Station and worked with Aniyah’s father. We all stayed by her side, because she was who mattered at the end of the day.

      

      Since the day Stephanie was ratted out, nothing had happened. There was no extravagant payback for what my friends had done. There was radio silence on all fronts. It was both amazing and frightening at the same time. There was only one reason this could be happening.

      Bigger things were on the horizon. She was planning something a lot worse than my mind could even comprehend.

      I didn't like this idea, and I constantly went through the school on edge. I had clutched to my family tighter, held them with a very short leash. I think in the end I was being a little insufferable. If they thought so though, they never called me on it. They simply allowed me to cling to them.

      Whenever I had classes without them, I became paranoid. I didn't even want to listen to music so that I could hear anybody sneaking up on me. It was beyond ridiculous. I hadn't calmed down until Zayne, Jen and Kristopher decided to escort me to my classes. I had an inkling that my beautiful friends had begged them for their help, especially with Jen. She was in the year below me and had no reason to be walking with me to classes.

      After just over a month with nothing happening, I allowed myself to let go a little. Don't get me wrong, I wasn't naive in thinking that nothing would ever happen. That just wasn't Stephanie's way. There would be something. I just had to bide my time until that day came. I had no way of stopping it before it happened.

      I told everyone that I was okay and that personal escorts were not required anymore. They were a little apprehensive and unsure, considering how I had acted up until now. Either that, or they didn't believe me. I couldn't blame them, I didn’t believe me either. Nevertheless, I asked everyone to back off.

      I felt a strong yet familiar presence slip beside me, and even though they both had a similar aura about them, they were still remarkably different.

      “I don’t need a babysitter.” I frowned at Kristopher as he walked me through the halls full of bustling students and teachers.

      “Good, because I’m not one.”

      “Then why are you walking me to class?”

      “Don’t become so full of yourself, it doesn’t suit you. You’re better than that. My class is right near yours.”

      I raised a brow to him. “I know you have Shop now, so don’t try and bullshit me, Shai. I also don’t need a bodyguard.”

      “Ah, busted?”

      “So busted, now scram. I’m okay. I have my music and I’m not far from my next class anyway.”

      His apprehension halted him to the spot, securing him as if he were frozen. The internal argument was etched right on his face. I placed a hand on his arm and gave him the most reassuring smile I could possibly muster. In reality, I didn’t want him to leave, I wanted to chain him to me until we got to the next class. He had gained popularity as quickly as meatheads chugged beer, and as much as it gave me unwanted attention from every single girl at school, it also gave me the kind of security I never got with my friends. They didn’t care about anyone in the school and had made that perfectly clear. Because of their threats to half of the student body in the name of my honour, the entire student body feared and loved them.

      No matter how much I wanted him to escort me, I needed to do this on my own. I couldn’t rely on my blanket forever. I’d end up like Linus from Peanuts, and there was no way I could carry around my metaphorical security blanket for the rest of my life. Could I?

      No Isla. Remember what the doc said. Stay strong, don’t let them see how much they affect you. Listen to your music, because they can’t get to you if you can’t hear them.

      “I’ll be fine. Now go.” With that, I spun on my heels and walked off, not turning around to see if he was following me.

      He wasn’t. I would hear the heavy footfalls of his steps if he were.

      

      The weekend couldn't come soon enough, and by the end of the school week, I was wrecked and exhausted. I was free for two days. Even though my friends and I saw each other every single day, we had yet to have some quality time together. With the all pressures of Thea's father and the shit that was happening with me, we needed a break. Some girl time.

      Aniyah invited us all over for a sleep over. Dressed in our pajamas, we sat in her bedroom. In the past, we used to have movie nights where we would watch the worst films imaginable but were the best things ever to grace the film industry. We called it a good bad movie night. Aniyah ordered us all pizza, except for me. I had requested a Greek salad with chicken.

      They had urged me to have pizza and that one night of junk food wasn't going to hurt, but I also wasn't going to budge. If I budged now, then it would mean that it was just a prelude for even further moments of weakness and before I knew it, I would be at an unhealthy weight again, and I simply couldn't have that.

      I couldn’t go back to being Isla the Cow of St. Mary’s. I just couldn’t.

      "Okay everyone, what should we watch first? Predator, Student Bodies, Lake Placid or Sharknado?" Aniyah asked.

      The rest of us looked at each other and said in unison. "Student Bodies."

      "Now we wait for the pizza to get here. Thea, what’s happening between you and Kris?" Fatima asked eagerly.

      Thea wiggled her eyebrows at us. "Wouldn't you like to know?"

      "Just answer the question dipshit," Fatima said, throwing a cushion at her, narrowly missing her head as she ducked out of range of the plush assault weapon.

      "Things are going good."

      "Are you two an item or not? Because seriously, the way you two have been pawing at each other the past few days suggests that you are. It's quite sickening really," Aurora said.

      "Yes, we are dating. Officially today, we are boyfriend and girlfriend."

      "Well, well, well. Would you look at that? Thea got her sexy man. The girls are going to be so pissed, well more than they already are anyway."

      "And what about you Isla? You and Zayne seem to be getting along quite well."

      "Nothing new to report guys, and there will never be anything new to report. We are just friends. You guys need to quit seeing things that aren't there. We are friends and friends only."

      "Oh really? Is that why Zayne was sporting a massive hard on at dinner last month?" Thea said nonchalantly.

      We looked at her, shocked. Mouths agape, I almost expected to hear crickets.

      "No. Fucking. Way! He had a woody?!" Aurora burst out laughing, falling onto her back as she writhed around on the floor in a fit of laughter.

      "It's true!"

      "How would you be privy to such information?" Aniyah asked, composing herself.

      "Kris told me. He found it quite embarrassing that he couldn't control his most basic of urges and had scolded him to get his shit together before Isla saw it," she laughed as she informed us.

      I slapped my hand to my forehead and groaned. "This means nothing. It just means that he was horny. He couldn't have known what got his brother off, unless they have a much closer relationship than we first expected."

      "Umm, gross Isla." I shrugged. "He knows it was you because he couldn't stop staring at you and had this goofy looking grin on his face the entire time. So the evidence is there. He is definitely hot for you."

      This ridiculous conversation went on after the pizza had arrived but stopped when we put the movies on. I was forever grateful for this. I didn't want to think about Zayne and his...

      I shuddered at the thought, not out of disgust, but out of sheer embarrassment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “His beguiling allure had her mesmerised as she slowly fell into his trap.”

      

      

      Past

      

      "Okay girls, this is our very first high school party. Are you guys ready?" Thea announced as she waltzed into the room. She was looking amazing in a pair of leggings and a loose-fitting pink tank top with thin straps. Her make-up was immaculate, and her hair was up in a loose bun, as runaway strands hung to frame her face neatly. I couldn't understand how she managed to make herself look like a beauty queen every single time.

      I nodded my head as I grappled with the mess that was my hair. This was becoming a feat of epically annoying proportions. Everest was easier to climb then it was to corral my hair into something decent. My hair was a tangle and blown out puffball that never wanted to cooperate. No matter how hard I attempted to tame it into something presentable, I never did. Thea frowned at me, shaking her head in disgust at the brutality of which I was handling my hair. She snatched the brush from my hand, the bristles scraped along the soft pads of my fingers and I yelled out, slapping her on the thigh.

      "Isla, you can't go around hacking your way through your hair. You have to respect it and become one with it."

      "Okay, Obi Wan."

      "Damn straight I am! If you treat your hair with the love and respect it deserves, it will repay you with the same kindness." She lifted my hair gingerly, and with a firm grip halfway down, she proceeded to brush out the knots that stood their ground with me, and in a matter of minutes they were all gone. She looked at me, playing with my hair, until a smile quirked up. She reached over to the dressing table and picked up the elastic band. She gathered my hair but left a few strands down around to frame my face, she put my hair into a high pony tail. It was simple, but very effective.

      She stood behind me and examined me through the mirror. "Perfect. You look beautiful sweetie."

      I looked at myself and then back at her. My appearance was nowhere near as mesmerising and aesthetically pleasing as Thea's, but it would do. Regardless of what Stephanie and the others thought. I wasn't too bad. I was no model, but there were worse people. And with the way Thea had helped me get ready tonight, I looked even better. A wide smile crept up on my face, and I turned around, hugging Thea at the waist.

      "Thank you, Thea."

      "You’re welcome, sweetie. What do you guys think?"

      Fatima, Aurora and Aniyah came over to stand behind me, and they all gave me the thumbs up of approval.

      "You look damn hot!" Aurora said.

      "You are looking very pretty, Isla," Aniyah said.

      "Be-u-ti-ful," Fatima said, fingers up in the universal sign of perfect.

      I stood up and we made our way to the living room, where my parents were waiting. This was our first high school party. The high school experience was going quite well. Guys would talk to me and I was making some friends. Classes were going well, and I was nailing them. We were now in our freshman year, and it was the start of spring break.

      As suspected, my parents fussed over me, telling me how beautiful I looked and wondered who did my hair and make-up, all the while telling me that I should wear it like that more often.

      "Mom! Dad! Stop it!" I exclaimed, pushing away from them.

      "Are you embarrassed of us?" My dad asked with a mischievous glint in his eye.

      "No, these girls know you guys well enough to know you’re both losers."

      "Oh, come on. We're cool!" I scoffed at him and giggled, punching him in the arm.

      "Okay kiddo, let's go. I'll drop you off,” he responded, going over and opening the front door.

      We all hopped into my dad's van, buckling up and off we went. We had offered to walk, because it really wasn't that far. Just a few minutes by car. Darren Patterson lived on the same street. His parents had the most amazing house. It was three levels, had a double garage and was the biggest one on this block. It looked a little misplaced on the street of single- and two-story houses, but the colonial architecture had it fitting in just enough.

      My dad pulled up across the road, we were an hour late. Thea had noted that people were never early. In order to make an entrance and be noticed, you needed to make a fashionably late entrance. I didn't know if she had a point to all this, or if her theories were even correct, but I wasn't going to argue with her.

      We all vacated the vehicle, and I kissed my dad on the cheek and said goodbye. He was going to pick me up at twelve. It was something I had pushed, because it wasn't a school week.

      Thea looped her arm through mine and we all made our way into the house. I marveled at the amazing sound proofing this house had. From the exterior, you could hear very little noise. When you stepped inside the house, the sound of the music slammed into you, nearly knocking you over. There were people everywhere, all hanging out with red cups. Loud animated voices sliced through some of the music. A nervous energy vibrated through me, as we all made our way through to the kitchen. People would look over at us, sometimes even stopping mid-sentence to shoot us an obvious ogle. I blushed fiercely, not used to this much attention placed on me.

      We reached the kitchen, and Darren was busy chatting with his friends about football. Darren was the star quarterback of the school. He was also one of the most popular guys. He didn't belong to any clique, and just roamed around doing his own thing. Apart from my friends, he was probably the nicest person I had ever met. He didn't care that I sat on a lowest rung of popularity.

      As soon as he spotted us he smiled widely and bulldozed his way through his cluster of friends, giving us all an over exaggerated hug and kiss on the cheek.

      "Damn girls, you are looking mighty fine. The guys better watch out tonight!" He announced to his friends, which had the others in a fit of giggles, and me blushing from his compliment.

      He draped an arm around my shoulders and bent down a little. His warm breath caressing my ear. "A certain someone is here tonight," he whispered.

      That certain someone was none other than Granger Carrington. He was a god. No, god wasn't a good description for him. He was the universe. The hottest guy at school in my opinion. He was in a band and was the lead singer and guitarist for it. I had first spotted him when we were both at a coffee shop. He was in such a rush and I was oblivious to the world around me and BAM! We walked straight into each other. It was a real meet cute.

      Well, Granger had bought me a new soy hot chocolate, opting to stay and pay me back instead of rushing off to band practice. I had told him not to worry about it, but he wouldn't hear it. He was the epitome of sex on legs—something Thea said often. I didn't know what she meant by that, or why sex on legs would be a good thing to be, but she was a bit boy crazed, so I took her word that it was a good thing.

      Since then, he had spoken to me a total of seventy-five times, and that was only a few months ago, but who was counting? We had discovered that we went to the same school, and whenever he saw me, he would come and talk to me. Things were going perfectly, and now he was here at the same party I was!

      "I hear he's been looking for you, too." I twisted around to stare Darren square in the eyes. He had to be shitting me. Even though Granger and I had hung out a little bit, a few bites at the diner, and some chats at school, he had not once expressed real interest in me, and he hadn't even asked me out on a date yet. We would spend a lot of time with my friends as well.

      "No, he hasn’t." I was shocked. Dumbfounded. This was it. This was my chance to get in with Granger. He had specifically asked for me, and I was finally going to become his girlfriend. I could feel it.

      "Would I lie to you, Isla?" No, he wouldn't. Darren was the most genuine person I had ever met and one of my friends. It was just a pity that his girlfriend was none other than Stephanie Brynsworth. What he saw in her was beyond me. He noticed my face when he saw me looking at her.

      "She's not so bad, Isla. I know you two have your issues—"

      "Issues! That's putting it lightly. She hates me."

      "She doesn't hate you." I shot him a 'don't do this' look, and he chuckled. "Okay, she doesn't like you. But who gives a fuck? I like you, and I told her she's going to have to deal with us being friends if she wants to be with me."

      "No, no you wouldn't. You're one of the good ones, Darren.” I replied. I patted him on the back, my focus exiting the conversation and scanning my surroundings.

      "He's not in here. He's out back. Let me get you a drink, and we'll go out there together." He walked over to the fridge, pulled out a coke and poured it into a red plastic cup before handing it over to me. Guiding me through the throng of students, every now and then he gave a high five to some random friend until we made it through to the backyard.

      I had been here a few times before, and I never got used to how big their backyard was, and, it had a pool! They were loaded with a capital L. His father was a manufacturer in mining equipment and his mother was a biomedical researcher.

      We made our way to the back porch and there he was. Granger Carrington, stood over by the far end of the pool, chatting to his friends with a cup in his hand. He looked so damn sexy. I adored this side of him. Relaxed. Smiling. I drank him in, devouring every inch of him as I felt my body absentmindedly drift towards him. I hadn’t even noticed or cared that Darren was no longer with me. I didn’t know if he had left or if I had ditched him. It no longer mattered. I was confident. I was determined. I was going to get Granger tonight. No matter what it took.

      As soon as he saw me, his eyes lit up. Butterflies fluttered frantically in my stomach. My hands became clammy, and I swallowed the lump that had suddenly formed in my throat. My mouth was as dry as a desert. With a shaky breath in and out, I plucked up the courage to descend the porch steps and make my way to Granger.

      "Isla! You're here! Excellent. Come here, baby girl."

      With a stupid girly smile, I sidled up to him as his arm came to rest on my shoulder.

      "Guys, you know Isla, don't you? Jerry, Terry, this is Isla." Each of his friends nodded their answer and smiled.

      "Hey," they said in unison.

      "Hi,” I squeaked. Blushing, as embarrassment set in at how I sounded.

      "When did you get here?" Granger asked.

      "A few minutes ago. How long have you been here?"

      "We got here earlier on. Helped Darren set up and get shit sorted. Who'd you come with?"

      "Just the girls. They're inside somewhere."

      "Excellent. I think some of my friends like your friends. It's okay though, I told the fuckers not to go anywhere near them. Isn't that right, shit-for-brains?" he asked, before whacking the one called Jerry across his crotch. Jerry cupped his balls, face painted with pain, as he let out a noise that was strangled. I'd heard hitting a guy in the balls hurt a lot. I had never actually seen it first-hand. The poor guy looked as if he needed to go to the hospital.

      "Is he going to be okay? That was a little cruel," I scolded.

      "Yeah, he'll be fine," he said, downing his drink. "I'm going to go get another one. Want a drink?"

      "Nah, I'm still on this one, thank you."

      "Okay. Stay here, I'll be right back okay?" He smiled, while he disappeared back into the house, Jerry and Terry in tow. Jerry still hunched over as he straggled behind a little.

      I moved over to one of the long deck chairs by the pool and sat down, looking up to the sky. It was a beautiful starry night, and I got lost counting all the ones I could see and attempted to locate Venus. It was a little difficult, but I got there.

      "Hey," I practically jumped out of my seat as I looked over to see Darren, sporting an apologetic look on his face.

      "Sorry to scare you. What are you doing out here all alone? Where's Granger?"

      "Ummm, he went inside to get a drink." I looked at my watch and frowned. It had been around an hour since he left. I sat up straight and swung my legs over. "He left to get a drink around an hour ago.”

      "And you've been sitting out here like a loser staring at the stars?" he smirked.

      I smacked him on the arm and chuckled. "Yes. But it's what you love about me right?"

      "Indeed it is. Come on loser, let's go find that guy of yours."

      When we entered his house, we walked around until I spotted Granger talking to Aurora in the kitchen. Except, he wasn't talking to her. He was kissing her neck and trying to move up further to her mouth.

      The colour drained from my face and I felt the world disappear around me. All but the scene of my crush and my best friend was in clear view. Sound wasn't even a concept in my domed world. Darren was talking to me, but I couldn’t understand a single word. Blood pounded in my ears like the beating of a drum. Loud and reverberating through my head. And then, something happened to break it all with a resounding crack. Aurora's hand flew across Granger's face. A drink splashing across it, before he doubled over from a knee to the balls.

      “Don’t you ever fucking touch me like that again, you hear me?! When I say no, it means no,” she yelled, grabbing the attention of the kids nearby.

      I watched in shocked horror. Horrified that Granger would go for my friend when he had been flirting with me and making it obvious that he liked me. She was raging hard until she locked eyes on me. Her expression turned soft, and her eyes bugged out. She rushed straight to me and pulled me away, leading me out the back until we stopped at the pool, where I had just come from.

      "It's not what you think, Isla. I didn't come onto him. It was the other way around. I swear, please forgive me." There was so much pain swimming in her eyes.

      “It’s okay, I don’t blame you. I may not have seen everything, but I saw that he was the one that pushed himself onto you. I need to get out of here. I'm going to go home,” I said, emotionless.

      "I'm coming with you."

      "You're not. Stay here. Have fun."

      "Fuck off I am. My friend just caught the guy she's been crushing on since forever forcing himself on me. And being said friend, I am going to come with you. Plus, I don't want to be in the same vicinity, let alone the same damn party as that prick. Let's go get the girls and leave."

      Tears welled in my ears. Even though I had only met her last year, Aurora and I had become fast friends. And I knew right then and there, that I could count on her for anything. We grabbed the others and left, choosing to walk home instead of calling my dad. I didn't want to have to act all happy and okay in front of them. I just wanted to get home and go to bed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Man will do whatever it takes to protect the people they love.”

      

      

      Past

      

      The high pitched nasally sound that was my phone's ring tone blasted out to me. Choosing to ignore it, I rolled over and cancelled the call. I didn't want to speak to anyone. I was too damn embarrassed. It was practically a well-known thing that I had been crushing on Granger ever since middle school. The whole year had been invited to Darren’s party, even some of the kids below and above us. Everyone was there to see the spectacle that was Granger sucking Aurora's neck.

      When I arrived home, I asked if my dad would take the girls home and then went straight up to my room and cried. On the drive, dad had asked what was wrong, and why had we left the party early. We had only been there for about an hour and things had already turned to shit. It was my very first school party, and in a matter of minutes, it was ruined by Granger Carrington. I made up some lie and told him that I wasn’t feeling well all of a sudden, that I must have ate something that didn’t sit well. It was a poor excuse, but something that had my dad not thinking too much into it. Instead, he gave me an aspirin, some water, and left me alone in my room.

      I never wanted to see Granger again. Never wanted to hear his name again. I couldn't believe he had done that. Had he even liked me? Like, at all? The entire time we had been talking, he had flirted with me and made me feel like someone special. Someone who was worth his time when nobody else had. Tears marked my face as they started to cascade down my cheeks. There was anger, a deep-seated anger; but there was also devastation and sadness. The second guy I had liked in my life, and I had been rejected once again.

      Was there something fundamentally wrong with me? Something unlikeable? If I looked like any of my friends, or half the girls at school, would he have liked me then? I felt like a weed amongst flowers. A weed nobody would ever love, something to be plucked from the field of colour and removed for its ugliness.

      I never thought I was the prettiest thing around. No, that was what my friends were. They were supermodels compared to me. I was a lump of... whatever the ugliest thing you can think of would be. I was a lump of that. I was happy with my appearance last night. I had put in effort. I never put in effort.

      And for what?

      Nothing.

      It was all done for someone who was never going to see me the way I wanted them to. My phone rang out again, and I turned over and ignored it, turning it on silent. The girls and Darren had been pestering me non-stop. They had clocked up fifty missed calls between them, and over thirty messages. Why couldn't they get the hint? All I wanted to do was wallow in my own self-pity.

      It was nice there. Because nobody lied about liking you and then took it away. Nobody gave you false hope, only to psych you out. All that lay in the realm of pity, was the truth. The ugly damn truth that you weren’t a great person.

      Knock, knock, knock.

      For fuck's sake, what now!

      Ignoring them, I didn't move. Didn't breathe for fear of being caught.

      Fuck off!

      "Open the door, Isla. I know you're in there."

      Darren? What was he doing here? And most importantly, fuck off.

      The best thing for me to do, was to pretend I was asleep. He couldn’t get angry if I was asleep, and eventually he’d go away and leave me alone.

      "You're not asleep, so quit acting as if you are." Damn that asshole knew me too well. "I'm not going to leave until you open the door and let me in. And I'll stay out here and keep on talking to you until you do. So you might as well get this over and done with."

      He was right. I dragged myself out of bed, still in my pajamas, and not caring in the slightest. My eyes were puffy and my hair was a birds nest of knots.

      Flinging open the door, he stood there with a satisfied look, smirking at me and raising one brow as he took in the small level of care I had for my appearance.

      "You look..."

      "What do you want Darren? I don't feel like visitors today. Whatever you have to say, out with it and then leave," I said, walking back to my bed and lying down on it.

      "I was worried about you. After what you saw I tried to get in touch with you. By the way, I think there's something wrong with your phone, because it kept cutting out after a few rings."

      I shot him an unimpressed look. "Take the hint next time," I grumbled.

      He laid down next to me.

      "He got a nice broken nose out of the whole ordeal if that makes you feel any better."

      "What?" My eyes widened in shock and disbelief. He had hit Granger for me.

      I wasn't angry though. Which was different, because I was a pacifist, and hated violence. I always told him off for being a typical guy and beating his chest in a show of power. This time was different. Because this time, he wasn't beating up some kid he felt had wronged him in some way. It was because he was giving Granger what he deserved for what he had done to me. A tiny strand of guilt flowed into me, as I thought about how happy I felt that Darren had protected me and my honour.

      "I can't believe you did that for me," I said quietly.

      "Of course I would. You’re my friend, and it was a dick move. “

      “He’s your friend too you know,” I countered.

      “True, but you weren’t the asshole in all this. He was. As far as I’m concerned, he fucking deserved it.”

      "I guess he never liked me to begin with, no matter how much it appeared that way."

      "Yeah, he’ll think again before he fucks with you or any other girl. That’s it, fuck him, we're no longer friends. I don't give a shit. You don't do that to someone." I could feel the anger rising. It was filling the room and suffocating me. I had to kill it now before I stopped breathing.

      I rolled around and faced him, placing a hand on his shoulder. "You two have been friends before we were. Don't throw that away because of what he did to me. It's okay, I'll be fine."

      I didn't know if I would be okay and be able to get through this, but I had to tell him something to calm down. His expression relaxed and I released the breath I hadn't realised I was holding. He smiled.

      "Why aren't you with your girlfriend? Weren't you two supposed to do something today?"

      He shrugged. "Yeah, but you were upset, and making sure you were okay was more important."

      I laughed. The first real laugh I had done since the event. "I bet she loved that."

      "Oh, she flipped her shit. There was no bringing her down from her anger. I'm pretty sure she's sticking needles into a voodoo doll of you right about now."

      "Really, a voodoo doll? I'm sure she's doing something worse than that. Good thing we have a full week of spring break. It'll give her time to calm down... maybe. You should get going though, I don't think I really want her to be coming after me. I'll be fine. I'm going to call the girls who have been calling me non-stop and hang out with them. Maybe Mom and Dad will let them stay the night. Thank you.”

      "Are you sure? And for what? I didn’t really do anything.”

      "You did, and I am. Thank you."
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        * * *

      

      Coming back to school, I was nervous. The break had been good, and while I was over what had happened and had forgiven Granger for what he had done. I was still nervous about seeing him. He hadn't bothered to reach out to me over the break which showed me that he didn't really care about me, and in reality, he probably never had. It had eaten away at me. Not knowing why he had done what he had. The girls weren't any help either. It was the typical spiel of him being an asshole and guys were guys. That didn't give me an answer though. All it did was excuse his horrible behaviour.

      I had come to the conclusion that if I continued on trying to decipher his actions, I would end up breaking down over the whole thing and I would never be able to move on from it, and I had to. I wasn't doing myself or my friends any favours staying in this mood.

      People stared at me as I walked into the school with my friends. There were the whispers down the hall at what had happened at the party. I caught them as they gossiped about it. Their hushed voices fell over me, but I was protected from them. They weren't necessarily scathing words, but they were enough to get my wall up.

      I straightened my back and held my head high, knowing that I hadn't done anything wrong. People could say whatever they wanted.

      It was Granger that had been in the wrong. And Darren. He shouldn't have acted the way he had. What was done, was done though. I would ignore everything and go on as if nothing had happened. Even when I eventually saw Granger, I would act as if what he had done had no effect on me.

      Well, I had planned to until Stephanie decided she needed to make an example out of me.

      It was lunch time, and we were sitting in the cafeteria, minding our own business.

      "I saw Granger earlier on," Aurora said, judging my reaction before she continued on. "He tried to talk to me, but I ignored him."

      "Was he even sorry for what he did?" Thea asked, disgust in her voice.

      "No. He's a dick and acted as if nothing happened."

      "I can’t even begin to comprehend the thought process behind his actions. Why he would do what he did," Aniyah frowned, munching on her chicken salad sandwich.

      "It's because she's a fugly duff."

      All heads turned to stare at an annoyed Stephanie.

      "She's not a duff," Fatima snapped.

      "You are the worst friends in the world if you haven't told her this," she shifted her position to face me. "You are the group, no, the school's duff. And because your friends have not had the decency to tell you, I will. This will be the only thing I will ever do in your favor. A duff means Designated. Ugly. Fat. Friend. You are it. Every single group has one. Nobody is ever going to like you, and the fact that you thought you had a chance in hell with someone as hot as Granger means you're stupid as fuck, as well as fugly. The only reason Granger, or any guy in this school, has ever paid you the slightest bit of attention, except for Darren," she scoffed, showing me just how much it got to her that her boyfriend liked me, "is because they're trying to get to your friends."

      "No they're not!" Thea shouted at her.

      She was ignored of course, because Stephanie wasn't done with her massive truth bomb. "I'm sure if you think real hard about all the times guys ever spoke to you, and the conversations you've ever had with them, you'll find that every single time, one or all of your friends were mentioned."

      And that's when it hit me. It was that moment where the world—which had been clouded —finally became clear. I saw the light. And I hated that it had taken me so long to figure it out.

      A film reel played on loop of all the guys who would talk to me. Cozying up to me and currying my favour, only to delve straight into asking about my friends.

      Brett had come up to me in our fourth week of school. He had acted nicely, we spoke for a bit, and then the conversation steered to my friends and he asked if any of them had boyfriends. At the time I had been so damn naive to it. Oblivious to the obvious thing that was happening.

      There was a list of guys that had done just this.

      Trevor.

      Clinton.

      Martin.

      Carver.

      Leon.

      Kym.

      David.

      Every. Single. One. Of. Them, faked a friendship with me in order to gain intel on them.

      And why? Why would anyone ever do something like that? None of the guys seemed shy, so shy that they couldn't just go up to my friends and befriend them himself. Why use me in order to get ahead? Did they think it would give them a place with my friends? If they had, it worked out miserably for them, because none of my friends had cared.

      Out of everything I could have learned at school, this was the most important thing. Because this was a life experience. Who'da thunk it that it would be the school's mean girl to be the one to teach me it.

      I was a person obsessed. The whole day, I spent my entire time looking around at the groups of friends that traversed the school grounds and found all the students that would be considered the duff. I was fixated on the interactions between them and the guys and girls around them.

      It consumed my day so much that my attention span had slipped into nothing.

      I sat at my desk in my room, staring off into space. Text book open. Determined to focus on something else, but it wasn't working in the slightest. Frustrated, I slammed my head against my book. This was becoming ridiculous. I needed to snap out of it.

      My phone vibrated against the table and I picked it up to see that it was Darren calling me. "Yeeeeess Mr. Patterson? What did I do to deserve a phone call from you?"

      "That fucking bitch is out of control, that's what," he growled out.

      "What's wrong?"

      "I can't believe she told you that you're a duff. You are not a duff."

      I sighed.

      "Darren, I don't particularly want to talk about this," I groaned.

      "I broke up with her," he blurted out.

      "Why?" I knew why. I had no idea why I even asked.

      "Because she's a fucking cunt. She constantly talks shit about you and is an absolute bitch to you. I'm not putting up with it. Her telling you that you're a... fugly duff," his voice broke at those words. "It was the last straw. I always stood up for her. Told myself that she was just an angry girl, or that she was misunderstood and was actually nice. In reality she's anything but. You know my parents hate her guts? Told me she was a manipulative person. When they told me that, I hated them for it. Now I see that they could see what I had been so blinded to.”

      “You really liked her. It happens.”

      “Well not now. She can rot in hell for all I care.” I could hear him pacing back and forth in his bedroom. Kicking things aside.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” I asked. Not really wanting to, but knowing it was an offer I had to put out there, because that’s what good friends did.

      “No, you shouldn’t have to deal with my shit.” He sighed. “I’ll see you at school, Isla.”

      “Are you sure? She’s not my favorite person in the world, but you’re my friend.”

      “No, I’m fine. I don’t want to think about her for another second. Talk to you tomorrow.”

      “Okay. Talk to you tomorrow.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Beauty is only skin deep. Take it away and what do you have left?”

      

      

      Things had been pretty copasetic with Zayne. He and I were getting along even better than before, believe it or not. It was really nice to be able to have a discussion with him without it turning into I was wrong, why was I doing things wrong, and why couldn't I just fix shit. I no longer feared that topic would raise its ugly head again.

      Instead, he was the nice guy. The guy he didn't show anybody. And although I may be a little more agreeable to the notion that he wasn't talking to me because of my friends, because not once did he mention them when we were together, I still didn't trust him. That this guy in front of me with his rugged good looks, tanned skin, his piercing blue eyes and black hair could still turn around and do something to me that would erase every bit of good he had done.

      I did the only thing I could do put in a situation such as this, I gave him a bit of the old me, while holding him at arm’s length. If he ever got too personal for my liking, I would turn him away completely and never look back. No matter how he seemed to make me feel. No matter how my heart seemed to flutter whenever he smiled at me. The same smile he was giving me now.

      I cleared my throat and took a sip of my water. We were sitting at the local diner grabbing some dinner. He pulled me aside before AP Chem and told me to meet me at his car, that we were going for dinner. As per my usual self, I politely declined. Our science project had been over for a few weeks now. There was absolutely no need for us to hang out together. Me and his sister, yes. We had strangely enough become pretty close. That was a large part due to her forcing herself into my life. At first, I dodged her advances, and then over time, I relented and allowed her to grip me into a tight hold. So somehow, my group of four friends had turned into five, seven, if you included Kristopher and Zayne.

      I didn’t think I would ever get over it. No girl or boy had ever willingly befriended me, save from my current friends, and Darren.

      Darren.

      Wow, that was a blast from the past. I hadn't thought about him in, well, years. Ever since he started to ignore me when I needed him the most. Memories of him started rolling in, in a hazy state and I swatted them away. I didn't want to think about the first friend to have ever let me down. He had no part in my life now and would never again.

      He was dead to me.

      "So what are your plans for the weekend?" Zayne asked, taking a sip of his soda. His attention solely on me.

      My shoulders lifted up in an uncertain answer. "I don't know. Read probably," I laughed. "I know, I'm so boring, but I have a to be read list up to here." I put my hand up as far as it would go. "It's getting out of control, and I need to get a handle on it. I'll probably also work on my physics assignment. You?"

      "You weren't kidding. You are boring," he said playfully. Almost flirty, as he shot me a wink and a smile. Was Zayne actually flirting with me? No, he couldn't be. "I'll most likely be playing the guitar, maybe do a bit of writing, and hang out with Kris and Jen."

      "You write? How is this the first time I've heard about this? Are you holding out on me?" He chuckled. His sinfully dark chuckle that made my body stand at attention. And I mean full attention.

      "No, it's just never come up. You have to admit, before a month ago, we hated each other. Unless you've suffered a severe concussion since then or your memory has drastically declined in quality. In which case, I suggest you see a doctor."

      Asshole. Ever since we became friends, I'd discovered a few things about him. He was the biggest smart ass known to man. He was skilled with his hands. And he liked to smirk a lot. Which was bad for me and my body that always reacted to him.

      "I write my own songs. What about you? Do you write?"

      "Me? Write? As in songs?” A quick pop of his shoulder and he continued to watch me.

      “Ha! Writing songs would require me to have some musical ability, and I’ve already told you I’m bad at it. And you don't ever wanna hear me sing. It's like cats screwing on a tin roof."

      He burst out laughing.

      "That is the worst and best analogy I've ever heard," he stated between fits of laughter.

      My body tingled with heat. I loved that I could make him laugh. Even if it was at my expense.

      "Now what's so funny over here?" Tiffany asked, smiling down at me and shooting me a knowing wink. I rolled my eyes at her. Not you too.

      "Nothing is funny, he's just easily amused."

      "Oh, okay. Well, what would you kids like to eat? I assume it's the chicken salad for you?" She asked me. I nodded.

      "I'll have the cheeseburger with fries," he said to Tiffany, who took our order and then gave us some space. Normally she would stick around and chat for a bit, so I knew what she was doing. The sneaky devil. She thought this was a date. It totally wasn't. "A chicken salad? Really? Could you be more boring?" he teased me.

      "What? I don't feel like having something heavy today. I feel all bloated and disgusting."

      "Time of the month?"

      My jaw near fell on the floor. This was the time most girls would be offended that a guy would suggest something like that. It was a common paradigm amongst the male gender that angry women, or women feeling bloated equaled periods. It wasn't the case most of the time. Most of the time, the woman was pissed off at an excruciating asshole who was the biggest dipshit around.

      "What?" He looked at me, a nonchalance holding his demeanour.

      "That!"

      "I don't see what the big deal is. You are a female. And females have their time every month. Or is it my use of 'time of the month' that seems to offend you? I thought that was the lingo around these parts. I can call them periods if you'd prefer."

      "Wow, okay. This is not a topic I want to get into with you. And no, FYI, it isn't my time of the month. I just feel all disgusting today okay? Females can feel that way and not have it be a direct correlation to that time of the month."

      "Have you tried?"

      "Tried what?"

      "Playing a musical instrument? Like really tried?" Effectively ending the conversation about the female reproduction cycle.

      "Yes I did. I went through a stage where I wanted to play the piano. I was pretty passionate about it for months and months. Well, my parents decided to rent me a piano to see if I liked it or not. They even teed up some lessons for me. Well, to make a long story short, my teacher told my mother she'd refund her money if I stopped playing piano."

      Now it was his turn to be shocked into silence. "No fucking way."

      "Way. Since then, I haven’t dared to touch a musical instrument again. Even in music, I was usually the one sitting without an instrument or flipping over the pages of the sheet music so that I'd have something to do."

      "Wow, you really are bad. I’ll be right back. Need to duck to the big boy’s room." He left with a wink.

      He was going to have to stop with all these winks and smirks and all around niceness. I was going to fall hard if he didn't.

      I looked out the window absentmindedly. The hustle and bustle of traffic, both people and vehicles alike. More people were coming up to the diner and the traffic along the road was becoming busier. Soon, there would be a brief build up as everybody left work to go home for the day.

      "I see you’re here with Zayne," Stephanie said out of the blue, making me jump in my seat. "Oh, sorry to scare you, Isla." Of course, she wasn't sorry. She was never sorry, to me or anyone else. "I saw you two sitting over here, looking all cute with each other and thought I'd say hi. It's nice to see that you two are friends. I'd hate to burst the little bubble you've created for yourself but I feel it's within my duties to give you some information. Just as it was all those years ago, with Granger Carrington." Bitch. She would bring him up, wouldn't she? "I kept thinking to myself. Why would a guy as hot as Zayne want to speak to you? Why would he go around protecting you? And then it occurred to me. He's using you. Just like the string of guys before him did. It's the only thing that makes sense really. Why would he choose you out of the many girls at the school that are hot? Well, there's only one reason you befriend the duff of a group, to get in good with her much hotter friends. It's a shame that's the position you hold, but somebody's gotta do it, right? Oh, I'm sorry. I hope I haven't upset you," she said, placing a comforting hand on my shoulder. A devilish grin on her face, as she walked away.

      I got it. There was no way that Zayne would ever be attracted to me. I knew it. Had always known it. I never once thought it was anything but. He had done it in a very calculating and malicious way. Never asking me about my friends, befriending me in a way that appeared to be as if he wanted to be friends with me. Asked me out for random dinners like this, and have his siblings involved in the whole charade. It had me questioning everything about our friendship. Going through every single moment when he was with me and my friends.

      The first day he arrived at school and my friends thought he was staring at me with an intensity that could rival a jungle cat's. Except, who else was in his line of sight? Thea and Fatima. Considering Thea is with his brother, I can only conclude that he was looking at Fatima. Did Kristopher even want to be with Thea? Was he also a massive conspirator in this game of his?

      This was all secret agent stuff, but better. This made them look like incompetent babies.

      Every scene played out in my head, and I recounted in exact detail every single millisecond in a moment. The lingering looks at my friends, the sideways glances or the light brushing of their arms.

      For the very first time in ages, since Granger Carrington, I had gotten swept up in the allure of another guy, just like every other sucker out there. I latched on and allowed myself to get caught up in the hype.

      Zayne sat back down in front of me and it hardly registered that he had returned, and that was saying something. I always knew when he was in the room because his aura alerted everyone to him. He commanded the room like no other.

      I was grateful when our meals arrived a short time after. I wouldn't have to involve myself in idle chit chat or entertain this play he had pulled me into. I didn't want to be the temporary star the audience member took notice of. I didn't want to be the character that you thought they would end up with, only to be blindsided when they chose someone else.

      We sat in near silence, as I forced myself to eat. I wasn't hungry though. Pushing my food around on my plate, I gave the appearance that I was eating, when in fact it was the complete opposite.

      "What's wrong?"

      "Nothing, why?" I asked, trying to sound okay.

      "Because you've been quiet ever since I got back. Did something happen?” There was a slight edge in his voice.

      "I'm fine. I'm just all of a sudden not feeling well and really drained. I think I need to go home and rest."

      "Shit, okay. I'll get this to go and I'll take you home."

      "No, no. Eat. I can wait."

      "Isla, don't play the martyr with me. I'm taking you home. If you aren't feeling well, sitting here in a diner full of people isn't a good thing to do.”

      He hailed Tiffany down with a raised hand. If he saw through my patchy lie, he didn't call me out on it. For that, I was grateful.

      After having his dinner packed away in a doggy bag, we left the diner and he drove me home. We didn't talk, just sat in silence for the fifteen minutes it took to get to my place, and with a short goodbye, I thanked him for dinner and headed straight upstairs to my room and stood in front of the mirror examining myself.

      Stephanie had been right all those years ago when she told me I was the duff of the group. She was right when she told me I was too ugly for public. It wasn't news to me now. I saw what she saw when I dared to look in the mirror every day or when I caught myself in the reflection of someone's glasses or a shiny surface.

      I was as appealing to the opposite sex as a lobotomy was to a crazy person.

      Stripping down I glanced at my now marked body. Lines tracked along it, resembling a road map more than a human body. It was ugly and unforgiving.

      The worst thing of all?

      It was permanent.

      I would never be able to remove these hideous lines and bumps and crevices that painted across my skin. It was an ugly reminder of what I had become. Of the disgusting way I had treated my body. It was Karma's way of getting back at me for everything I had done wrong in my life. I had learned to live with it, but I had never gotten used to it. It was why I refused to shop for new clothes, much to my mother's chagrin. Changing rooms in malls were the worst. They gave you a three-sixty view of yourself with mirrors that surrounded you, it was claustrophobic and unbearable. A magnifying glass to the mistakes I knew so well.

      With my hand splayed across my body, I moved my hand slowly across my stomach and felt them all. Forcing myself to keep my eyes open and see myself for what I was. An ugly mess, an abomination to humankind. I was a stain in the perfection that was God's creation. I had always been told that we were all created in God's image. Well, he must have been pretty fucking ticked off the day He made me. Not a care in the world for how I would turn out. I should hate Him. I should despise Him and become vengeful at being at the receiving end of His hatred.

      I didn't though. Because how can you hate something you didn't truly believe in?

      There was a time where I thought I had faith, but the years of pain and suffering had made sure to murder the faith I had.

      Now I was left with nothing.

      There was a misconception, something I blamed solely on movies and TV shows. It was that when heavy women and men that lost weight and were restored back to their former glory, their beauty would wow the world.

      Reality was much different. Your body was looser, thanks to the inability of the collagens that didn't have the ability to heal themselves. Your skin was loose and a little flabby. If you were lucky—like I was—you didn't really have to deal with it.

      Regardless of my sliver of luck, it still hadn't made me feel better about myself.

      Nothing would be able to scare off the voices in my head from countless students who taunted me.

      Nothing would be able to prevent the bad dreams from invading my mind and reliving the hellish moments in and out of school. It was a never-ending cycle of shit piled on top of shit. In the end, I was a heap of manure. No longer human.

      Zayne didn't want me. He knew what I went through at school. Nobody wants someone with the issues I had. Someone who's body looked like mine.

      A tear broke through the reservoir and fell down my cheek. Not for him, but for every guy that would never be mine. For the acceptance I would never gain. For the confidence that would never return.

      And for the love I would never allow myself to give. Not for others. For myself.

      I fell to the ground and positioned myself in the fetal position and cried.

      Because it was all I had left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          Zayne

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Beat me down, and I’ll take it.

        Beat my family, and you’ll see the darkness that lurks deep within me.”

      

      

      Past

      

      Another month.

      Another week.

      Another day.

      Another minute of putting up with the assholes at school. I was pretty damn resilient. Forcing myself not to retaliate, not to show them my bite, because that's what they wanted out of me. They yearned to get a rise out of me.

      Everybody at the school hated me, save my siblings. Now, however, they had to pretend to not even know me or like me. It damn near broke me a lot of the times. Just knowing that my siblings, or ‘my cousins’, had to go about their day as if they didn't know who I was. It had to be that way though. People were starting to get up in their faces and give them shit for associating with a coloured person like me. They didn't want a bar of it. Told me that they would take on anybody who dared to fuck with them, or me.

      It all came down to a very heavy threat to end their lives for them to see that I was being serious. I could be a hard motherfucker when I needed to be. Which was every day.

      I had a slight attitude problem. I would call it slight, my family would call it a massive problem. I was of the opinion that if people quit doing shit to piss me off, there would be no need to become a belligerent fucker. And in a perfect society where all races and cultures were accepted, I could walk around my city and my school with confidence. We would all live in peace and harmony.

      However, the world wasn't like that, we weren’t in a fucking Disney movie, and I didn't want it that way either. I would much rather die, than know that we were all clones of one another with the same agenda.

      Same interests.

      Same thoughts.

      Same dreams.

      We were a few months into the school year, and so far I had managed to stay out of trouble and keep my hands clean—although, I'm sure the punching bag at home would say otherwise. I took everything out on that thing. That and the treadmill. I couldn't go around the streets at any time. I was likely to get bashed, and that was the best outcome.

      Nowadays, I would come home, get changed into my sweats and put every poisoned bit of energy into making sure they received the same punishment my mind had. Because something else had to know what it felt like. Even if it was physical.

      It had become such a constant that it had gone from having to struggle to deal with it, to becoming monotonous and boring. It was the same routine every day. I would walk around the school with my head down and headphones in. The only way to mute the chatter of the students around me. Metal had become my saving grace through these past few months. Metallica, System of a Down and Tool were the best bands to listen to. They felt the same way I did. Experienced the same frustrations - albeit a different one - and even if they hadn’t, they just knew. I could relate to their songs and need for change. For redemption from a cause that was out of my control. And for salvation.

      I was lost in a city that had only just been stripped of its ruling to segregate the races, yet it still lingered. The people that had been scorched to the bone with the hypocrisy of the entire situation were too far gone. Us coloured people had to forget them. There was no changing something that was rooted far too deep it had buried itself deep into the seeds of what would be the next generation. Most people hadn't wanted it to be ruled out, still wanted us to feel as if we were less than. As if we should be punished.

      I didn’t know if things would ever change here. And if it did, I had an inkling it would be long after I died, and my body was only a skeleton of its former self.

      Today was the same as all the others. I was living Groundhog Day over again, but unlike the movie, there was no end in sight. I couldn’t move away from it.

      Did I want to move away? I wasn't sure. This was all I had known and what I was used to. Sick, huh?

      I was living in an abusive relationship.

      With life.

      With myself.

      And with my country.

      It was grooming me to be the way it wanted me to be. Making me think that I was better off in this situation right now.

      The devil you know is better than the devil you don't.

      I was walking about the hallway, heading to my last class of the day. I was grateful for it. It had been a hard day of taunts from all sides. I noticed the furtive glances Jen and Kris gave me when they thought nobody else could see them. They noticed. They always noticed. Because anyone who stood up for the coloured people were just as bad as them.

      This is why I had threatened them to stay away from me. They didn't have to be pulled down with me. As classified white people, they didn't have to suffer along with their brother.

      I sat in my usual spot at the back of the classroom. Headphones in my ears, blasting Aenema by Tool, as I waited for the teacher to greet us. The problem with this school, was that it was overrun with white people. And no that's not some racial prejudice thing going on. It was a fact, and to have a white teacher teach you about the history of this country and the black Africans that lived here, there were definitely going to be some blurred lines and differing of opinions.

      This class was the worst because Mr. Badenhorst pretended he was all for the breakdown of the Apartheid. He had no thoughts on blacks and treated everyone the same. And to his credit, he was one hundred percent accurate on his own evaluation of his moral code. However, get him talking about coloured people and that's where things took a turn. And as a mixed-race person, I had to sit there and take in all the shit the students and the teacher spewed out.

      That's all it was. Verbal diarrhea about a group of people they knew nothing about. It was all about the rape of white or black women and how the children should have been aborted to save the life of the child. I never doubted that probably most of the kids born coloured were from rape. I wasn’t naive to how the world operated, especially in a country such as this. However, it wasn't all of it, and no matter how much I wanted to speak up, I couldn't.

      What would be the point? Nobody was going to care what I thought, or care for the truth. Because the truth was, nobody, and I mean nobody, cared about us.

      A harsh reality, but that's what reality was.

      Even though I lived comfortably behind a fence, nice and safe, because my parents are rich. I was afforded the luxuries of not having to live with a bat under my pillow, ready for intruders.

      I listened on as the teacher kept on with his monologue of hatred.

      I listened and listened until the bell sounded the end of the school day, and the students poured out like cattle in the cattle yard. Ready to be sent to slaughter. Pushing and shoving their way to escape their cruel fate.

      "Zayne. Could I talk to you for a minute?"

      What the fuck do you want? I just wanted to get out of here, and away from this school.

      "Yes Mr. Badenhorst?”

      "I hope you didn't find my lesson today offensive in any way."

      Like you give a fucking shit.

      "No, sir. You were telling the truth. How can I find offence to that?"

      "Good. I wanted to make sure that you were okay. It can be hard to learn the history of a race that is already being condemned."

      That's like calling the kettle black, excuse the pun.

      "No, sir. Everything is good."

      "Excellent. I'll see you tomorrow."

      Most of the students had left, however there were a few strays in the hallway. I was on my way to my locker when I heard a noise that flamed an ire in me.

      It came again and as much as I wanted to ignore it and keep on going, I couldn't. I knew Jen could take care of herself. She was a fucking tough cookie but we protected each other. And I couldn't care less if people found out or not, I was going to save her.

      I followed the noise to the gymnasium. I peeked through the glass and saw three kids beating on Jen. Dropping my schoolbag and quietly entering the gym, I made sure not to be noticed. I was going to pounce on these cretins and give them a piece of their own medicine and more.

      There was a reason not to mess with my family. I could take everything thrown at me. What I couldn’t take, was shit thrown at my family. And right now, these cunts were going to discover just how bad their decision was going to be. They would regret it for the rest of their lives. I crept along the sides swiftly through the bleachers.

      They didn't hear me when I landed the first punch to the back of the guy's head, but they sure heard the crack. Another hard hit and my hand was bleeding, but not as badly as he was. He dropped to the ground and I stepped back. His friends rounded on me straight away. I knew I probably wouldn't be able to beat them both, I couldn't hit the girl. No matter how much she deserved it. It would only end in disaster for me. Because even though she was the biggest bitch around, it was a cardinal rule that you never lay your hand on a girl.

      I ignored the girl and jumped on the guy. I had no idea who he was, because I didn't know who anyone was and didn't want to. They were nothing to me. Nothing but mindless morons who lived their lives like everybody else; hating on the rich and the whites.

      I didn't give him a beat. He probably would have been able to get a few hits in if I had. I continued to beat this man as if he owed me money. The girl. No idea what had happened to her, but she never came at me or tried to pull me off this dickhead.

      The only thing I could hear were the cries and screams of the guy I was straddling and I relished in the sounds. I could feel my body urging me on. It was screaming at me to give it more.

      Finish him off.

      He dared to hurt your sister.

      Instead of being logical and smart, I had no strength to stop the voices that yelled at me to do things I shouldn't. I allowed the words to echo in my mind and paint every bit of goodness within me with its own brand of danger and ugliness.

      Hit after hit.

      The blood flew all over the place.

      The crunching of bones fueled me on.

      I was drowning happily in this moment.

      And then a tug of material strained at my neck. I ignored it. Nothing mattered right now. The only thing that was important. Was teaching this fucker a lesson or two of what it was like to mess with the likes of me.

      I was dangerous.

      I was not to be trusted.

      I was not to be fucked with.

      And then the sounds faded away and everything around me ceased to exist. All that was left in this world was me and this guy. It wasn't until he was thoroughly tenderised into a pulp that I was satisfied, and the world came back into focus.

      It was then that I was finally removed by force and thrown a few metres. Blinking a few times, I looked around me and down at my hands. They were covered in blood, and cuts peeked through the crimson red.

      Jen knelt in front of me. A scared look in her eyes, one I had never seen before. Not even when she was being beaten.

      And it scared me. That my sister could be scared of me.

      I scrambled up and ran off. Not even bothering to pick up my bag off the floor. I needed to get out of there. Dangerous streets be damned. I couldn't go home. Not now. Not while the adrenaline was still pumping aggressively through my body.

      I wasn't fully aware of the pain and injuries I had inflicted on the guy. All I knew, was how it felt.

      For once in my life, I felt powerful.

      For once in my life, I was in control.

      From now on, I wouldn't remain silent and scared. I would tell everyone what I thought of them. Because this meek little mouse was not going to be kicked around as if I was a discarded toy any longer. If nobody liked it, well, there was a door I was very happy to show them to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          Zayne

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “She had gotten under my skin, made me crave her. Before I knew it, I had fallen under her spell.”

      

      

      She was quiet. Too damn fucking quiet.

      Ever since dinner last night, she had hardly said two words to me. When I tried, she would either ignore me and apologise that she hadn't heard me, even when she looked straight at me, or say that she was tired.

      Bullshit. It was all fucking bullshit.

      I may not know every intimate detail about this girl, but I knew when people were trying to fill me with shit. And I was no damn toilet.

      We had continued to sit next to each other in AP Chemistry. The teacher thought it would be a good thing and save time for future lab projects. The first assignment had us paired up for the rest of the school year. I hated the idea at first. Wanted to get rid of her as soon as this project was over. After I had my nuts placed in a vice and I had given her a break, I was able to get to know her a bit better. I found that all the issues I had with her before just melted away.

      She still had her guard up. That invisible ward she only allowed her friends to enter through.

      "Isla. What's wrong?" I asked while keeping my attention to the front.

      She ignored me. Fucking typical. She was always like that. If we were in class and she didn't want to talk, she would feign attention to the teacher, instead of talking to me. I knew she had heard every word. I could see it written on her face. She thought she wore a mask and hid herself from the world, she was a lot more expressive than she thought. Either that, or I was a lot more attentive and acutely attuned to her body. Probably a mix of both.

      I nudged her gently. She frowned. I nudged her again. She proceeded to slide closer in Thea’s direction in her seat. I tested her and moved closer to her. She was smart though. Instead of daring to make a scene in class. She remained frozen to the spot.

      "Just talk to me, will you? You've been freezing me out ever since last night. You're being a fucking bitch again."

      Smooth, Zayne. Smooth. Insult her.

      She didn’t look at me. You'd think with the reserve she possessed that she’d grown up with siblings.

      "Isla," I warned.

      There was something wrong, and I knew it. Ever since I came back from the toilet she was awkward and had barely said a word to me. She just sat there as I ate my meal, moving her food around on the plate. She thought I hadn't noticed, but I had. I seemed to notice everything this fucking girl did lately. Little did she know, I was not one to give up.

      I had attempted to pry it out of her but she hadn't budged. Instead she gave me this lame ass fucking excuse of not feeling well, the universal bullshit sign that she was anything but under the weather. All night I had tried to get in touch with her, constant messages and phone calls. If I could have sent her a private message on social media, I would have. I even went to such lengths as to talking to Thea—who was as useful as a wet towel—and advised that I wait until Isla decided to talk to me, after entering a round of a million questions, acting as if I had hurt her. I would never fucking hurt her and was rather pissed she would even insinuate such a thing.

      I leaned back and looked behind her to Thea and my brother Kris who were in a world of their own. They’d grown quite close over the weeks and I was surprised he hadn’t tried to get in her pants like he usually did. He was a bigger player than me, but he seemed to really like her and at times tripped over himself around her. It was hilarious really. I picked up a pen and threw it at them, interrupting their ogling.

      “What’s wrong with Isla?” I mouth to Thea.

      She responded with a forlorn shrug. “I don’t know,” she mouthed back.

      I was hoping that she would have insight for me. Surely, those two had spoken since last night. So either Isla was tight lipped, or she was lying. And by the sullen look on her face. I presumed it to be the former.

      When class ended, I gripped her leg, putting enough pressure on it to indicate that I wanted to speak to her. I nodded to Kris and Thea to leave. When everyone had vacated the classroom, I turned to her. Forcing her to look at me.

      She was being a stubborn bitch, doing everything to defy me. Her focus on the floor, as if it was the most interesting thing in the world.

      "Isla. You need to talk to me. I thought we were in a rather good place. That all this fucking shit had gone. Then yesterday, when I came back from the toilets, you give me the cold shoulder. What happened?"

      "Nothing."

      She went to leave, so I grabbed her arm and spun her around. She was flush against me and my heart rate kicked up a notch. The feel of her body against mine. Her breasts pressed into my chest and her pussy perfectly in line with my cock was making me dangerously close to the edge. Luckily, she took it upon herself to push me off and walk away. And for the first time, I allowed her. Because having a serious conversation with someone while you were sporting a monster-sized boner was not how things were going to go down.

      I proceeded to do the only thing I could at that time. I tucked my cock into the waistband of my pants, pulled my sweater down to hide the fucking thing, and walked to the nearest boys bathroom. Luckily, there wasn't anybody else around. I needed to get rid of this thing.

      I walked into the closest stall and locked it shut, undid my belt and my fly, allowing my pants to fall to the ground with a clank as the belt buckle smacked the tiled floor. Freeing my dick, I started stroking it, picturing the only girl that did anything for me. She was clear as day in my head. I had burned her into my memory, where she would forever stay.

      I imagined her on the very first day I saw her. Her big expressive eyes looking up at me and my brother. Her hair was tied up into a high pony tail where little stray bits hung loosely around her face. Her full and soft looking lips made me want to see how they would taste. The sheen of lip gloss coated them, making them call out to me. In my mind, I had us in my bedroom.

      She was on my bed, looking up at me. Her hair splayed out around her. Looking gorgeous. Her eyes were begging me to come closer and get a taste. I leaned down and kissed her. I could imagine how she tasted, how sweet she would be like strawberries.

      I started pumping, following the fantasy chiseled in my mind, before picking up the pace when our soft kisses turned fervent and wanton. My cock twitched in my hand. It was craving the same thing I was. To be inside of her. To have the one thing nobody wanted. Because they thought she was ugly. Because they thought she wasn't worthy.

      I sat up and stripped her of her clothing. And just like that, her bra was gone, and the full, perky breasts I had imagined were free and giving me that come-hither look. I was mesmerised and under their spell. I licked, sucked and nipped at her nipple. Her moaning intensified.

      I picked up speed, close to shooting my load all over the plastic lid of the toilet. With my free hand, I lifted up the lid right before I came into the bowl, releasing a moan as I felt the euphoric release. Every part of my body tensed up from the orgasm.

      All of this was a nothing but a fantasy, and unfortunately, it was going to have to remain that way. Because Isla would never allow a guy in. To trust them with her heart.

      I was going to try damn hard though to prove it to her that not every guy, not every person out there, is the same as the ass-douche's at school. That I was better than that. Than them.

      I would prove it to her.

      Whatever it took.

      

      I had made a decision to speak to Isla after school, at her house where she couldn’t run from me. I had to get to the bottom of what had happened and have her see sense. When I arrived, her parents were home. I could see the happy family through the open window. She was relaxed at home, dressed in shorts and a band shirt. If I stayed in my car, looking through the windows any longer, someone was bound to call the cops and report a peeping tom. I exited the car and walked up to knock on the front door and waited for someone to answer.

      Just my luck. It was Isla who answered. Not my luck. She didn't want to see me.

      Tough luck sweetheart. She was going to talk to me. No matter what I had to do in order for her to.

      She went to close the door when her mother asked who it was. She said it was no one and I couldn't help the smirk that rose up.

      I slipped my foot into her house when she went to close the door on me. She frowned when the door met my foot, hindering it from doing its job.

      "Hi Mrs. Davenport. It's just me,” I called out.

      She was throwing bombs at me now. A frown etched deep on her face. I wasn't phased in the slightest. If she was going to play this game. Then I was going to play it right back.

      "Oh hi, Zayne! Come on in. Why did you say that nobody was at the door Isla?" She rebuked.

      "Because he was just about to leave. Weren't you?" A lot of emphasis was placed on the last two words, demanding that I take the hint.

      "No. I just got here.” I ignored the daggers that were being thrown my way.

      "Don't be so rude and let him in!" She was shouting now, and more distant.

      "Why are you here?" She snapped at me.

      "You failed to get one thing straight about me, Isla. I'm not one to be ignored."

      "Arrogant much?" She scoffed.

      "You call it arrogance, I call it, telling it how it is. You ignored me at school when I asked you what was wrong and lying to me didn't further your cause to push me away. Tell me what the matter is, or I'll be forced to have to persuade you into telling me."

      She started shaking as she clenched and unclenched her fists.

      And then she pushed me and told me—more like whisper yelled at me—something I was never expecting to hear.

      “You want to know what the problem is?! The problem is that any time a guy shows me any kind of interest, it comes with ulterior motives. The problem is that guys only speak to me because of my friends. The problem is that everybody knows it but me. The problem is that I allowed myself to think you’d be different.” She choked out the end of her speech, shaking from the raw emotions that were forcing to destroy her. Her hands, were again, clenched tightly into fists and as white as eggshells.

      There it was again. It was the same kind of thing she said at the hospital that day she broke her wrist. She hadn’t elaborated when I had pushed her to tell me then, and I hadn’t brought it up since. What the hell was with her obsession with me and her friends?

      “I don’t get it. What do I have to do with this, and why do you think I’d be different?”

      “It doesn’t matter. You’re just like them.” She went to walk away, but then spun around sharply, hitting me with an icy glare. “No, you’re not just like them. You’re worse than them. At least they had the decency to admit it afterwards. At least they didn’t continue to curry my favor while still cozying up to them when they clearly have no interest in me. And at least they had the smarts to go for one of my friends. You disgust me. Stay away from me Zayne. I don't want to talk to you ever again. We're not friends, and never will be."

      I stood, shell shocked, and then anger flooded through me. I couldn’t believe that after all this time, she still thought I wanted her friends. All the time spent with her and getting to know her. It was obvious to anyone who fucking had a pulse that I was into her. It had taken me awhile to admit it. Hell, everyone seemed to know it before I did.

      I grabbed her before she could shut the door in my face, making sure I had her attention. I needed her to understand that this wasn't some ploy of mine to get to her friends. And trust the guys here in this self-deserving, pretentious white town to feel in their right to treat a girl with such disrespect.

      "I'm not into your friends Isla. Never have been. Never will be."

      "Well there's something wrong with you."

      She had to be shitting with me. Shitting with me. Two seconds ago, she had told me off for being a conniving ass, and now she was telling me off for not wanting them. I knew she was messed up but this was special brand of messed up.

      "That doesn't even make sense. You can't go around punishing me for wanting to be with your friends, whom, by the way, I don't want, to telling me in not so many words that I'm an idiot for not wanting them."

      "Every guy in the school wants them. Why are you any different? And if you don't want them, then why do you continue to be my friend? What are your motives? Nobody, save Darren has ever wanted to be my friend without a price."

      I was surprised at myself for feeling a little anger at the mention of some guy. Who the fuck was he, and why wasn't he around anymore? It only meant one thing. He had fucked up at some point and disappeared from her life. Leaving her vulnerable and without protection.

      "I'm not every guy. Sure, they are attractive—"

      "There, you admit it. You do find them attractive."

      "Fucking hell, Isla. Yes! They're hot, is that what you want to hear? Fine. Your friends are so damn fucking hot, they should be on the cover of whichever fucked up magazine is out there that strives to destroy all little girl’s body image and self-confidence. You're being ridiculous here."

      "No, I'm not," she retorted defiantly.

      "Okay, fine then. You're being a fucking child. Is that a better description?"

      "Just fuck off and leave me alone. Go pursue one of my friends."

      “I’m not fucking into your friends, Isla! I don’t know how many times I have to tell you that! Would you respond better if I paid a skywriter to paint it into the sky? Maybe telling you in sign language would better convey the message. What? What is it going to take for you to believe me? The fact that I have not once shown any interest in them whatsoever should prove this to you. You realise you're the only one of your little group whose number I have stored in my phone.”

      "That has nothing to do with anything! You needed my number because of our science project."

      I chuckled. She was so damn disillusioned. "The science project had nothing to do with it and you know it. I see you every single day and know where you live. Do you really think I would need your number? Do you think I would have texted you all those times because of a science project? That ended over a month ago and still, here I am. Talking to you, and only you.”

      A look of confusion washed over her features. I could practically hear the cogs working in her head, all mechanisms working on overdrive. An inner argument played itself out on her face.

      "Nothing you say is going to change the truth."

      I sighed. I was hoping that her brain would have powered a lightbulb in there and made her realise.

      "I don't like them," I said softly, trying a different tactic.

      “Bullshit you don’t. Then why do you continue to hang around me?” She argued. The same argument over and over again. This was a song I didn't like and one I wanted to break.

      “Because I like you!” I roared.

      She went quiet. Her big eyes bulging, and I could see the confusion in them as her mind fought with the past and the present. What she’d always been told and what I had just divulged. I stepped closer to her and she mirrored my movement.

      “N-N-No you don’t. Nobody likes me. What makes you so different?” she said quietly. More to herself than me.

      I wiped clean the space between us, took her face in my hands and slammed my lips onto hers. She froze against me and I urged her to open up for me, but she refused. When there was no give, I stepped away from her and she was still frozen in shock. When she still hadn’t moved a moment later, I walked away.

      Walked away to give her time to think. To regroup.

      She needed to let everything that had happened today sink in.

      And she needed to do it without me. No matter how much I wanted to kiss her again, it wasn't going to happen today.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “The kiss is not what makes a kiss memorable. It’s the moment right before. The lead up.”

      

      

      What the hell just happened?

      I was still in shock. No, shock couldn’t explain this feeling right now. I don't think anything could. Because I was dumbfounded, perplexed, confused. The whole thing blew up my mind and I was now attempting to put the pieces back together. The puzzle that was now my brain.

      Zayne, had kissed me. Zayne. Zayne! He had admitted that he liked me. To be honest, I didn’t think my brain could comprehend the words he had said.

      “Because I like you!” I had placed those words on my internal playlist and put it on repeat. It was like a weird song to my ears. If he hadn't of followed it up by kissing me straight afterwards, I don't think I would have believed him.

      Do I believe him?

      Strangely, I did, because nobody has kissed me the way he did. Okay, nobody has kissed me. Ever. He was my first kiss. It wasn't how I had expected him to be, and his personality was completely different from the way he kissed. He threw passion and heat into it, all the while still being soft. I remembered the way his face was full of determination right before he stepped up to me, pushed me back into the front door and his full soft lips introduced themselves to mine.

      I had been so shocked that it was happening I didn't know what to do. I stood there. Frozen in time, while his lips caressed my own. While his tongue poked out at little. Gently asking me for something. I had never kissed a guy before. Not even in spin the bottle in middle school. The times I had played, and it landed on me, it was always brushed off and it never ended up happening. I didn't want Zayne to know I was inexperienced. Though in hindsight, I had definitely showed I was.

      I just had my first kiss, and I had become a mute.

      Oh my fucking god, I just had my first kiss!

      What had I done? I didn't kiss him back or anything. He must have thought I was so bad. No wonder he left so quickly. Probably regretted what he had done and was talking about me behind my back.

      Oh god, oh god, oh god. What the hell do I do?

      I paced up and down my bedroom. Trying desperately to think about what my next move would be. I needed to talk to the girls. They would know what to do. Racing to my computer, I loaded it up and opened up ConneKT.

      At the height of my bullying, I had closed down all my social media accounts. Things had become so bad with Stephanie that no matter what I did, she always found a way to get to me. She opened up different accounts. At one point she catfished me. That one was the hardest to take and had been the one to finally have me closing everything down.

      The memory of it all still hurt. A wound so raw and deep it had never fully healed. I had befriended this girl, who had gone by the name of Chantelle Roberts. She was apparently from Mississippi, and home schooled. She had been bullied all her life and basically lived a life as a hermit. Only venturing out into the world to go to doctor’s appointments.

      She suffered from agoraphobia since the bullying had become that bad that she was beat up to near death outside her home. We had formed a friendship. One I thought was based on understanding and trust. I had told her things I hadn't even told my friends. I finally had a friend that was not one of the girls, and I had someone I could finally talk about that would be able to get it, and not say such cliché things as ‘it'll be okay’, ‘just tell the headmistress’ or ‘get them into trouble’. The worst one came from Thea, when she said that Stephanie was just jealous. I lost my shit then.

      We had formed a friendship.

      It all blew up in a beautiful display of printed copies of our chat glued to the lockers at the school. Every conversation we had ever had was up for display. I had never felt more horrified in my life. I remembered running from school then and driving straight home. That was the first time I had started to treat myself the way everybody else had. As if I was nothing.

      I had allowed myself to keep ConneKT. It worked differently and people couldn't contact me if they didn't have my number. Plus, it wasn't a social media thing. It was a way to communicate with friends and family from all over the world.

      I rang the group. One by one, each of the girls answered the call. I was amazed that they were all doing nothing.

      "Hey girl, what's up?" Thea asked.

      "Hello, Isla,” Aniyah said.

      "Hey!" Short and sweet was Fatima.

      "Hi, what's up?" Aurora asked.

      With a nervous energy, I decided to just bite the bullet. If I didn't say anything now, I would lose my nerve and keep this whole thing to myself. I couldn't afford to do that. I needed answers.

      "Soooo, a thing happened earlier."

      "Go oooooon," Fatima urged.

      "Well, ummmm. Now don't overreact and get all girly on me. Especially not you, Thea!" I exclaimed, shooting her a warning look.

      "What? I didn't do anything!" She responded defensively.

      "I just know you."

      Rolling her eyes, she returned to painting her nails.

      "Out with it sister." Aurora was never the patient one.

      I was going to discuss this in a calm manner. If only I could get my heart to slow down and quit hammering in my chest. "Zayne kissed me!" I blurted.

      "What?!" They shouted in unison. It was quite the sight. Every single one of the girl's faces were an exact copy of each other’s. Their eyes were bugging out of their face, and their mouths were agape. I'm pretty sure I heard the nail polish fall onto the ground.

      "Ummm, Thea you should probably pick up the nail polish."

      She waved my suggestion away. "The lid’s closed. Zayne did what?!"

      Don't make me say it again. It sounded stupid when I said it. He kissed me. He actually kissed me. If it hadn't just happened, I would have sworn it was all a dream. And if I still couldn’t taste him on my lips, I wouldn't have believed it had happened. My hand reflexively went straight to my mouth. Tracing the same area his lips had been.

      "Holy shit! This is incredible! Okay. So when did it happen and how? Tell us the details!" Aurora said. Her camera bouncing from side to side as she walked over to her bed and flopped down onto it.

      "Well. I wasn't speaking to him—"

      "Yeah, about that. Why the fuck not? He called me and started pestering me about why you weren't speaking to him. I figured he had done something prickish," Thea demanded to know. I chuckled at picturing what that must have been like for the both of them.

      Zayne was frustrating and improbable at the best of times. Asserting his dominance every chance he could. Thea was pigheaded and didn't take kindly to people ordering her around. I kind of wished I could have been a fly on the wall during that conversation. No doubt, she let Kristopher know how little she appreciated the call.

      "He didn't do anything wrong at all."

      "Then what?"

      "It doesn't matter. All you need to know is that—"

      "Out with it, Davenport," Fatima demanded.

      I fidgeted with my hands. I didn't want to tell them. It would only end up being a conversation about how much of a bitch Stephanie was, and I would never be able to solve this riddle I had in front of me.

      What do I do now? Is he expecting me to make the next move? Can a girl make the next move? There were rules with guys and girls when it came to calling back. Who could call who, and how long you should leave it until you did? Girls weren’t meant to call the guy, the guy was supposed to call the girl, but they couldn’t call on the same day because then it would be seen as too soon. My head spun around and around.

      I suspected that because Zayne was not your typical guy that he would not hold himself to the same relationship paradigms as the rest of the human population.

      "Isla!" Aurora barked.

      "Fine! You know how I had dinner with Zayne the other night?" They all murmured their remembrance of it. "Well, we were having a great time. Had ordered our meal and then he needed to go to the bathroom. While he was in there, Stephanie came and told me that I didn't belong with a guy like him, and how stupid I was to believe that he liked me in any way, and that he was only talking to me to get to one of you girls."

      "That. Fucking. Bitch! I'm gonna kill the slut!"

      "Calm down, Thea. The point of the story?" I reminded her.

      "Fine," she grumbled. Muttering expletives under her breath.

      "Because of that, I had gotten it into my head that she was right. Because up until now, the only people that had shown any interest, romantically or otherwise, were people who wanted to get with one of you guys. When I broached this with him, he denied it and I didn't believe it. Because why would I? I had gone along my whole high school life being treated otherwise. Well, he got angry at me, blurted out that he liked me and then kissed me."

      There was silence. Actual silence from the peanut gallery. I didn’t know which part of my story they were taking in as I glanced at each of their faces. Every one of them taking in my little recount of the details.

      "Did you kiss him back?" Aniyah asked, the one to break the silence.

      "Nooo," I said sheepishly, covering my face with my hands. And just as I had predicted, they all groaned their disapproval and scolded me.

      "I guess, in her defence, she's never kissed anybody before," Aniyah explained.

      "It wasn't fully because of that. Part of it was because I didn't know what to do. The other part was because I was shocked. We have only recently become friends, and now he's telling me he likes me? In the beginning, he hated me," I explained exasperated.

      "I kept telling you he liked you, from the very beginning. Oh my god, this just confirms it!" Thea squealed, bouncing up and down in her seat. "This is probably, the best news I have received that wasn't about me!"

      "What do I do now? He practically ran off after he kissed me and I'm freaking out to the max right now. I don't know what to do. I'm so damn embarrassed for the way I acted. I can't believe it."

      "Well the most important thing right now is to not overthink things," Fatima stated matter of factly.

      "We all know that's not going to happen."

      Was she kidding? I thought about every single thing. Every word. The tone in which it was delivered. What people did. Their stance. I would make the best CIA agent for my ability to scrutinize every little thing.

      "Yes, we are very aware of who you are and how you work."

      "Did you like it at least?" Aurora asked.

      I didn't have to think about it. Even if I had stood there and done nothing, I couldn't get it out of my head.

      "I loved it," I admitted, sinking into my seat.

      "Naaaaw. She's in love," Thea cooed.

      "I'm not in love. I…I…I don't know what I am to tell you the truth."

      "How do you feel about him?" Aniyah asked. It was a simple question. One I should have been able to answer. Yet, I didn't know.

      Did I even like him? I must, right? I haven't been able to stop thinking about him or the kiss. It hijacked my brain and refused to let it go. Was that me liking him? Or was I obsessing over the kiss? Sure, I found him attractive. That was a no brainer, but liking, was a different ball game altogether.

      "Ugh. She's overthinking again. Someone go over there and smack her, stat!” Thea called.

      "No I'm not!"

      "Yes, you are. You think we can't tell when you are deep inside that pretty noggin of yours? We can. Your face is very expressive honey."

      And here I was, thinking that I had this amazing poker face.

      "Okay, here's what you should do. Message him. Apologize for acting like a mute and ask to hang out soon. Nice and casual," Aurora stated.

      "Oh, come on. She's not going to do something like that! Do you even know her?" Thea exclaimed.

      The two girls started bickering, and I let them. I didn't know what to do, or what I would even say to him? Would I text him, or wait till I saw him? Could I even face him again after the way I had acted? Would he even want to see me again after I had? This was annoying, how did girls do this? Why did they do this to themselves? It was absolute torture sitting here and trying to figure out what my next moves should be.

      "How do you feel, when you think about him?" Aniyah said, cutting through the argument that was continuing on in the background.

      "I..." That was a loaded question. If you had asked me a few months ago, I probably would have said I wished physical pain to him with a blunt instrument. Now, it was all different, wasn't it? When he started to be a decent person and I got to have a taste of what it would be like to be Jen or Kristopher, it was nice. I had thought about him in a physical sense, though, and my body reacted to him in a way it never had with any other guy before. Did that mean I liked him? Was attraction the same as liking somebody? Or was it all biological?

      "Oh wow, Zayne is calling me," Thea mused. Hearing his name was enough to snap me out of my thoughts. My stomach leaped in the air and I couldn't help but feel excited. Thoughts of him flooded my brain and I smiled at the good times we had lately. Even the bad times seemed to hold a special place.

      "There you go, Aniyah. You have your answer. The girl is head over heels for him. See the goofy expression on her face? I only have to say his name she went all girly.”

      “So Zayne isn’t calling you?” Aurora asked.

      “No. I just wanted an answer, and what better way to know how someone feels about a person than seeing how they react to hearing their name?” she shrugged, leaning back in her chair, rather pleased with herself.

      "Now that that has been established. What should she do?" Fatima asked.

      "I think she should wait until she sees him and have a talk with him face to face. Things never translate the way you intend them to over text," Aniyah stated, everybody else agreeing.

      I thanked everybody and ended the ConneKT call.

      Butterflies erupted in my stomach. I was actually excited to see him.

      For the first time in god knows how long, my day ended on a high note. I picked up my phone and searched for my ‘Little Mix’. This was the perfect time to listen to something upbeat. And I couldn't think of anything more perfect for this moment than their songs.

      I danced around in my bedroom and did as my friends advised. Lived in the moment and not thought too much about everything.

      Music.

      It held so much power and could mold itself in order to suit every situation.

      That's what I loved about it.

      It was one of my saving graces.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          Zayne

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Our past can break us or make us stronger. It all comes down to how you want your future to be.”

      

      

      I hadn't spoken to Isla in a few days. I didn’t know what was happening with her or why she was keeping her distance from me. I called and messaged her and yet nothing. I spoke to Thea and asked her what was going on, and all she said was to give her some time. I had given her enough time and still nothing. I was starting to get anxious, needed to know what the fuck she was thinking. I had fucking told her how I felt about her. It wasn't every day that I went and expressed my emotions to people. I never did that, because my heart was made of stone.

      So, the rare time I actually felt for someone outside of my family and Amali, they damn sure better give me something more than radio silence.

      I would see her at school and she would give me nothing. When our eyes met, she would avert hers quickly. The whole thing was starting to worry me which eventually morphed into anger.

      I was angry that I had put my goddamn fucking heart on the line, all for her to push it aside as if it was a meal she didn’t want.

      I was angry that she ignored me, as if my damn feelings meant fucking nothing. And I was angry that she was getting me all worked up over her. This wasn’t me. I didn’t get hung up on girls. I was whipped, and I wasn’t entirely enjoying it.

      I sighed and hit shuffle on my playlist and picked up my gloves and strapped them on.

      Rammstein. Their music was aggressive and heavy. Exactly what I needed in this moment. I needed to channel all my anger and frustrations on becoming a whipped little bitch into the movements and the hits placed on the punching bag.

      "Oh man, what's up your ass?" Kris asked, sitting down on the bench in the gym.

      "Nothing. Get the fuck out," I barked back at him.

      "This about Isla?"

      "No." Yes.

      "You're a terrible fucking liar. Why don't you go talk to her?"

      "Because I’m not some little bitch. I’m not going to go over to her, when she’s the one that holds the cards at this point. She’s the one that doesn’t want to talk to me at the moment. For reasons unknown.”

      "Man, you could never be a bitch. From what Thea tells me, this is the first time she's ever kissed a guy. Her first kiss came out of the blue. She's probably still trying to process what it all means."

      "It means I like her. Not fucking hard. She's an intelligent girl. Don't make her sound like a dumbass, Kris."

      Thump, thump. The fact that he said that showed he had no idea about her or the situation. When someone tells you that they like you and then kissed you, then it fucking means they like you. No questions about it. I know she's different to most. Well, to any girl I've ever met, but she's not so different as to not understand when a guy likes you.

      "I'm not saying she's a dumbass, you dick. I'm saying that because of the shit she's been through, a part of her brain is still telling her that you aren't being genuine. She's had her time to navigate through it all, but you also need to go over there and ease her mind. It can't be easy growing up the way she has with the friends she has. I've seen the guys that look at them. It's hard not to, the fuckers trip over themselves when they grab a look."

      Thump, thump, thump.

      He was right. I had to remember that she had been through shit. That she had a complex when it came to all of this. One that has been built up over many years. You can't just erase that with one kiss. The whole thing was out of the blue. Fuck, it was for me too. I never wanted to get into a relationship with someone here. I never would have imagined she would be the one that I would end up vying for.

      Curiosity got the better of me, and it didn't kill the cat, it turned it into a damn ferocious beast, wanting more and more. Would it eventually kill me? Maybe, but I wasn't going to sit around wondering what could have been. I was going to try and see if this could turn into something. Because when I have my mind set on something, I make sure to see it through to the end. Until there is nothing left of it.

      "You're right."

      "You keep forgetting she doesn't have your past. Our past. We had it fucking rough. There's no doubt about it. You and Jen more than me. Isla has had it just as bad, probably even worse. You are her first kiss. She didn't kiss you back. She's probably fucking embarrassed. Remember that when you go over there, Brother."

      I cocked an eyebrow. "What makes you think I'm going to go over there?"

      "Because I know you. I also know that ever since you saw her in AP Chem, you haven't been able to keep away from her," he said, smirking.

      He was right. Ever since that project, I had done everything in my power to continue on with the friendship. I thought about her a lot. I tried to force her out, but it never worked. I rushed upstairs and got changed before I drove over to her place. I didn't know what I was going to say, or if anything I said would make the slightest difference in how she felt or would feel. Could she get over her hang ups and go with the flow? Would I be able to handle it? Right now, I would say yes. Ever since I met her, I’ve done everything in my power to protect her from the cunts at the school. I would do what it took to make sure she understood everything about me and how I am before she made her decision.

      I knocked on the door of the Davenport's house and she answered, looking shocked. Rose tinting her cheeks. Her freckles became darker. Fuck, she was beautiful.

      "Zayne. W-w-w-what are you doing here?" She stammered, taking a step further into her house.

      "I wanted to talk to you about what went down a few days ago. I know you've wanted your space, and I've been very obliging. However, now is the time that we need to talk. I need to know what is happening. It's killing me, waiting for what you'll end up doing next."

      "Zayne, I'm so—"

      "There is no need to apologise to me. I understand that you have had issues with guys before. That they have been dishonest and manipulative to you. I'm not sure what I have to do, or what I can do in order to prove to you that I'm not the guys that preceded me. I don't know how long it will take until you realise that I'm here for you, not your friends. Just know this. I'm not going anywhere. When you realise, I will still be here."

      "No you won't."

      "I'm sorry to disagree with you, but no. You don't know me well enough to know that about me."

      "What if it takes months? a year? decades?"

      "I'll still be here. We can take it slow. Whatever this is. The only thing I refuse to do though, is remain friends. I like you Isla, I do, that isn't going to change. Not now, not five or ten years from now."

      "You can't know that."

      "I do know that. Because when I've liked girls in the past, I never went to such lengths as I have with you. I would beat a guy if they ever hurt you. I have done all I can to make sure that you are safe and feel secure. Other girls? I couldn't really give a shit. That makes me an asshole, I know. I am an asshole. I will never stop being an asshole. What I will do, is try and be less of one with you. If you give me a chance."

      She looked around nervously, biting on her nail bed as she looked everywhere else but at me. She drew her bottom lip in between her teeth and it took everything in me to not push her against the door frame and kiss her until she couldn't think anymore.

      Couldn't think about the insecurities she had.

      Couldn't think about the suffering she had been through.

      "I don't know Zayne. You don't know what I've been through. Nobody does.”

      "Why don't you tell me?" I lifted her chin up to look at me. Her eyes, a pool of sadness and uncertainty. She was scared. I just wanted to strip her of everything and protect her. Make sure that nobody dared to hurt her again.

      "I can't. You won't ever accept me. Nobody else has."

      "Fuck everybody else." She jumped a little at my brutality. She didn't shy away though. I loved that about her. She could handle me at my bad moments. I was going to show her just how strong she was. No matter how long it took.

      "You won't understand. How could you? Even I don't understand it sometimes."

      I sighed. I had never spoken to anybody about my time back home in South Africa. Never spoke of the pain. My own insecurities and feeling of inadequacy. I was of the strong belief that you kept your shit to yourself. You dealt with it on your own because there was nobody out there that was going to help you. The only way I knew of to get through to Isla, to get her to open up that door and let me into her heart, her soul, was to divulge a part of me that made me the guy I am today. I may only be eighteen years old, but I had to grow up fucking quickly.

      "I understand more than you think. Can we go inside to talk?"

      Her eyes grew wide and she started shaking her head. I placed a hand on her cheek to calm her. "I just want to make you realise that even though I don't know everything that has happened with you, I understand more than anybody you know. More than your friends, who you've known basically your whole life."

      Just when I thought she was going to deny me. She stepped aside and let me in. I smiled, grateful that she was going to give me a chance. It was a massive thing for me to open up to anybody. I never did it. The last person I gave myself to was Amali, and she kept it under lock and key. She was the last person I gave my trust to. There was nobody else I felt worthy of it.

      We walked into her room and she shut the door. I took a seat on her bed and she chose to take a seat on her computer chair.

      "Have you heard of the Apartheid?"

      She nodded. That was good. I wouldn't have to explain that to her. "Well, as you know it ended in 1994. The segregation of blacks and whites is still prevalent in South Africa. And as you know, my mother is white—she's Swedish, and my father is black—he's African. I'm not considered black nor white back home. I'm a person of colour, or mixed race. My father and mother met when they were younger and working at the same hospital. He was an up and coming neurosurgeon and she was a nurse."

      "They met and fell in love. Their love was forbidden and had to be hidden from their loved ones. Nobody was going to accept a black person loving a white person. It was frowned upon. Well, the Apartheid fell, and everyone was free. Or so some thought. My parents weren’t stupid enough to think that they could just expose their love affair to the world. There were people who still frowned upon the relationship of a black and white person. A few years later, my mother found out she was pregnant with me. They thought about aborting me. If you think being in a relationship with someone of the opposite race was bad—having kids was worse."

      She was drawn into the story. Her eyes were full of such emotion, I felt like I could drown in them. She felt the pain. She felt the unease and the hurt that would have come with a relationship that was predicted to fail from the beginning.

      "They decided to keep me. They were defiant against those that were against us. And then, my mother gave birth to my brother Kris. He came out with a slight tan, but enough to be considered white, and the same for my sister. I was the outcast of the family. We were homeschooled when we were little. My parents didn't think anybody would understand and would condemn us for what we were. My mother quit her job as a nurse and taught us. When we got older, it was then that we wanted more. We appreciated everything she gave us and taught us; however, we didn't have friends. Reluctantly, she enrolled us into the local high school.

      "I had never felt less accepted in my life there. I was hated by everybody. Blacks and whites alike. I didn't fit in. The blacks didn't consider me black, and I was too dark to be considered white. Throughout my high school years, I was bullied, had racist insults hurled at me from all sides. The blacks didn't care that they were picking on somebody because of their skin colour, all they saw was a product of a black and white parents. Jen and Kris were instructed to act as my cousins.

      “In the beginning we would all hang out at school together, but as things became too much for them, I told them to ditch me and leave me alone. After much arguing, they agreed.

      “Growing up in South Africa was hard, it was part of the reason my family sought refuge here in America. They knew that with my father taking on this position here, that we would be given a much better life than they could have ever attempted to give me back at home. I was beaten, had kids kick my head over and over again. I suffered multiple fractured ribs on various occasions. I sustained a bullet to the shoulder. I couldn't walk down the street without someone following me. Wanting to beat me. Tired of the constant threat against my life, my grandfather taught me how to box. To protect myself.

      “Soon, I was able to hold my own. The kids still tried to fight me. They still called me names, called my mother a whore and said that I would never amount to anything and I'd be dead within a few years so I might as well speed the process up and be done with it." My voice caught in my throat a little. I wasn't going to break down, I was beyond that stage. I could think about this story and still show emotion but not be phased. It didn't bring on the same gut-wrenching sadness it used to.

      I was beyond that, and beyond them.

      I gazed into her usually vibrant, sparkling green eyes. They were coated with a sheen of moisture, and I could tell she was fighting hard to contain the tears.

      She was shaking.

      Her hands bunched up into fists.

      That's when I knew she saw me for who I was. Her perception of me had changed, by giving her a piece of me.

      And I would take that and guard it with my life.

      "Thank you for sharing this with me," her voice airy, yet painted with her feelings. It was a mixing bowl of emotions. Anger, sorrow, aching need to help me, acceptance and understanding. "I'm sorry about before."

      "For what?"

      "For presuming to know you. I don't know you. I'm just projecting my past experiences onto you."

      I cupped her face with my hands. She looked so small, so delicate.

      "You don't ever need to be sorry to me. I'm sorry about the way I've treated you this whole time. I should have known better. Our situation is different, yet the same." I leaned in, wanting to kiss her so much, but not sure if it was the right thing to do.

      I implored her to give me an answer. I wouldn't continue without it. She licked her lips, and that was all I needed to go in. Angling my head, my lips met hers.

      And this time. She didn't still underneath my touch. Instead, she melted into it. I didn't take it further. I was telling the truth when I said that I would take things slow. I would, because she deserved it. Deserved someone to listen to her needs. I broke the kiss and she mewled. It was the cutest fucking thing I had ever heard.

      Slow Isla. I'm taking things slow with you. Because you're too damn good to fuck up.

      We rested our foreheads against each other and stayed like that for a few minutes.

      I committed her to memory.

      Her scent.

      How she tasted.

      How she felt.

      All of it. I would remember this moment forever. This was the moment that Isla Davenport finally allowed someone in. She gave herself, without words, what she had dreamed of her whole life.

      Affection. Protection. Dedication.

      Acceptance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Attraction is a drug, it gets you hooked. It makes you crave it. Before you know it…you’re addicted.”

      

      

      "I don't know why people choose to do this shit," Thea exclaimed exasperated.

      She had been struggling with a particular scientific formula for the past hour and no matter how much we tried to teach her, it just wasn't sinking in.

      In the beginning I had no idea why she had wanted to be in AP Chemistry. She would have to work her ass off in this course. She was good at chemistry, but it didn’t seem to come as easy to her as it did the rest of us. So far she had done pretty well with the assignments and the test, then came this complicated formula.

      When I had broached her on the topic last year of why she decided to choose the subject, she simply stated that she didn't want to just be a makeup and hair artist. She had aspirations to create her own brand of beauty products that would be animal cruelty free and affordable.

      Kristopher and Zayne had invited Thea and me over to their house to study when we found out that Thea was having some difficulty with the current scientific principal.

      It had been a couple of weeks since Zayne had told me the story of his past. It had gutted me on the spot. I couldn't help but picture a young Zayne being bullied just because of his skin colour. I would have always thought that a place like South Africa would have had black people accepting of mixed-race people. Apparently not. It was sad to think that even they couldn't look past the colour of his skin. A colour that was out of his control.

      I had fought every urge to pull him into a hug. Fought the urge to cry. It wasn't appropriate and wasn't about me. I would have made it that way if I had. It was that moment that I realised that we weren't too different from each other. He struggled then—probably still did—about who he was, about being a person of colour. He was still being bullied by contentious people who thought they were better. The mere thought had my blood boiling with rage.

      "Hey, are you okay?" I looked up at Zayne. His brow furrowed in question.

      I quelled the anger and smiled up at him. "Yeah, I'm fine."

      He cocked a brow. Of course, he didn't believe me. Most of the time when I told him I was fine, I was anything but. It seemed to be a typical thing with women. But I didn't see the point of making a spectacle about it.

      "Really, I'm fine." I awkwardly placed a hand on his leg, and he took it in his and squeezed.

      I still couldn't believe this was happening. When had I started to like him? More importantly, when had he started to like me? I had to pinch myself every single time to make sure that this was all real. I thought back to the moment we had kind of met in AP Chemistry. The first time I had laid eyes on him. It seemed pretty serendipitous that the only seats remaining were the ones next to mine and Thea's.

      I had hated him when I first met him. Okay, maybe not the very first time I had met him. I hadn't said a word to him. But after, I had come to learn that he was quite the asshole… an arrogant asshole. Something he wore with pride. He was covered so much in it that there was practically no Zayne underneath it all.

      And now here we were. We weren't boyfriend and girlfriend. We had kissed a couple of times. True to his word, he had taken things slow. He didn't try and rush me in any way, shape or form. He allowed me to dictate the speed of this relationship. It was nice. Every day he had continued to show me that he was in this for me. Not anybody else.

      Things were still weird at school, and I refused to let anybody see that we were interested in each other. By now they knew we were all friends, so we were able to walk in together. Stephanie was not okay with this, and every chance she had, she took to pulling him away from us. Me.

      Except he wouldn't have it. He despised her more than I did, and she had done nothing to him. There weren't many people in the school he actually liked except me, Jen and Kristopher. I didn't know what he thought about the girls. I had never asked. He didn't talk to them that often. Thea more than anyone if anything, but that was only because she was the only one of my girls he saw the most because of Kristopher. Those two were going strong. They were officially boyfriend and girlfriend and she was very vocal at how they were as a couple. In and out of the bedroom. Information I didn't need to know about the brother of the guy I was... whatever it is we were.

      What WERE we? What did I want us to be? Did I want him to be my boyfriend? The thought of having a boyfriend had my body warming up. I smiled and got nudged in the side. Zayne was smirking at me, a raised brow. It was as if he knew what I was thinking about. Tingles shot straight up my body as I took in that smirk. That stupid smirk that would be the death of me. I loved it when he smirked, smiled, just about anything really. He had dimples, and they would always come out when he produced either one of those things. I felt my cheeks flush with heat and I looked away immediately.

      "Would you two please quit making googly eyes at each other? It's sickening," Thea said with slight disgust, but there was a glint in her eye as she said it and a bit of humour. She had been the only one to really see us together. She had gushed to my friends about how cute we were and I had to keep on reminding her to calm herself. We didn't know how long this was going to last. As far as we knew, it would end tomorrow, with nothing more than some furtive glances, encouraging smiles, and shared kisses.

      I had been grilled about whether I was willing to go all the way with Zayne. How immature did that sound? Going all the way. It sounded as if I was hopping on a train and going on a trip. I didn't know if I wanted to go all the way with him. Was I even ready? If I was Thea, I would have already done it, and that's not saying she's a whore. I already knew she had fucked Kristopher because she made it a point to let us in on it. That girl couldn't keep anything to herself.

      The only other virgin in the group was Aniyah. And that wasn't for a lack of willing participants. Believe me, practically every guy had tried. Even the ones in the inner circle of the popular group. True to form though, she had refused everybody's advances. I was proud of her.

      I knew that when I eventually had sex, I wanted it to mean something. I wasn't naive in thinking that it was going to be special and blah blah blah. No, there was no such thing as special moments, and the one. You just had to make sure that the person that you lost it to was a decent person and not a piece of shit.

      I knew Zayne wasn't like every other guy I had encountered. I didn't know if it had anything to do with where he grew up or everything he had experienced. A bit of both I guess. I had every credence that he wasn't a dick like the rest of the male student body.

      So, was I ready? No, I wasn't. My friends always told me that if I had to question it, I wasn't. That was pretty sound advice. I clearly wasn't ready, I didn't even know why I was thinking about it. The most we had done was kiss each other. I was nowhere close to sleeping with him.

      "Did you guys want to call it a night or have a break?" Kristopher asked, interrupting my thoughts.

      "What's the time?" Zayne asked.

      "It's nine. I think it's time that we closed the books and got down to more important things." She waggled her brows and Kristopher’s expression turned from serious to playful in a split second.

      These two were incorrigible. "Oh geeze, please go, before we become audience members to your sex crazed acts,” I said waving them off.

      Thea stuck her tongue out and they got up and left.

      We started packing our stuff up. It had become a little awkward, the air was heavier.

      Oh shit. Thea, come back! I didn't know what to do all of a sudden. Which was odd. I had been alone with Zayne plenty of times which shouldn’t have made this time a big deal, but it did. Because now he liked me, and I liked him. Now there were actual proper squishy feelings involved instead of firing words at each other in attack.

      We sat there in silence and I did everything I could not to look at him, but I could feel him staring at me.

      Quit looking at me!

      I felt his hand cup mine, drawing it to him and holding it in his hands. "Isla, look at me."

      Tentatively, I looked over at him and melted right then and there. Fuck he's hot. I’m in trouble. So much trouble. Right then, I just wanted to give him everything I had. It was a very arbitrary thought, but fuck. I had eyes after all.

      "You're overthinking."

      He had me pegged. I hated that. Hated how he just knew what I was thinking or knew what I would do. It was infuriating at times.

      "No I'm not!" I said defiantly.

      His low reverberating chuckle undid me, sending shivers straight through my body and hitting the sweet spot.

      Yep. Zayne Shai was going to be the end of me. And right now, I was happy to go on this ride and let him destroy me.

      "Come on, let's go upstairs." He took my hand and helped me up, planting a kiss on my forehead before leading me to his bedroom.

      This had been the first time I had seen his room. The time I had come here, we had stayed downstairs. It made me think that people rarely came up here. It felt good. I was the first person that I knew of that had seen his bedroom. It was not what I had expected, but everything I had expected at the same time.

      His room was sparse, that, I had expected. He was a guy. There were a few posters of bands like Metallica, System of a Down and... wait, he had a poster of Ella Fitzgerald? Well, that was surprising. I had known his musical tastes were as eclectic as mine, but I had not expected him to have a poster of her. Especially surrounded by alternative, progressive rock, and metal bands.

      His room was big, with a simple set up. A bed in the middle with two bed side tables that sat on either side, with a study desk that sat against the wall, adjacent to his bed. It was neat. In fact, his whole room was too neat for a guy. At the far end of the room was a drum kit and a little cluster of other instruments; two guitars, a bass, and a piano. A little hall that led to a bathroom right beside.

      I had known that he was wealthy, but this was next level shit right here.

      I stood awkwardly in middle of the room, not entirely sure where to sit. Do I sit on the bed? Would he think something of it? Or do I take a spot at the computer? Or is that rude? Would he think that was rude? Should I just—

      "You can sit on the bed. I'm not going to think anything of it."

      "Will you stop that?" I snapped.

      "You were arguing with yourself and overthinking again."

      "No I wasn't."

      "Isla. You need not argue with me. I'm going to win. You may not show the world yourself, but with me and your friends, you are very expressive. We don’t necessarily need you to tell us how you’re feeling, because your face betrays you."

      Damn face. You're such a traitor.

      Without arguing with him, I took a spot on the bed. Things had become awkward or was it just me making things awkward. Most definitely you, you weirdo. Ugh. Shut up brain.

      He walked over to me and knelt down. Even in this position he was eye level with me. "Can you please relax? It's okay."

      I chuckled. "Ella Fitzgerald?" Changing the subject. Because anything was better than the one we were on right now.

      "What? She's an amazing jazz singer."

      "Oh, I know that. But she's far removed from the Metallica and System of a Down posters you have. You couldn't have put somebody else up there so she'd have a friend?"

      "And who would you have me put up there?"

      "Oh, I don't know. Nina Simone? Frank Sinatra? Norah Jones?"

      "You know your jazz. But those are obvious. Who else?"

      "Liz Callaway."

      "Who's she?"

      "Well would you look at that! There is a singer that the almighty musical genius doesn't know!"

      I glanced over at the instruments sitting at the far end of the room and smiled. He had once told me that he could play the guitar, bass, drums, piano and could sing. I had yet to experience any of that yet and wanted to hear.

      "Can I ask you something?"

      “You can always ask me anything. The question will depend on whether I choose to answer.”

      "Would you play something for me? You told me a while ago that you could play but I haven't heard you yet."

      "Sure." He walked over to the instruments and picked up the acoustic guitar and walked back over, sitting on his bed. "What would you like me to play?"

      I thought it over. This was a tough question. "Why don't you play me your favorite song?"

      "Okay then. Prepare to be amazed. By the end of it, you'll be throwing your panties at me," he said with a chuckle.

      He propped the guitar on his leg and started to play.

      I knew he could play because of the way he spoke about music, it was with technicality and skill. What I hadn't expected was for him to floor me with it.

      The way his fingers danced along the strings and moved from fret to fret. He wasn't just skilled at music. He was born to play music.

      Zayne was beyond talented and you could tell this was everything to him. The passion with which he played. Every bit of his soul came through in the notes. It flowed through the air and danced around us, swirling and touching every space in this room.

      And then he started singing.

      There were good voices, and there were great voices. There was ability, there was skill, and then there was a gift.

      To explain Zayne when he played, would be to create a whole new language, because words that already existed in every language on Earth were not apropos.

      Emotion was a major factor when playing music. You had to have emotion in order to convey the meaning of it to your audience. Zayne didn’t use the emotions. The emotions used him, as a vessel, in a showcase that was so transcendent and mesmerising. Incredibly surreal.

      His voice was gravely and had an edge to it. It also had some softness and smoothness to it. There was incredible light and shade to it and contrasting timbres which blended with every instrument to create something that was perfection.

      Nothing Else Matters by Metallica was his song of choice, and one I was quite connected to. It helped me get through some of those lonely times and was the pinnacle of my appreciation for the art of music.

      All kinds of emotions were filling me. I was drowning in them. He was mesmerising and I felt that there was nobody else in this world but us. I felt so much... it wasn't love, but I think it had to be close to it. It was a surge of something so strong that was comparable to love. And it made me do something I never expected I would have done in a million years.

      I wasn't me anymore. I was on some kind of lust filled autopilot. I felt my body surge forward, lifting from its seat, but there was nothing I could do about it. Before I knew it, I was standing in front of Zayne, his eyes boring into mine. I grabbed his face and slammed my lips onto his.

      I kissed him.

      I. Kissed. Him.

      I was embarrassed it wouldn't be reciprocated. Yet, as if he were a siren, luring me to my death, I was drawn to him. My obviously hormonal body hijacked my mind and took it upon itself to act the way I had only dreamed of acting.

      I had expected him to kiss me back.

      He didn't.

      The embarrassment started cascading down and my cheeks felt as if they were on fire.

      What the fuck had I just done? He didn't want me to kiss him. Why did you just do that Isla?! I'd ruined everything. I broke the kiss and ran off. Thumping down the stairs I grabbed my bag and left.

      I could hear him calling out to me, but I didn't want to stop. I kept on power walking to my car. The only thing I wanted to do was get in and drive away and pretend that it never happened.

      Why did I always manage to fuck things up for myself? Every single time. I couldn't do anything without screwing it up. A few stray tears fell onto my cheeks and I wiped them off. As I reached my car, I was yanked back and into a warm body. I was forced to stare into Zayne's beautiful blues.

      Without saying a word, his lips met mine in a passionate exchange. He kissed me as if he wanted me. Kissed me as if to say that I hadn't done anything wrong. His tongue slid across the crease of my lips and I opened them. Giving him something I never had before.

      It was amazing. If I thought that he was good before, it was nothing compared to this. His tongue met mine, caressing it and inviting me into a dance. My tongue met his in the middle and even though I had no idea how to French kiss a guy, I had seen enough movies to get the general idea. I think I was doing it right. I hoped I was doing it right.

      It hadn't been long before Zayne pulled away and looked at me. I couldn't tell what he was thinking. He was completely blank, his poker face coming up to greet me again. This was not a good sign. He probably thought I had fucked that up and was trying to let me down gently and tell me he realised after all that he didn't want me.

      "What was that?" he groaned.

      I felt every organ in my body drop. The color washed away from my body and the all too familiar feeling came rushing to the surface. My heart was thundering in my chest, my ears. I could feel it everywhere. My breathing kicked up a notch and became shallow. Before I broke down into an anxiety riddled mess, I pushed him off of me and raced to the driver side of the car.

      "Shit, Isla, that's not what I meant."

      I didn't bother answering him. I just wanted to get away from there as fast as I could and somehow build a time machine where I could go back and wipe that moment from existence. Or at least sleep it off for the next hundred years.

      "Isla, please!" He grabbed my arm and twisted me around so I was facing him. "I'm so sorry. I didn't mean it like that."

      "It's okay," I forced out.

      "It's not. I was just shocked. I've handled this whole fucking thing wrong." He chucked my chin up so I was looking at him. "I didn't mean to imply that you were bad. You weren't. Aren't. I've kissed many girls—"

      "You don't need to go on."

      "I do. I've kissed a lot of girls over the years. And none of them have been as good as you. I was just surprised because I know I'm your first. Believe me when I say, I could never get enough of you. The way you smell. The way you feel." He took a step closer, pressing me into my car. I could feel his rising arousal as his dick started to grow harder against my leg. My breath hitched as his lips touched featherlight against mine. "The way you taste. You are my drug, and I would happily consume you forever. Addiction be damned."

      He kissed me softly. Swiping his tongue across my lips. Urging me to open for him and I did. And this time, I didn't worry about anything. I simply permitted myself to sink into this feeling and this moment. I didn’t know what it was about his words that made me feel better.

      If I was his drug, he was my undoing.

      Because there was no coming back from this. From him. I would forever want to remain where I am. I feared that without him I would cease to exist.

      We broke apart, gasping for breath. He leaned his head against mine and gave me one quick peck. "You better get going before I do something I'll really regret."

      I chuckled. There was no denying his attraction for me. I could feel it. It was harder than marble.

      "Okay. I'll see you on Monday?"

      "You couldn't keep me away."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “It targets you, hits you, and seeps into your skin, poisoning you until there’s nothing left.”

      

      

      I was walking on cloud nine. Ten, even. The past few days had been amazing. I had kissed Zayne and he had liked it. I was a good kisser! I was that good, he had even gotten a hard on when he kissed me. I smiled to myself at the thought. There was nothing anybody could do to take this high away from me. This was all mine to keep.

      "Well someone's happy. Daydreaming about Zayne and his big hard cock," Thea said, falling into a fit of giggles.

      Mortified I slapped her across the arm.

      "It's a bit too early to be talking about male appendages, isn't it, Thea? Have some semblance of decorum,” Aniyah lightly scolded from the driver's seat.

      "It's never too early to be talking about cocks. Especially when the conversation is about the Shai brothers' cocks. Did you know that Kri—"

      "Thea!" We all shouted in unison, which did nothing deter her. Her giggle fit only increased its volume.

      "Guys, I'm only kidding," she said after she had regained control. "I would never talk about Kris' member to you. His dick's for me and me only. And I don't really wanna know about Zayne's."

      "I still can't believe you are with him," Fatima mused. "This is unbelievable! Stephanie must be royally pissed that he's spending time with you and gives you attention. Especially when he doesn't speak to anybody else. At best, you get a grunt out of him."

      "Neither can I," I sighed, glancing out the window to the houses whizzing past. I would never have guessed that a person of my status and looks would have been able to grab the attention of the most popular guy at school. Stephanie had tried to push us apart, but it hadn't worked. He was the genuine one. The kind of guy Aniyah would approve of, despite his behaviour.

      Yet, here I was, with a guy that was so damn self-assured, arrogant and the biggest badass around. I absentmindedly touched my lips and I was instantly thrown back to the amazing kiss at my car. My first time French kissing a guy, and I had nailed it. Who would have thought? Not me!

      We went from hating each other to tolerating each other, acquaintances to friends. And now this. Girlfriend and boyfriend. I assumed that's what we were. We had never had the talk, and I wasn't so sure if I wanted it. It was embarrassing and awkward. It gave me anxiety just thinking about having to have that discussion with him. I was more than content in not having that discussion, plus, Zayne didn’t seem the type to label things.

      Aniyah pulled up into the school parking lot and we made our way up the path towards the front of the school. It was abuzz with students who were throwing around footballs, and cheerleaders flaunting their figures to the football players, attempting to distract them with their sexual prowess. I had always envied them. They held such confidence and allure I would never have. It was well out of my reach, and when I attempted to grab a hold of it, it just moved further and further away until it was no longer in sight.

      It wasn't until we opened the school doors that I received the biggest shock of my life. They say happiness is fleeting. That you should appreciate it while you have it. One minute you are floating in the sky without a care in the world. And the next, someone has gone around and posted photos of when you were at your worst.

      I looked around as everybody's attention zeroed in on me and they started pointing and laughing. Flashes of the past slammed into me as déjà vu after déjà vu came rushing through.

      The hurtful words, the marching band following me down the hall to one of my classes as they emphasised the heaviness of my walk. Someone letting off the noise of a truck reversing as I walked around. All of it. It was never a distant memory. It was always with me. A reminder of what I was. A reminder of how cruel kids could be. A reminder that I could never allow myself a modicum of enjoyment and merriment.

      If I hadn't known then, I would know now.

      My peers’ voices rang in my ears as my eyes flicked from one photo to the next.

      One of me eating a sloppy joe, with saucy meat stuck to my face and mouth.

      Another one where I was in P.E. and doing jumping jacks, or my version of them. The uniform making every bulge I had known to the world. Taunting me.

      Another one where I was covered in cow dung, after a vast majority of the students had thrown it at me. That day had been the worst. I was on my way to my second to last class of the day and the students had come out of nowhere and started pegging it at me. I couldn't go home because my parents would know there was something wrong. All I had was to go to the showers in the gymnasium and try and scrub myself clean. I had done the best job I could. It didn't stop the students from blocking their nose and saying how much I stunk and moving their tables and chairs away from me. That was the first time they had done that. The second time, I went straight home.

      Each one was a slap in the face. It was a warning, and a threat that there would be more of these to come. I was not afforded the same life as others. This was my reminder. I wasn't like everybody else, so I couldn't have what everyone else had.

      The noise of laughter thundered in my head as it crescendoed into an unbearable volume. My heart rate sped up and my skin began to feel clammy. I couldn't move anywhere. All I could focus on was the heap of photos plastered all over the lockers, doors and walls. It was wallpaper. A garish wallpaper.

      I hadn't even heard my friends talking to me, trying to snap me out of this anxiety ridden trance. They were waving their hands in front of me, trying to get my attention. All I could hear were the laughs, the words fat, and Isla the Cow interspersed within it. I was never going to escape it. The past stays with you. It never allows you to let go.

      My breathing had become shallow and I could feel the buildup of pressure inside my chest. The need to move hit me and I felt the itchy tingling feeling all around. Just as it looked as if it was subsiding, which was what it always did, give that little bit of hope, BAM!

      It came in full force and I was hyperventilating on the floor. Gasping for the air I didn't think I could pull into my lungs quick enough. I was suffocating and felt as if I couldn't breathe. Clawing at my throat for it to work. I needed it to work. I couldn't go out this way. Not in front of the people that loathed me for no reason, in the place that was my own living hell. I couldn't. Not here. Not now.

      A protective set of hands landed on me. Warm and tender, yet firm. I was nudged, a prompt for me to move, but I couldn't. My entire body felt stiff and heavy, and before I knew it, I was hoisted up by delicate arms and moved to the side, cradled into the comforting embrace of… I couldn't tell.

      It seemed to do the job. Second by second, the world came back to me. In the distance, I could see my friends racing around to pull them down. Demanding that somebody tell them who put them up. I didn't know these photos even existed. Why would someone have done that and then kept them all these years?

      Nobody would answer them; everyone had fallen silent. They knew the reputation my friends held for punishing those that dared to cross me. Everyone in the damn school knew. Despite this, there were only a few people who didn't care and continued on branding me with their own level of sadistic torture.

      I knew it. My friends knew it. They just needed the confirmation. I knew what they wanted to do, but in my fragile state, I couldn't spare the energy to care.

      "If y'all don't speak up right now and tell me which cunt in this school did this then I leave you with this fucking warning. I will be constantly glued to your god damn fucking asshole. And you know what I'll do? See how Isla is over there in the corner? You'll wish you were in that state, ‘cause what I have for you will be so much worse!" Aurora shouted.

      She was the worst. Well, second worst. Aniyah was the worst. Aurora, with her Italian background and fiery nature, was obvious and outgoing with her anger. Aniyah. She went all silent when she was raging. I was of the highest belief that a person who was silent when driven to fits of rage were the ones to be scared of. They were the ones usually thinking of the most insane ways to get back at you.

      Of course, nobody answered her. I could only imagine that a threat from her, was nothing in comparison to what would await them from the perpetrators of this deplorable act.

      She didn't stop there. She walked up to random patches of students to see if she could get one of them to squeal, while the rest of my friends tore down the photos. There were a lot of photos.

      And then it happened. The doors swung open and in stepped three figures. Three figures that actually had the school strip their gaze from Aurora. The only set of people with power that exceeded those who were responsible.

      The Shai family.

      Instead of seeing Zayne flitting around the hallway, blurs of his fist hitting every guy, his eyes locked with mine. There was a white-hot rage in them that had me cowering internally. Not scared of what he would do to me. Just scared of how he looked.

      Murderous. Genuinely murderous and laced with concern. He stalked over to me and tore me from the person who had been cradling me before. Kristopher was near me as well. Jen however, she went right down to business.

      The same kind of words poured from her mouth as they had done from Aurora's.

      "They're not going to talk Jen." Disgust flowing freely with Aurora’s words.

      "Oh, they will." She was dark and dangerous. A girl on the verge of letting everyone see just how much of a psycho she could be. “You will tell me who the fuck was responsible for this disgusting act. I know you’re scared of the person who was behind this.” She got right into a girl's ear and whispered something that was only meant for her. The wide-eyed, freaked out look in her eyes said it all.

      Whatever Jen had said hit home, and she mewled Stephanie’s name. If her looks weren’t a clear enough indication she was related to Zayne, then her ferocity and belligerence were. The ire thrust out in a fierce wave that pummeled into me. If I wasn't being held in the strong embrace of Zayne, I would have toppled over.

      And there it was. The only thing my friends and the others needed in order to get her into trouble. I just hoped that they wouldn't use it against her.

      This was it. There was no mistaking it. This was the result of her angered jealousy towards Zayne liking me. She would suit being a lawyer, not an accountant. She had the tenacity and ruthlessness of a lawyer. When she wanted to punish you, she went to the most extreme lengths to make you understand the error of your ways. If this reached the notice of the headmistress, then it would only get worse for me somewhere down the road.

      I just wanted to forget it ever happened.

      "Fatso! Fugly! Isla the Cow! You better move aside, the truckersaurus is coming down the hall!" Caustic laughter ringing through the air.

      Their words cocooned me. Words that resounded against the hard walls. I cupped my hands to my ears and shook my head.

      "I'm taking her out of here. Tell her teacher that she's sick," Zayne said.

      "Hey! What are you—" Thea started, as Zayne grabbed her phone from her hand.

      “Number. Call me if you need to,” he said before throwing it back at her.

      I was hoisted back up again. The bouncing movement of his steps somehow soothing me as we made our way through the parking lot.

      Even though we were away from the noise, I could still hear their voices screaming at me. I proceeded to hit my head as I made a futile attempt at blocking them, hoping that the impact would push them out of my mind. I didn't care if I sustained a head injury or a headache. I could handle the pain. All I wanted was the voices to stop taunting me. Haunting me. Following me wherever I went.

      Zayne opened up the car door and gingerly placed me inside of it, clipping me in, before getting in on his side and driving off.

      The voices of the past didn’t stop. They kept coming in, as if they were all songs on an album, queued up to go.

      "She's such a fucking loser. Look at her. No one is EVER going to fall for her. The fat shit.”

      "Isla the Cow. Hey! That rhymes! Isla the Cow! Isla the Cow! Mooooooo" It didn’t, but who was I to argue with them? Not all of the bullies were the sharpest tools in the shed.

      Thump, thump, thump. Go away. Just go away! I smacked my head with my palm.

      “I hear her mom's smoking hot. What the fuck happened to her?”

      “Oh yeah! I’ve seen her too. What the fuck HAD happened to Isla? Must have gotten all her looks from her dad."

      “Nope. Her dad’s hot too.”

      “Must be adopted then. Though I don’t know why they would have picked her.”

      Thump, thump, thump.

      Make them go away. Please make the voices go away.

      Thump, Thump—

      "Hey! Stop that. I'm going to take you to my place okay, Isla?"

      I didn't nod or react. At this point, I didn't care. I just wanted the voices to stop and to be away from this town.

      The entire drive back to his place he was mumbling expletives. Every now and then his hand would impact the steering wheel and he would grumble an apology when he noticed me flinch a little at the aggressiveness.

      I was thankful that his father and mother both worked full time, nobody was home to distract and annoy us.

      The itching tingling had stopped and the world was back to normal. I could decipher between certain sounds. Lucidity had returned to me and I was completely in charge.

      It did nothing to curb the anxious feeling that lingered in my chest. Wouldn't stop the voices from swirling around in my head and firing their bullets at me. And they hit their target.

      Every. Single. Time.

      He placed me on his bed and covered me with his duvet. I was grateful and enjoyed the warmth it gave. The strange safety it promised.

      "What?" Zayne growled into his phone. I hadn’t even heard it ring. He was pacing, huffing and pacing. He was on the precipice of insanity. A rather precarious situation to be in. "I brought her back here... what the fuck do you think?! She'll be fine. Do what you need to do and fix this shit."

      His hard footfalls closed the distance between us and the bed sunk under his weight. Zayne was kneeling, his impressive blues scanning my face, scrutinising me and searching for a hint of discomfort and anxiety. On the surface, I was okay. If he looked hard enough, he would see a sliver of it inside of me. He just had to search.

      He rested his head on my forehead and I found comfort in his breathing. Calming and deep. There were no words that needed to be spoken. That was the best thing about him. He knew when to talk, and when not to, most of the time. When it counted.

      The silence was welcoming, allowing me to focus on nature’s percussive instruments around me. Zayne's breathing. The chirping of the birds outside, the sprinklers hitting the side of the house.

      "To be honest, I don't even understand why your friends are even your friends. Look at them compared to you. All you are, is a fat and ugly mess. A face not even a mother could love. Because really, who could love a mug like yours."

      "Someone put her back in the oven, she's still raw!"

      I mewled and straight away, Zayne's attention was brought to me. I curled into a ball and started to make weird noises. They weren't quite a mumble, or a grumble. They were just noises. It was as if my mouth was trying to say something, however, the messages of the words required weren't reaching my mouth. They had become stuck halfway, and only part of it was received.

      Music. I wanted music. It was the only thing to drown out the chaos that crashed the unexpected and unwanted party in my head.

      Round two. I attempted to convey my message. "Mu-i-h"

      The hardness of headphones intruded my ears and I was grateful now more than ever that he had understood me. Even in an incoherent state, he was able to grasp what I needed the most.

      Soon, Nothing Else Matters came floating through my ears.

      I smiled.

      This song would forever be cemented to one of the best moments in my life.

      It wasn't long after that exhaustion took over and I drifted off to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

          Zayne

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Nothing can stop the devil. Once she has her sights set on something, there’s no stopping her.”

      

      

      I had held it together for her. If I had to be honest, I didn’t know how much more I could have taken. I knew she was being bullied, had been her whole life. I just never knew the full extent of the length these cunts at our school would go to in order to make her feel less than she was. I was filled with an ire so fierce it tried to rip me apart and leave me for dead, but it wasn't about me. It was about her, and I would be foolish to think about myself in this situation when she was suffering. I told her I wouldn't hurt her, that I would always be here to protect her. Sometimes that meant being there for her and not acting as if I was a Neanderthal.

      She had fallen asleep. The energy her body used for her anxiety attack had taken it out of her. She was exhausted and needed to be re-energised. Re-booted. I gave that to her. I had slept beside her, though. Wanted to ensure she was okay.

      She started shaking and kicking around and I needed to stop it. So I slipped in next to her and drew her into me. Held her tight and made soothing sounds. Not that she would be able to hear it, I guess it was more for my sake. A vocal acknowledgement that I was doing something. It only took a few minutes for her to calm and the cute little snores to fill up the empty space.

      We stayed like that. I didn't care how long it took or how long she needed. I would give it to her. And then I would go after the bitch who had done it. She needed to be brought down a peg or two. Her credence in her safety within those school walls were about to come crashing down.

      I was going to make myself judge, jury and executioner.

      A quiet knock came at my door. I had closed it, not wanting anyone to interrupt us and wake her up. When I didn't answer, my phone vibrated in my pocket. Fishing it out, I could see it was Kris. Declining the call, I quietly removed myself off the bed, making as little movement as I could so as to not wake her.

      I opened the door and closed it shut behind me. Gesturing him to follow me downstairs.

      "How is she?" He asked as soon as we hit the bottom step.

      "Not good. On the ride home she was hitting herself on the head with her hand. I had to stop her from continuing."

      "Thea and the girls will be over soon with Jen."

      I ground my teeth but didn't say a word. They had every right to see their friend. I just hoped that they wouldn't wake her up. I nodded in response.

      "What is Jen doing?"

      "She's talking to the girls about what they should do next. This is beyond out of control. That Stephanie chick is a special brand of fucked up. She runs the school. You'd think she was fucking mafia with the way she pranced around like a fucking peacock. I'm more curious to know what you're going to do, Brother."

      "Nothing."

      "You can't lie to me. I'm not going to stop you. Those assholes deserve everything that's coming to them. Just be smart enough to do it off school grounds. The last thing you need is for Monash to get wind of your aggressive behavior."

      "You think I give a flying fuck about that now?!"

      "No. The only thing you can think of right now is getting revenge for what happened today. But Isla would care. Because she may not give two licks about herself, but she damn well cares about everyone in her life, and that includes you. Be smart about whatever plan you have going on in that pea sized brain of yours."

      Her friends and I had come to the conclusion that there was no fucking around this time. The Bitch of St. Mary's had to be brought down, and this was the perfect opportunity. I questioned why they hadn't done anything to date. I was angry about it, I appreciated why Isla hadn't. I didn't like it, but I appreciated it. She was scared. Her friends on the other hand, had every opportunity and it seemed as if they just didn't give enough fucks about their friend.

      "Don't you dare presume to think we don't care. We fucking care more than you do. We have told the headmistress in the past and nothing has been done about it. The times we knew she did something, we pressured Isla to come clean, so far as to going ourselves and still nothing. The last time one of us went behind her back, we nearly lost her as a friend. She has this thing in her head that it will only make matters worse, and to tell you the truth, it has. What happened today is a retaliation to her mother being advised that her daughter is a mole rat," Aurora said.

      She was pissed and I guess rightly so. She was right in one thing. To have the audacity to declare they didn't give a shit about her was very brazen.

      "There has to be something that can be done," Jen spoke up. She appeared to be as livid as I was about the whole situation. Except, she was reigning it in a lot better than me.

      "You aren't going to do anything." We all turned to see Isla standing in the doorway. She was looking a little grey and her eyes were all puffy. Dark circles in the shape of crescent moons hung under her eyes, making her appear older than she actually was. She had been through hell and back, and yet, she was still standing.

      She was a lot stronger than I was. Than anybody.

      "There has to be something. You can't just sit around and let this bitch do whatever she wants. I won't stand idly by why she does this to you." Jen was firm and direct. I knew she was using some of her assertiveness to hopefully get through to her.

      It won't work. She never responded well to it. Whether it was because she had been told what to do her whole life, or if it reminded her of the very people that bullied her. Who knew?

      "Like my friends said, we have all gone to the headmistress before and nothing. You haven't been with us for very long so you don't fully understand the way this school works. When Fatima went to the headmistress and told her what Stephanie had done with the garbage, I was called in."

      "I remember."

      "Well, the headmistress wasn't exactly concerned for my wellbeing, the state of my mentality. She was more concerned about her daughter being presented in a bad light. I could see it in her eyes, that if I came forward and admitted the truth then her mother would have done anything to cover it up because that's what she does. They have a high social standing in this community. They aren't going to tarnish their precious reputation because of their daughter. So Jen, no. All of you will do nothing. And if you so much as breathe a word—and believe me, I will find out—consider it the end of our friendship."

      She turned to look me dead in the eyes. She didn't need to say anything to convey her message.

      I gave her a hardened look that told her that I wasn't pleased with the position she was putting us in. And in that look, there was also a promise that if one more thing happened, I was going to bring Stephanie and her little goons down.

      I wasn’t kidding around. I would hold back for her this time. Not next time. I didn't care what she said.

      "Okay?" Her voice was firm.

      There was a pause as each of her friends considered her threat and doing what was best for her. In the end they acquiesced and nodded their acceptance.

      Kris and Jen didn't take to it as much as I did. We knew what it was like to lay down and present ourselves to the enemy. Kris was the lucky one who had been treated well, however, he wasn't without his own issues. He remained firm and stood strong beside Jen and me, and because of that, he copped the shards of the beatings and brutality that followed Jen and I around. He was just as shell-shocked as us.

      

      I had thought and re-thought my decision over and over again. It was a constant war in my head of whether to approach the headmistress myself and do something about it. Instead, I asked around about her, the community, the school. Everyone. Read up on articles. I needed to know what the Brynsworth family was like and how much weight their name held in this community.

      Know thy enemy.

      The cardinal rule when coming up against your enemy in battle. There was no doubt in my mind that I would come face to face with this family at some point, and I needed to know who she had in her pockets. Everything about her. For obvious reasons I hadn't told Isla what I was doing. She would only talk me out of it. Kris and Jen helped as well. It was clear that we weren't fans of Stephanie, and the school knew that. They also knew we weren't a family to fuck with.

      The beauty of the whole situation was that there were plenty of girls willing to spill their guts, even their panties, if it meant they got to speak to us and help in anyway. It never came at a price, because we didn't work that way. If they weren't obliged to give us what we wanted, we just walked away.

      The unfortunate thing was I had to deal with Stephanie in one class. I sat in my usual spot in the back, ignoring everyone else. I wish I could have avoided her, but the bitch in heat was relentless. She had very little care that I didn’t give a shit about her in the slightest. Presenting herself like a whore, there were practically lit up arrows aiming at her pussy. A pussy I was never going to get close to.

      After class had ended, I ran straight out of there, hoping to dodge her advances. Luck was never on my side, unless it was meeting Isla. Stephanie fell into step beside me. I knew it was her by her perfume. She remained silent as I continued on to my next class.

      "What class do you have next?" She asked in a sugary sweet voice that had me cringe.

      Why girls went on acting and sounding dumb was beyond me. It didn't get the right attention.

      "We might have the same class. We can walk there together."

      We don't. Now fuck off, skank.

      "Come on, Zayne." She ran her nail along my arm and it felt as if she was poisoning me from just a touch.

      "Fuck off, Stephanie. Don't make me tell you again."

      "You know, we could be the power couple? Everyone loves me and everyone loves you. I know you aren't dating anyone."

      “Nobody loves you. Not even yourself. You're confusing love with forced adoration. There's a difference. Now take the hint and fuck off.”

      "You can't tell me you don't want me. I see the way you look at me. In that 'fuck me' way."

      I grabbed her, forcibly removing her from the hallway and against the wall, just outside of the girls bathroom. There was no fear in her eyes. Just a smug smirk on that ugly face of hers. One I was determined to wipe off. From here on, this harpy would understand what it would be like to mess with me, and anybody I cared about. I may not be able to inform her mother of the going-ons of this school but I was going to make sure that any message I delivered to this cunt was received and understood in its entirety.

      Leaning in, I got as close to her as I dared. Her perfume wafted up my nose and I forced back the urge to react.

      “You listen now, and you listen good. You ever throw yourself at me, or so much as breathe in my direction again, and I promise you, the shit you’ve put Isla through her whole school life will pale in comparison to the shit I’ll put you through. You think you’re untouchable because you’re the headmistress’ daughter and a girl? You’re not. I’m more than willing to give an execrable cunt like you what is coming. I’m your Karma, bitch. So you better behave.”

      Her body went rigid and I smirked against her ear. I should have been repulsed by my lack of apathy towards her, because as humans, we were conditioned that way. Except my threadbare patience with this chick had me wanting to beat her into the next century. I didn’t wait around for a response, because she didn’t deserve for me to hear it. I walked away, knowing my message had come across nice and clear. I hadn’t lied when I very obviously hinted at ending her. I would. She fucked with Isla again, and there was no telling the lengths I would go to protect her.

      I was in a foul mood for the remainder of the day. Kris tried to talk to me and I gave him caveman responses. He gave up in the end and left me alone. I hadn't seen Isla at all, I had been messaging her and nothing. It was the end of the school day and I was going to get to the bottom of it. I felt that every time we made some kind of progress, something would happen and we would take a million steps back. I had never worked this hard at gaining a girl's attention in my life.

      She was worth it though. At least I hoped she was. The last thing I needed was to give someone something nobody had ever received before, only to have it thrown in my face. Sure, I've been in a relationship before. Amali was amazing, but that relationship was one based on friendship, mutual respect and convenience. We never loved each other romantically.

      Kris and Jen were lagging behind, so I waited at my car for them. Jen had become an overnight success. People had heard and witnessed her performance the day before and wanted to be her friend. She ignored them of course and stuck with her friends. No doubt she was trying to wade through the masses of adoring fans.

      Eventually I saw her and Kris making their way towards me, and the look on Jen's face told me she wanted to kill me. Before I had a chance to properly prepare myself for her onslaught, she punched me in the face. And it wasn't a pissy punch either. The girl had skill. I spat the blood out and moved my jaw around to loosen it up.

      Right. Now I'm fucking pissed.

      "What the fuck is your problem?!" I barked at her, getting up in her face.

      "What the hell was that for Jen!" Kris exclaimed, mortified.

      "This piece of shit brother of ours was making out and dry humping Stephanie outside the girls’ toilets earlier on today."

      She was yelling and every student was turning around to watch the spectacle.

      Kris' face turned red. He swung at me, but I was prepared this time. I grabbed his hand and pushed him face down onto the hood of the car.

      “What the fuck are you talking about, Jenique?” I snapped at her.

      “Don’t act all innocent with me Zayne, I just saw Isla crying in the girls’ bathroom and when I asked her what was wrong, she said she saw you two making out! Also, that slut can't keep her damn mouth shut about it either. I overheard her bragging to her sheep when I walked over here. Care to explain why you would intentionally hurt her like that you asshole? After everything!”

      The low murmurs of encroaching students didn’t phase me. Let them come and enjoy this drama that could rival any Shakespeare play. Kris thrashed under me and I released my hold. I wasn’t normally one to draw attention to myself, because more eyes on me, meant more shit would go down. Meant more people noticed me and more people to talk crap about me and my family. This time was completely different. I wanted people to listen. Because maybe everyone would understand that I was far from being Stephanie’s property as possible.

      “You think I would touch that slut with a ten-foot pole? Come on Jenique, you know me better than that. As my sister, you know I have better values than to fuck with a girl who is a vile and pathetic loser. What Isla saw is not what went down. I told that bitch to stay away from her.” I allowed my voice to rise in the end to make sure that the people at the back could hear my words. I needed it to seep into their bones so that they understood exactly what happened if they dared mess with her.

      "Then why the hell would Isla say she saw you. She's not blind. I understand Stephanie lying through her teeth. That's what she does. She's a compulsive liar, but Isla saw you."

      I moved closer to her. "Jen. You know me. You know what we've been through. I'm not going to stand being with someone who doesn't know how to respect themselves or others. Give me a bit more fucking credit."

      She visibly calmed down a bit and started thinking about my words. I warned the bitch not to mess with me or Isla, and she had done just that. Did nothing get through this chick's thick head? Maybe she was in need of a serious beat down.

      "Then why did Isla think that?"

      "Probably because I got right in her space and told her. We need to go. I need to explain it to her in person. Get in the car."

      "What about St—"

      "Fuck her. Get in the fucking car Jen."

      Without another word, we all entered my car and I drove off.

      I would get back at Stephanie, however, this was not the time to do this. My main priority was Isla. She was the one I needed to think about. The one I needed to make sure was okay.

      She was the only one that mattered right now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “The pleasure. The pain. The exhilarating feeling of happiness that had never been felt before.”

      

      

      Past

      

      All around me were couples. Happy couples kissing and hugging and being all loving with each other. I would never have that. Ever. According to Stephanie and what appeared to be the general consensus around the school, was that I was never going to be loved. Too ugly to ever have a boyfriend and was only useful for one thing. Being the go-to person to get in good with my friends. That was my role in life.

      I had accepted it.

      I had to accept it.

      A spinster. A loser. Unloved and uncared for.

      That’s what my life had been resorted to.

      A tool for others to use, abuse and discard when they were done with me.

      At least I had my friends and family. Except, soon enough they too would leave me. My friends would end up with families and babies and I would remain the lonely single person that made parties awkward. All their children would ask me why I didn't have a boyfriend and I would have to break it to them that ugly people didn't deserve love. And that's why I was alone.

      Acceptance was a massive thing in this world. Something we struggled with every day. Black people fought for acceptance with their race. Immigrants fought for acceptance with their cultural backgrounds and inability to speak English. High schoolers fought for acceptance from each other. To be able to climb the social ladder and hope that they weren’t the ones left alone, sitting in the dirt.

      The biggest form of acceptance was within ourselves. To accept the way we were and either strive to change it. Or live with it.

      This was my acceptance. I knew that this was the end of the road for me. As good as it was going to get. And no, not my whole life. I was going to become an amazing career woman and be successful. It would be my biggest accomplishment, and if I ever wanted kids, there was always fostering, adoption or IVF. With medical and technical advancement, women had been afforded the ability to have kids without the need of a male partner.

      My friends were crapping on about... Oh, I don't know, something. I wasn't paying attention. Too busy observing the people around me. It was a usual practice for me lately. I had started to get into this state of looking at the world around me. I felt like an anthropologist, observing the humans and animals in their natural habitat.

      "Geeze, loser, could you be any more of a creep right now? Quit staring at people."

      Great. The Queen B herself had just caught me in the middle of my ‘research’.

      "What are you even looking at? Everything you'll never have?" She laughed out loud, grabbing the attention of everyone else around her. "I would be careful all, Isla is a major stalker and has been staring at all of you."

      A chorus of disgust came back at us, and I shrank back in embarrassment. It wasn't like that, and she knew it. This was just another way to get me back for something I wasn't aware of. I had done nothing to her, and yet, she had made it her mission to make my life miserable.

      "Just because everyone else around here has the life you wished you had and one you will never have, doesn't give you the right to be a creepy stalker. Lock your doors when you get home everyone, Isla the Cow just might come watch you there." She started mooing then and within seconds everyone else joined in.

      I dropped my head, quiet tears gliding gracefully down my cheeks.

      I had been able to moderately tolerate her wrath. It was painful and the words stung. Out of everything though, it was the mooing that had gotten to me. She had only just started it. I had put on a lot of weight over the past few months and it was to the point where it was painfully noticeable. My old clothes no longer fit me but I was in a phase of my life where I didn't care. What was the point of being thin, if I weren't pretty to match? There was none.

      My mom told me once, that she believed there was a person for everyone. She was a huge believer of fate, and that everything happened for a reason. I dared not pop her bubble and tell her that fate was a load of crap. There was nobody out there for me. We, as humans, needed to quit lying to ourselves and everyone else around us. Tell the truth. It may hurt like a mother, but in the end, we weren’t deluding ourselves into thinking that someone was going to come along on their white stallion and rescue us from a fate worse than death.

      It's the one thing I could appreciate with Stephanie.

      She told me the truth. Brutal as it was, it was still the truth. I had no misapprehension on how my life would turn out.

      So if I knew all this. Why did it still hurt?

      If I had conditioned myself to thinking that this was it for me and being okay with it. Why did it still hurt?

      Why did the taunts still get to me?

      Why did I want to fall into a dark hole and never see the light of day?

      Why?

      "Why don't you shut the fuck up, Stephanie," Aurora shouted above the noise. There weren't many people who went up against the Queen B.

      She laughed. "No, this is too delicious to stop. Besides, maybe it'll do good and make her lose the weight she's obviously trying to hide. You can't hide that though. She's huge!"

      "You're such a fucking bitch—” Aurora started.

      "Stop it. Let's just go." I stood up and gathered my lunchbox to leave.

      Stephanie looked smug and pranced off in the prissy way she always did when her verbal bullets hit their mark, hips swaying as she bounced a little as she walked away.

      "Why did you stop me? I had her!"

      "Because I won't allow myself or any of you to sink to her level. It's not worth it. She's not worth it."

      Hesitating, she sighed and we left the cafeteria.

      I would have loved to have seen how far Aurora was going to take it. She was feisty and always there at my side. Except I knew that it wasn't going to work. I also didn't know what she would do in retaliation. Stephanie wasn't the kind of enemy you needed. My friends were popular, everyone loved them, and I refused to allow them to become social pariahs because of me.

      I could handle it.

      And I would.

      Nothing was going to get me down. I was better than this and them. Their words wouldn't get to me. I wouldn't allow them to. Ever again.

      I just had to keep on telling myself that.

      By the end of the day I was exhausted. Putting on a front and deceiving everyone into thinking that you were okay seemed to drain a lot of my energy. I couldn't count the amount of times I had to scream at the tears to not fall. Blinking them back or yawning to cover the few that appeared.

      I was happy to be back at home. Where I would be on my own for a little while. I still had to see my parents and act in front of them, but it was only a for a short time. A short film compared to a full-length feature.

      After dinner, I excused myself and used studying as an excuse for going straight to my room. It wasn't too far from the truth. I did have homework to do, but I didn't feel like it. It wasn’t due right away, and the work wasn’t hard, so I could leave it for the night.

      The thing about self-deprecating behaviour is that you end up torturing yourself, hence the name really. You fall into the darkness and allowed it to take over.

      Standing in front of my mirror in just my underwear, I had a good look at what everybody saw. Since the start of my Sophomore year, I had put on a lot of weight. It was unhealthy and I knew it. I just couldn't stop eating. It was my security blanket. My comfort. The one thing that made me feel something other than what I was at the time. I felt awful and disgusted in myself, but then I would delve back into eating again. It was a vicious cycle of feeling like shit, eating my feelings and then feeling like shit again. Round and around I went on a merry-go-round.

      I was on a long spin cycle with no end in sight.

      Before all of this happened, I held comfort in knowing that while I didn't have looks, I was at least thin.

      Now, because I had conditioned myself into thinking that there was no point in me trying anymore, I lost all motivation.

      I was paying for all that now.

      I was fat… so fat, I would say I was obese. There were rolls and pinkish marks that seemed to pop up all over. My breasts. Legs. Stomach. Arms. A circus act of epic proportions.

      Come see the human spider web in all her disgusting glory.

      I put my hand on my stomach, fingers splayed out as I glided over it, feeling all the bumps. Squeezing my skin to see the cellulite pop up and say hello.

      "Isla the Cow! Moooooo"

      "You're a duff. You will NEVER find anyone to love you, because you're a fat ugly mess. And even if you succeed at losing the ginormous amount of weight you've put on, you're still going to be ugly as fuck. Do us all a favor and just die."

      Stephanie's words rang loud and clear in my mind. Playing on repeat. The same few songs on my playlist. No matter how hard I attempted to change it, it would always go back to the same few songs.

      I allowed the tears to fall. Allowed them to finally be free.

      Allowed myself to feel for the things that were said to me.

      Feel for the things I would never have.

      Feel for injustice I felt at having a mother everyone thought was hot, and for friends that everyone wanted. Internally questioning why I was born the way I was.

      A pain in my chest erupted and I dropped to the ground. When it hadn't subsided, I rushed to the bathroom to find something to ease it. I needed pain relief.

      I found some in the mirror cabinet and downed two of them, falling to the cold tiled floor of the bathroom.

      With my knees propped up and my head resting on my arms, I cried it all out.

      "Everything everybody tells you is true. You are a fat sack of shit. Nobody is ever going to love you. Look at you. You're a loser, you are the ugliest person that has probably ever lived and no self-respecting man is ever going to look at you and think you are beautiful and worthy of them. Just give up now."

      Destructive behavior just grows bigger and bigger, and eventually forms into this demonic being with a face and body. A voice that tells you every terrible thing it needs you to hear. It’s loud. It doesn’t care. It belies you into thinking it does everything for you. That it’s there to help you.

      When in reality, it’s just another bully inside your head.

      Unlike the others though. It succeeds on actually breaking you down. Because there is no stronger enemy to you than yourself.

      "You should take Stephanie's advice and just end it. You will make everybody and yourself happy. Sure, some people might be sad, but they'll get over you and forget you. Just do it. It'll hurt to start with, but then there'll be nothing."

      "All you ever do is fuck things up for everyone. Just take the plunge. There's a pair of scissors in the top draw. It's just there."

      I looked up at the drawer, almost willing it to open on its own. Scared that if I did it, that I would end up going through with it.

      Did I even want to? Really?

      I didn't know if I wanted to, but I did know that I wanted the pain to go away. Just wanted it to stop.

      I wanted to stop crying and feeling sorry myself. I wanted to stop the pain that I had come to live with. It was my life now.

      I wasn't Isla.

      I was pain.

      I was the ache that spread and charred everything in its path.

      I wanted it to stop. Needed it to stop. I just couldn’t handle it anymore.

      Slowly, I got to my feet and walked over to the vanity. With a heaviness in my heart, and ragged breath, I opened the drawer which felt as if it was heavier than it actually was and looked down at the scissors. Picking them up, I looked at them and then at myself in the mirror.

      "Good girl. Now just take the sharp end place it against your wrist and slide it across.”

      With a new stream of tears, I opened up the scissors and placed the tip of one of the blades against my wrist. I applied pressure until I heard the audible pop of the blade breaking through my skin.

      It hurt like hell, but it was quickly followed by a rush of exhilaration and a strange euphoric sensation. Closing my eyes, I slid the blade across and it was now a beautiful dance of pain and pleasure. It felt good, and everything else washed away with it.

      The voice in my head that told me that I was not good enough.

      Their voices in my head telling me that I was not good enough.

      The pain.

      Sorrow.

      All of it. Gone, the moment the cold steel kissed my skin. It was a promise that things would be okay. That it was here for me, and together we could do this. We could make it.

      There was no worry about the crimson red trickling down my wrist and creating a masterpiece in the bathroom sink. I was too in the moment. Enjoying this feeling.

      For the first time in a while. I felt okay.

      When the stinging started to evaporate into the air, I did it again, bringing me straight back to the moment before.

      Dropping the scissors, I made my way to the tub and hopped in. My head falling back on the edge and I stayed that way for a while.

      I now understood why people turned to this. This was a vice I was happy to add to my daily routine.

      The alcohol didn't work. Well, it had at the start. I would sneak some drinks from dad's liquor cabinet, enough to make it not seem suspicious, but enough to get me drunk. I had done some research and figured that the hard liquor would require less. It was disgusting to say the least. I didn't know how my dad could drink the stuff.

      I stuck with it though and soon enough, I found myself falling into a drunken stupor, enough to knock me out. As it turns out, I was a lightweight. Funny for someone who was anything but.

      The bad thing about using alcohol as a means of escape was the sickness. That, I didn't like and I stopped using it as a way to chase the good feeling.

      This though. As dangerous as it was, it was good. I felt good and my problems seemed to go away with the sting. I didn't have to worry about getting sick, or anyone seeing. It was winter, so we wore long shirts and sweaters as well as blazers. I was well covered up. I could continue this with no repercussions for my actions.

      Plus, and probably the most important. My parents would never find out. I didn't have to be scared that my dad would discover that I had been stealing his booze.

      This was absolutely perfect.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Blaming the majority because of a minority can be dangerous. Each individual needs to be judged on their own merit.”

      

      

      Foolish! I was fucking foolish to think that someone like Zayne could ever like me. Why had I fallen into this ridiculous loved up daydream that it could ever happen. It was a reality in my dreams, and nowhere else. I had actually believed him when he told me that he liked me. That he would protect me at all costs. That he would never do anything to hurt me. Not long after I had given him my heart, held it out in my hands and asked that he take it and cherish it, he crushed it between his fingers.

      How was I still breathing? Still alive in all this mess. I hadn't the foggiest clue. What was his game plan? I didn’t know how hurting me and toying with my emotions this much made him so happy. No, not toying. He fucked my emotions until they were rubbed raw and there was nothing left to remember him by but the internal chafing that accompanied such an abuse.

      I laid on my bed and put my headphones in, switching on some music. The raw and aggressive sounds of metal streamed through the headphones and assaulted my ears. However, unlike every other time, it did nothing to help.

      I could still picture his head resting in the crook of her neck, her head fallen back onto the wall behind her, glowing with lust as she threw me a smirk and a wink. They did nothing to hide their indiscretion.

      Was it really an indiscretion though, if you never had the person in first place? It may have appeared that I had Zayne, but not so much to the student body. We were still in the proverbial closet because I didn't want anybody to know. Maybe that's why he did what he did. He was sick of being my little secret, or semi-secret, and decided to go for the one girl who had fawned over him since day one.

      I wanted to believe that at one stage he liked me. Wanted to be with me. I wanted to shake off the imagery of her face basking in the pleasure and the glory. I just couldn't. Stephanie had won fair and square.

      She would take everything from me. Because she could do that, and that's who she was. She took and took with no regard for whom she was stealing from. She came barging through, grabbed hold of her prize and left just as quickly as she came.

      "This is what I keep telling you. Nobody is ever going to love you. You know they're all right about it. Zayne was fucking with you like everybody else does. That's all you deserve."

      The voices started creeping back into my head again. Telling me all the discomforting words of the past. The ones I had fought so hard to lock away. In one moment, Zayne had snuck in like a thief in the night and broke the lock to my past and soul. He and Stephanie were perfect together. Both taking what they wanted without a care in the world.

      "Prepare yourself for the spinster life. To watch the world pass by you as you stand still. It's loneliness at its finest.”

      "Loser."

      "Fugly."

      "Duff."

      Over and over again the voices shouted their hurtful words at me. It was becoming all too much. I couldn't handle it. Smacking my head with my hand, I attempted—rather poorly—to stop them from bombarding me. However, they wouldn't stop. They just kept on coming and coming and no matter how many times I tried to kill them, it was a never-ending war of verbal abuse. My verbal abuse.

      With shallow breaths, I brought my knees up to my chest and started rocking.

      "Stop it. Stop it. Stop it," I whispered to myself. STOP IT! Screaming in my head as the laughter rang out inside my head.

      Tears were freely falling from my puffy eyes.

      I cried for the future that would never be.

      For the present that was all but an illusion.

      And the past that had brought me here.

      It was all my fault, and no matter how hard I tried to change it. It wouldn't. It was always just out of reach.

      My body shook violently from the sobs as I sucked in breath after breath in an attempt to curb the sounds I was making. I didn't want my parents to know. To find out what had happened and demand retribution.

      "Go on. Do it. You know you want to. To make it all better."

      I glanced over at my bedside table and it was as if I had the Jumanji game inside there, the beating drums rang out in my head, the whispers of the box calling me.

      My therapist had told me to dispose of it. That having it around would only tempt me to seek comfort in it again.

      

      "I can always find something else."

      "Yes, you can. That doesn't mean you should have a kit there at arm’s length. It's a crutch for you. It's like having drugs there, just in case you need it. A reminder that you can do it. It's not practical nor is it productive. Remove the temptation."

      "How would you know what it's like?"

      "Because I did this." She pulled her skirt up and showed me her thigh. There, clear as day were the thin scars of what had been. A story of her pain and suffering. She had told me she knew what it was like to be in my position. It was the reason my parents chose her above everyone else. She knew. She understood, and she respected. "This is what I did to myself every single day. It didn't matter if I was mildly annoyed or upset at my parents or friends. Had a hard day at work or got into trouble. I used and abused my body as if it was nothing. Because it meant nothing to me.

      “I too had a kit. I hid it under my bed where nobody would ever find it. Until my mother did. She threw it out and I sought help. Having your own kit means that you can do things in private without anybody ever finding out. It becomes an addiction to you when you seek the comfort. But it isn't comfort. It's just a different form of pain. Don't replace one pain with another. It will do nothing to help you."

      

      She had been right of course. Had I listened to her words? Yes. I took her teachings under advisement and knew that her wise speeches came from experience. Did I do as she advised? No. Because I wasn't going to end up like her. I wasn't going to chase the red fairy into a world of wonderland.

      I was determined to get better, but I didn't want to throw away the one beacon of hope I had for taking me away to a place that was tranquility and peace personified.

      For a while, it worked. I took every bit of advice she had to give me, save throwing away my vice, and I had become a little better over time. She gave me the necessary tools to battle my inner demons and get through the day. And even if I didn't, she also taught me not to beat myself up over it. That I was allowed slip ups, as long as I didn't spiral. That was the important thing to remember.

      I hadn't resorted to this for a while. Ever since I finished up on my therapy because my parents couldn't afford it anymore. We received some government assistance with a mental health plan, but after that had dried up, we paid a hefty price to make sure that I was okay. I guess in reality, I had belied them. Made them think that I was getting better so they didn't have to fork out the money for me. Because of me, we were on struggle street, because they were cashing out six hundred dollars a month just for my therapy. Sometimes even more if things got real bad.

      I had been doing moderately well, and although I had been tempted, I still had a small amount of strength.

      This time was different. I felt the walls close in on me as I failed at pulling myself together. I had to get out of my room before I suffocated. I needed to stop this feeling from suffocating me.

      Getting off my bed, I walked over to my bedside table and opened the bottom drawer, removing the false bottom. I reached in and grabbed the box I had stored under there. The one that held the tools to my salvation once upon a time. Lifting the lid up and peeking inside, I glanced at the shiny tools that seemed to be calling to me. I was momentarily mesmerised by them, and the things they could do for me when a banging came at my door.

      "Isla, honey! Are you in there? Zayne's here to see you." Shit. What was he doing here?

      "Ummm, I'm tired Dad, can you tell him I'm going to bed?"

      "You just did. He's standing right here."

      "Isla. Can you please open up? We need to talk."

      "I'll leave you two alone," my dad mumbled. His steps sounding softly on the carpet. Getting further and further away.

      When I was sure he was outside of ear shot, I spoke up. "Go away Zayne. I don't want to talk to you." I had attempted to make my voice sound strong and commanding. Except what came out wasn't the voice of a strong person. It was the voice of a person broken down so much, that there was nothing left.

      "Let me explain everything. Open the door."

      Explain what? How you ripped my heart in two?

      "Open the door." His voice low and raspy. This was his warning tone. The one he used on other people when they denied him submission and order. The tone he used on me when he was frustrated and I wasn’t ‘seeing sense’ as he called it.

      “Open the door Isla!” His voice felt like it literally shook the foundations of the house and electrified my bones. Zayne was dangerous on a normal day but get him in a cantankerous mood and watch out.

      I didn’t respond, nor did I open the door. Back in the day, someone like him would have scared me into submission. For some reason, he didn’t. For some reason, I didn’t fear him as much as everyone else did. And for some reason, it bothered me.

      Thump, thump, thump.

      “Isla, please,” his voice dropping and slipping into a softness he only gave to myself and his family. “It’s not what you think. I didn’t kiss her. I would never ever touch her in that way, or in any way.”

      He sounded sincere, but was he? What if this whole thing was an act? And I had given him so much of me. This is what you get for trusting someone. The pesky little voice said in my head. Its ‘I told you so’ attitude lightly scolding me for allowing him to have so much of me.

      I didn't believe him. I knew what I saw, and if he wasn't kissing her neck the way I had dreamed him doing to me, then why was she relishing the moment and shoving it in my face at the same time? You can't fake the kind of pleasure a guy like Zayne gave you. I should know. I’d experienced only an acute amount which I had been lucky to receive. And it was delicious.

      "Please Isla. Just let me in and let's talk about this. I promise you. I swear on my life, my parents’ life, Kris and Jen's life. I'd go so far as to swear on your own life that what you saw was all but a ruse. A way for that pitiful cunt to get at you." There was obvious desperation in his voice.

      Part of me was screaming at me to tell him to go fuck off and choke on a dick until he died. The other part of me, the emotional and romantic side of me wanted to hear him out. Wanted to hear it from his mouth about what went down. Not like I knew if he would be telling the truth even if he did. Clearly, I was not a good judge of character. I couldn't tell a lying scumbag, a backstabber and a two-faced bitch even when smacked in the face with it.

      I, however, knew someone who did. I didn’t know why I was in such dire need to hear it from him, but I was. I had to know. Had to see his face when he told me what his recount of what went down.

      I opened the door a crack and my breath hitched when I saw him. Even when miserable, he seemed to look like a damn supermodel.

      Don't let your feelings for him override your intellect, Isla. Don't fall back into old habits.

      "I'll listen, but on the condition that I can call Aniyah."

      "Okay."

      Hmmm. Shocker. He must be telling the truth then. Or confident in his abilities to fool anyone.

      "What? No fighting me on this?"

      "I know I'm telling the truth. If having a friend be with you to confirm it is what you need, then I don't care. Do what you need to do." He wasn't angry or anything. He was serious in his tone and the words he spoke.

      I fetched my phone from my school bag and pulled it out. Over twenty missed calls from the girls. Sending a quick text, I reassured them that I was okay, before dialing Aniyah's number. She didn't even allow it to ring once.

      "Oh my goodness, Isla, are you alright?" She asked straight away.

      "Zayne's here."

      The phone went silent. Uh oh.

      "He wants to explain things. Tell his side of the story, and you are the best person at detecting if people are lying. I just need you to hear it as well."

      "Do I need to come over there?" Her voice had gone low and serious. Emotionless.

      "He's just here to—"

      "Do I need to come over there."

      "No. I just need you to listen in."

      "What you saw earlier on was not me kissing Stephanie. She had tried to attach herself to me, and I was brushing off her advances. We were walking to our next class. Not together. I walked ahead of her and she caught up to me. She had tried to tell me that she knew I liked her, which couldn't be the furthest from the truth. I don't deal with people like her. So I grabbed her and pushed her against the wall, got close to her ear and told her to stop fucking with you. Threatened her that if she kept on going, she would get it twice as bad as you have ever received it," Zayne explained calmly.

      "Why did she look at me the way she did?"

      "To get a rise out of you. With the way I was positioned and you seeing her, she took the opportunity to make you think we were doing something unsavoury."

      He erased the space between us and took my hand, kissing the back of it, before he cupped my face. Brushing the tears away with his thumb.

      His blues locked onto my greens and we stayed that way. Transfixed by each other. No matter how mad I was at him, I couldn't deny his beauty. His thumbs continued to draw languid circles on my cheeks and my reserve dropped a little as I fell into the comfort of his touch.

      I had almost forgotten Aniyah was with us until she spoke, breaking the spell he had created into a shattering mess on the floor. I stepped away from him. I couldn't be near him until I heard from Aniyah.

      "He's telling the truth." Her voice returned to its normal shade. Sounding more like the upper Manhattanite than the Czech mob boss. "I'd say you're quite lucky Zayne. If I had even the slightest inkling that you were lying, there's no telling how this conversation would be going right about now."

      "Is that a threat?"

      She chuckled darkly. "I don't make threats, dear. Threats give away your hand, and I'm never one to show people the hand I'm about to play."

      That was all before she left us alone.

      I felt foolish. I had every right to be suspicious, I knew that. I just hated that my past had once again dictated my actions. Actions that could have seriously severed the ties we had. The relationship we were slowly starting to form.

      Once again. Stephanie was ruining my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

          Zayne

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Earning someone’s trust is one of the greatest gifts you can ever receive.”

      

      

      "How did you do?" We all looked at each other. Holding our envelopes which held our score, neither of us wanting to have a look.

      Of course, we had nothing to be worried about. Every single one of us had worked our asses off, and I had no doubt in my mind that we had nailed the SATs.

      "Oh for fuck's sake, I'll go first!" Thea's dramatic flare earning her a chuckle. We all watched in anticipation as she carefully peeled it open and took out the letter. The one that would contain her score and let her know if she did well enough to get into the university of her choice.

      She was never a good poker player, but right now I couldn't tell whether she was happy about her results or not. Eventually, she lifted her head and a wide smile spread across her face.

      “1460! Oh my god! I'm going to be able to apply for Carlington! This is amazing! They have the best beauty course around! Every top make-up artist and hair stylist has gone there." She threw her arms around Kris and they entered into a not-so-pleasing-to-the-eye public display of affection.

      Unlike my brother, I preferred to keep that shit to myself. Nobody needed to know my feelings for the person I was dating. Especially not some strangers. Plus, they were none too pleased about seeing people dry humping each other outside of the privacy of their homes.

      What happened between the sheets remained in a home, or at least somewhere where a whole lot of eyes weren't looking at you. I'm not embarrassed to say that I had taken Amali in a few changing rooms and public bathrooms back in South Africa. We even had one long day of getting tangled in the sheets and seeing how many places we had fucked. It was a thing we called sex bingo. Crossing off all the places you could have sex. It was fun but fuck it had me exhausted by the end of the day. There was only so much my body could take.

      One by one, each of the girls, save Jen, opened up their envelopes and each one beamed with pride at seeing their results. Fatima would be applying for Juilliard, one of the best creative colleges for dance in the country. Aniyah would be applying for Harvard for law. Aurora was going for the Institute of Culinary Education. Isla wanted to go to MIT, and Kris was trying out for an architectural school in San Francisco. And I, well I was going to apply for Monash University to eventually get into their medical school. It was the finest in the country and had an excellent record of graduates who ended up as head surgeons and medical doctors. I was walking in the footsteps of my father. While, I didn't want to be a surgeon, I was aiming to become a paediatrician.

      We all sat around and congratulated each other. The future that could possibly be broken up into little puzzle pieces as we drifted off to different parts of the country never sinking in. Sure, it wasn't determined that with these grades we would get into our number one university, but it was a step in the right direction.

      The rest of the school day seemed to pale in comparison to lunch. Everyone who had received excellent results seemed to be in a flurry of excitement as everyone chatted about where they were going to go and what they were going to write for the essay portion of their application.

      I hadn't even thought that far ahead. I knew I should have, just didn't know where to start. This whole schooling system was new to me. We didn't have it back in South Africa. Everyone was talking about adding the various clubs they were involved in and the community service work they completed and here I was, lost in a sea of people who had enough years under their belt to engage in such activities. I was new to this school, even though we were halfway through the year. I didn't have time to get myself involved in these clubs, nor did the school advisor inform me that I needed to do such things. Apparently though, we would each have our time with them to discuss the direction of our future.

      I needed to get into Monash. There was no fall back school for me. It was there or nowhere. In order to get into the best hospital in the country, I needed to get into the best medical school in the country, and that wasn't going to happen if I fell short in the application. Panicking wasn't something I did. Right now though, I felt like it. The high I had been riding from the 1501 score I got had been squashed and thrown in the trash.

      As if sensing my unease, Isla nudged my arm with her shoulder, forcing me to look at her.

      "Hey, it'll be okay. Colleges in the states make exceptions for those from overseas. You won't be held to the same standards as the rest of us. Just nail it with the essay portion and you'll do fine."

      "What do I write?"

      "If you want, I can come over this afternoon and we can work on ours together?"

      I nodded, refraining from hugging and kissing her. It's all I wanted to do at that moment. She was it for me. She was one of the good ones, and even though she had been treated poorly her entire life, she still managed to grasp onto the good and compassionate side of herself. Releasing everything into the world it had failed to give her.

      There were two certainties in my life. Two things I knew I wanted and couldn't live without.

      Family.

      Isla.

      The feelings were so strong, I didn't know what I would do without one or the other.

      We drove to my house, Isla sitting in the front seat while Jen sat at the back. Kris was off with Thea as usual. I was happy for him. Thea was a good girl. I approved of her, not because I thought she was an amazing person—which she was—but because she was Isla's friend.

      I had caved when Jen started bugging me about hearing this song from a band I still refused to recognize as a band. I still considered them to be noise, but Isla insisted they were cool. Jen stuck her tongue out at me when she saw me give in and plugged her phone up to my car stereo, I cringed as the song I had caught Isla dancing to, by whoever the fuck their name was, started to play. None surprisingly, my sister loved it, then again, she had a tendency to favor shit bands.

      Halfway home and the two were bouncing up and down in their seat, singing to the damn song.

      "Again!" Isla announced.

      "Don't you fucking dare. I can only tolerate so much of that song. It's bad enough you like it and actually call it music."

      "Oh come on Zayne, don't be a spoil sport! Plus, you wouldn't know good music if it smacked you right in the face."

      "Yeah? This coming from a girl who actually likes Internal Overdrive? Pardon me if I don't trust your judgement of good music."

      "You like Internal Overdrive?!" Isla squealed.

      "You actually know who they are?!" Jen squealed back

      "Ahhh, duh! Why wouldn't I know them?"

      "Well, they aren't really big outside of South Africa. They're totally weird, but that's what I love about them."

      "Same! Did you see they were in the movie Death & Diamonds?!”

      "I only watched it because of them."

      "I watched it because of Jack Hughes, and then realized that he had a mullet. It was god awful."

      They both broke out into a laugh, and I had to admit, I loved how relaxed and casual they were with each other. It was nice to see Isla out of her comfort zone.

      I was thankful when we reached our house. I could stop hearing these two noise-making machines. I killed the engine and hopped out, Jen and Isla still chatting on. I held the front door open and said hi to my mom who was heading out to her shift at the hospital.

      "Hello dear," she kissed me and Jen on the forehead and gave Isla a hug. "Okay kids, be good. Your father and I will be at work all night."

      "Yes, Mom. Have a good night."

      "I will. There is a steak in the fridge and some potatoes and other veggies. I gotta go. Night kids!" She called as she rushed outside.

      "Your turn to cook dinner," I told Jen. She frowned at me.

      "What? I cooked last time!" She whined.

      "No you didn’t, dickhead. Now get going. Isla and I are going up to my room."

      She waved her hands frantically in front of her. "Geeze, I don't need to hear what you two will be getting up to, just keep it quiet."

      "She's helping me with my application letter for university, idiot." I grabbed her in a headlock and ruffled her hair. She squirmed in my hold, hitting me on the back before giving in and growing limp. her breathing coming out ragged.

      "You can let me go now, asshole."

      "Ask nicely."

      "Can you let me go, asshole?"

      "Come on Zayne, let her go. If you want to get that letter done, we should get started before dinner." I looked at Isla and winked while releasing a disheveled Jen. She grumbled, a string of expletives leaving her as she made her way to the kitchen.

      "Come on, beautiful." I took her hand in mine and led her upstairs to my room, closing the door behind us.

      She walked over to my desk and sat down in one of the two chairs available, slipping her bag off her shoulder, allowing it to fall onto the plush carpeted flooring. I loved how comfortable she had become around me and my family. If someone had told me at the start that Isla and I would be at this point in our lives, I would have punched them and told them to fuck off.

      Here she was though. The hardest girl I have ever had to work at to get. Geeze, way to make her sound like a fucking donkey, you ass.

      "Okay, so from what I hear, what makes the admission board of the most prestigious colleges in America choose you, depends ninety percent on the application letter. They want originality but realism. They don't want you to give them a story purely based on conjecture. You have one thing that nobody else has."

      "What?"

      "Experience. Being a guy of color, growing up in a country that didn't accept you for who you are is something. Just don't fill it with cliché shit. And by that, I mean, don't play the woe-is-me card. Add in what you learned, how you were and your growth. Not just, I'm a poor coloured boy from South Africa. There is experience within you, that has made you the guy you are today. Use it."

      "What are you going to write about?"

      She thought for a moment, tapping a pen on her chin. "To be honest? I don't know. There are plenty of stories out there about the struggles of high school in a white-bred society. In order to stand out, I need something that nobody else has brought to the table. I have no extracurricular activities because I'm hated at the school. I used to volunteer at a lot of animal shelters, but I stopped. I lacked the motivation to do anything and was so focused on me."

      "I think you have something that nobody else will be able to bring to the table from this school. Above all else, you have faced your bullies and not given in. You are so much stronger than you give yourself credit for. You have befriended three outsiders and gave them your trust, even with the fear and possibility they could hurt you like everyone else. You don't think you have a story? You are a damn story." I walked over to her and sat on the chair, pulling her closer to me.

      "Even though you don't believe in yourself and think that you don’t have what it takes. It doesn't matter. Because I'm here to remind you every day that you are better than you perceive yourself to be. I'm here to tell you that you are Isla fucking Davenport, and you can do anything."

      Her eyes pooled with moisture and a single tear slipped from her eye. Before I could wipe it off, she got up and straddled me. Her beautifully pouty lips landed on mine and began kissing me. There was so much in it. She was giving me everything she had feared to give anybody else. Showing me that she trusted me to be there for her. To never leave her side. And like a selfish ass, I grabbed ahold of it and locked it away.

      I never got sick of her kisses. The way her breathing became heavier when she placed more passion into her kisses. The way her heart beat rapidly the more turned on she became.

      It could always be a hit or miss when kissing someone who was so inexperienced, but Isla; she was the best kisser I had ever experienced. She knew exactly how to work her tongue, to place her head, and how much pressure was needed. She was a perfect fit to me, and I couldn't imagine doing this with anybody else.

      Her hands slid through my hair and she gripped my head as she deepened our kiss. I gripped her hips and without thinking, I pulled her against my now rock-hard cock, grinding her against me. Until I stopped.

      Fuck.

      I broke away and she looked down at me with fear in her eyes. Her lips swollen from the kiss, and her cheeks dusted a rose pink. Knowing exactly what she was thinking I hurried to reassure her. "I don't want to push you into something you're not ready for, that's all."

      Relaxing, she smiled and our lips met again, plunging her tongue into my mouth and setting the pace as she ground up against me. She was giving me the green light to take things a little further, but I needed her to stop. Didn't want her to but she had to. If we didn't, I would be fucking her into oblivion soon and that is not how I wanted her or our first time to go. She had a thing for romantic comedies, and I knew that she wanted something other than a quick fuck. She deserved a special moment, not one when we were all hopped up on lust and horny as fuck.

      Just like a typical fucking male though, it all seemed to be shot to hell the longer she rode me. My dick got even harder by the second.

      I stopped her movements and lifted us off the chair. Carrying her to my bed and placing her down gently on my bed, I climbed on top of her. Taking a moment to admire the beauty I had in front of me. Her hair splayed out around her, it was almost as if she had a halo. Lowering myself I returned to kissing her.

      I may not be able to take the one thing she held so dear, but I could give her something to satiate this craving she had for me. This was the most carefree and relaxed I had seen her. Her guard was fully down, and it was as if I could see right into her soul. Her hands slipped under my shirt and ventured slowly up my back as if committing every groove, every muscle to memory as she moaned in my mouth. The mere touch making her want me more. I allowed my hands to rove down her stomach and stopped at the hem of her skirt. What I expected her to do was to slap my hand away. Instead, she grabbed my hand and guided it up her leg. I bunched up the school skirt, tracing her leg.

      She mewled against my mouth which only stirred me on and gave me what I needed to keep on going. I didn't stop until I reached her bikini line, tracing the outline of her panties. She bucked underneath my hand and I chuckled.

      "Is this okay?"

      "Mhmm."

      Her head fell back, eyes closed, her breathing turning heavy. I slipped my hand under her panties and slid down until I reached her now wet pussy. I moved a finger in between her folds, before landing on her pebbled clit, rubbing it with the pad of my middle finger softly.

      "Oh god... Zayne."

      My cock twitched hearing her breathe out my name. She was so damn hot.

      I found her lips again, catching her heavy breaths as we kissed. She was grinding against my hand now, begging me to get her there. And like a good boy, I complied and applied a little bit more pressure and ramped up the speed. A few strokes was all it took for her to scream out my name. Her back arched, her full breasts pressing into my chest.

      I didn't even care if Jen could hear me or not. This was the sweetest sound I could have heard. Better than all the music in the world. I just wanted to record it and put it on repeat. There's nothing sexier than getting a girl to orgasm. Not only was it aurally satisfying, but it gave a massive boost to the ego. I'd like to think that I knew the difference from someone who was faking it to someone who was genuinely reaching the peak of their euphoria.

      I kissed her gently, on her lips and then along her jaw, moving aside her hair so I could get better access to her ear. I took her lobe between my teeth and sucked, making sure my breathing was heavy. This was the one thing I had found that drove the girls wild and had them writhing for more.

      My hand slipped out from underneath her panties and ventured to meet her skin underneath her shirt. She froze and yanked my hand off of her, scrambling to get off the bed and raced to the bathroom, locking it behind her.

      What? What the fuck just happened there?

      Readjusting my cock, I walked over to the bathroom and knocked on the door.

      "Isla? What's wrong?" I asked softly. When she was in these moods, she could spook easily. I didn't want her to freak out and suffer an anxiety attack.

      "Nothing."

      "Isla, you just raced into the bathroom after I gave you an orgasm, and you're telling me it's nothing? Now either you really need to piss, or I did something wrong."

      "It's not you. Promise. I just..." She unlocked the door and I opened it to find her on the floor. She looked up at me with tears in her eyes.

      I sat down on the ground and pulled her into me, stroking her hair and comforting her. "You can tell me anything. You know that right?"

      "Yeah, I know. I just freaked out that's all. I've never gone this far before. I just freaked out when I thought you were going to take my top off."

      "We can go slow. I'm sorry if I pushed you."

      "No. No, that was...amazing. It's just me. I'm not exactly comfortable in my own skin. It'll just take some time to get there."

      "And that's fine. I'll let you set the pace, okay?"

      "Thank you."

      I leant down and kissed her on the lips.

      A promise to protect her.

      To never hurt her.

      To be the person she needed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Sex education is essential, awkward, and shocking.”

      

      

      "No. Fucking. Shit! That did not happen!" Thea shouted excitedly, her joviality drawing a giggle from me.

      She had been doing this for the past half hour.

      "This really isn't a big deal," Aniyah said, attempting to make the situation less than it was. As grateful as I was for her attempt, it wasn't going to work. When the girls got worked up, it was hard to bring them back down again.

      "What do you mean this isn't a big deal? This is huge! You do realize that at the start of the year, Isla went from having no boyfriend to now having one? Let's not forget that she had her first kiss with said boyfriend and he got her off all in the space of six months. This isn't a big deal to you?" Thea said waving her arms around animatedly.

      "Well, of course I believe it's something to celebrate, but—" she angled her head my way to suggest that I may want to make less of a fuss about it.

      "It's okay Aniyah. The girls are right. This is a big deal I guess. I never even thought this was ever going to happen. It was never a possibility for me."

      "You don't have to worry about that now. You have the hottest boyfriend in the school! Possibly in the entire town.”

      "We're not boyfriend and girlfriend," I corrected.

      Even though we had been at this non-relationship thing for the past couple of months, we still hadn't defined the relationship, or DTR’d, as my friends liked to call it. I wasn't too sure what we were. I was confident that he wasn't messing with me anymore. Aniyah confirmed that.

      "What do you mean you're not girlfriend and boyfriend? You have DTR'd haven't you?" Fatima asked, shocked.

      "Ummm... no?" I responded sheepishly. Feeling foolish that I had yet to have this discussion with him. Especially after what he had done to me.

      "So let me get this straight. You two have kissed, and he made you cum—"

      "Really? Do we need to be saying shit like that? He's my fucking brother for Pete's sake!" Jen exclaimed.

      "If you don't like it, there's the door." Yep, Thea was always blunt as shit. Thankfully Jen knew her enough now to know that this was just her way.

      She picked up a cushion and pegged it at Thea's head, narrowly missing a vase as it flew past her when she ducked out of the way.

      "Can we just refrain from using words like cum, dick and the like? And no talking about my brother's...stuff." She shuddered at the thought and it made me smile. For once, I wasn't the one to feel uneasy.

      "I can't and will not promise that those words will not be said by me."

      "I'm going to the kitchen." She got up and grumbled as she left.

      "You need to DTR that shit... like, yesterday. Kris and I knew what we were within a month of starting to see each other."

      "I've never had that conversation before, and what if he says no?" I whispered.

      "Need I remind you of all the shit that he's done for you, and to you?"

      "No, but—"

      "No buts! Just get it done. The sooner you do it, the sooner you get it over and done with. Rip off that band aid! You'll feel so much better afterwards, and you won't have to wonder about whether he wants to go steady with you."

      Going steady. It was such a weird way to solidify a relationship. Relationships—from pure observation—were anything but steady. There were bumps, twists and turns, and sharp corners. A lot of cliffs, and you're going at a speed that seemed dangerous, but thrilling at the same time. There was nothing steady about a relationship adventure.

      "I'm actually surprised you let him give you the Big O so quickly. You must feel really comfortable with him," Aurora said.

      "I do. It took some time for obvious reasons, but things are good and he makes me feel safe when I'm around him. I've never had that since... well, since Darren, and he wasn't even my boyfriend."

      "Fuck, I haven't heard you mention him in years!" Fatima near shouted.

      "That's because he was a cunt to her, Fatima. What kind of person ditches a friend when they need them the most?" Thea bit out.

      "What if he was going through something himself, and/or wasn't in the position to contact her?" It was very typical for Aniyah to always consider the situation of another person.

      "I'm sorry, but what situation has you not being able to call or even fucking text when a friend tells you they need you? The only acceptable reasons to not call are, you’re dead, have been kidnapped, or are in the process of dying."

      "That's a little harsh."

      "Yeah, well so was he."

      Out of all of us, Thea had been the most upset. The one thing she hated more than anything, was disloyalty. If she let you into her life, she expected you to give her the same courtesy and respect she gave you. She had loved Darren as much as I had, and when he hadn't returned any of my calls when Stephanie started going into hyperdrive, she was livid. He had ignored her and myself, and she was the one to pick up the pieces of the mess he created. We had always been close, but this really cemented how much of a sister she was to me.

      "I don't want to talk about Darren. He's in the past and out of my life. I've come to terms with what happened—or didn't happen—in that instance."

      Aurora clapped her hands. "Exactly! No douchebags are allowed in this space. So, the burning question is, Isla, are you going to pop your cherry with Zayne?" she asked, wiggling her brows in a playful manner.

      All eyes were trained on me. Waiting for my answer.

      “Yeah, I think he's the one. He's been the only one and I don't think there'll be another one to come around for a while, if ever.”

      “Don't do it because you think he's all you'll ever be able to get. Do you love him?”

      I thought about this. I felt strong feelings for him. Were they feelings of love, though? I didn't believe so, but what was love? How did you know whether you were or not? Movies and books would dictate that the way you can tell whether you are in love with someone is when you can't stop thinking about them. That you think about them when you wake up, during the day and before you go to sleep. That the mere thought of not having them around or in your life makes you physically hurt. There is only that person in your life and it’s only that person that you can see. It's as if everybody else is a blur. That you would die if you two were to ever break up.

      Did I feel those things? I thought about him a lot. Sure, but I didn't think I would die without him. I didn't think about other guys, but that wasn't because I only saw and thought of Zayne, it was because there were no other options for guys. I had somehow built this stronghold, flipped the switch off that controlled my attraction. However, when I saw him for the first time, it sneakily flicked back on and I was on high alert with him.

      Maybe that was love. Maybe it wasn't.

      The only thing I could say for certain, was that I liked him. A lot.

      "I can't say whether I love him, but I do really like him. Does that matter when losing your virginity?"

      "No sweetie, it doesn't. What Aniyah is trying to say, is make sure that he is someone you feel safe enough and trust to give him the most important and sacred thing a girl can give a guy. Because once you do, you can't get that back." Thea looked at me and smiled.

      "I do trust him. I feel myself around him. And safe. I've had my doubts about him, but that's not because he has given me anything to be concerned about. It's my own insecurities. After what we did, he was so caring. It was really sweet."

      I looked up to see a round of shocked faces, I would have been shocked as well. Zayne didn't do sweet. While he spoke to my friends, and even that was rare, he still didn't show them a softer side of him like he did with me. It's like he reserved his kindness to those he cared about the most. I saw it when he was with his family. It was like night and day. He was relaxed, calm and a nice person. The guy I had come to see every day from him.

      I felt so honored that he would show that side of him to me. I knew it was hard. He had a difficult life, trusting and befriending people wasn't a thing that came easy to him because he had been without for so long.

      It was part of the reason I related to him so much. Our situations on the opposite ends of the spectrum, but the concept was the same. No friends because of our appearances. Never having anyone take a chance because they couldn't see past the aesthetics.

      They say, never judge a book by its cover. However, people did that every day. It was hard not to judge. You had your preconceptions about people straight off the bat and sometimes it served you well. Other times, it didn't. And there were those moments, where it wasn't out of instinctual judgement, it was out of cruelty, where the cover was something to be ridiculed and mocked. Teased about.

      We had been through that, and it was possibly the reason why there was this strange hold we had over each other. We were drawn to each other in a way that nobody would be able to fathom.

      "If you're going to have sex with him, there's a few things you need to know."

      "Oh god, I came in at the wrong time. Okay bitches, I'm out. See you tomorrow," Jen announced, picking up her bag, giving me a kiss on the cheek and leaving, flipping us the bird on the way out.

      "Oh thank god! Now we can get down to the nitty gritty. Now that he has fingered you, you should return the favor."

      "Return the favor?"

      "Yeah, give him head."

      I looked around at the girls for confirmation, and they all nodded their heads. Even Aniyah, who was just as much of a virgin as I was.

      "Oooookay. Ummm, how do I do that?"

      "I'm so glad you asked. Have you ever seen someone give a guy head? Not in real life, but on a TV show or in a movie?" I shook my head. I had seen sex scenes in movies and TV shows, they weren't exactly explicit with them. In fact, I'm pretty sure there was no explanation or step by step process on how to have sex or perform sexual acts. "Have you watched any porn?" I shook my head again.

      I was a girl with no sexual experience. I wasn't exactly jonesing for it. I had no need to watch that kind of stuff. I hadn't even masturbated before. The first time I had an orgasm was with Zayne.

      "Well honey, you are going to be in for a rude awakening." Her eyes twinkled with mischievousness and excitement. She raced upstairs and came back down a minute later with a laptop in her hand. Placing it on the table as we crowded around. Her fingers danced rapidly across the keys, bringing up a site called TripleXHub, clicking on the first video that popped up.

      "Are you ready? Because this is going to be a shock for you. It's going to be messy and whorish and oh so deliciously disgusting, but it'll give you an idea what giving head looks like and how it's performed."

      I gulped, swallowing the unease that sat heavy in my throat, and nodded numbly. I wasn't sure I wanted a sexual education in Thea's living room. Granted, her parents were out for the day, but still, they could come home any minute and the last thing I wanted for us to get caught watching was porn. There is nothing in the world that could scrub clean that level of embarrassment.

      "Can we at least go up to your room, I don't want your parents to catch us watching this stuff," I said nervously, frantically looking around me just in case either of them walked in.

      She rolled her eyes and sighed. "Fine. Everybody, upstairs."

      She jumped up, and led the way to her room, closing it and locking it behind her.

      We all sat on her bed as she went straight to her computer and brought up the site again. I really hoped she cleared her history every day, because I would hate to think about the kind of twisted shit her parents would see that their daughter was watching. She was the most experienced out of all of us. I was kind of grateful I was getting this unwarranted sex lesson from her.

      She clicked the play button. It was an interesting one, and the acting was just horrible. I guess it wasn't about the acting at the end of the day. It was about the sex.

      This video told of a girl who was at home alone, reading on the couch in casual clothes. She then changes into her bikini and steps outside. Stripping down, she swims naked and her next door neighbor catches her. She's mortified at first, but then she gets excited and asks him to come over.

      “Oh, come on! Nobody would be that accepting and carefree about a man checking them out in the nude. Ignoring the fact that nobody gets into a bathing suit, just to get out of it two seconds later,” I said.

      Fatima groans, rolling her eyes at me. “It’s not meant to be realistic. If it were, that hot as balls neighbor would be a fat man with hair everywhere but his head and a beer gut.”

      “Will you two fucking shut up?” Thea hissed.

      We both giggled.

      When it got down to it, it was the most shocking thing I had ever seen in my life. They were going to town on each other.

      Fifteen minutes later and I sat there, still. Frozen and unable to move. What had I just watched? It was filthy and, well, Thea was a little wrong when she said whorish. That was the most horrible thing I had ever seen. She allowed the guy to stick it in places where nothing should ever be stuck. She must have been loose as anything because he was able to fit his whole fist up… Nope. Just so wrong, on so many levels.

      "I don't have to do that, do I?"

      "Oh god no!" Thea laughed. "Oh honey, no. I just wanted you to see what giving a blowjob looked like. And even that isn't the most perfect representation of what you do."

      "Then how?"

      "Well what you want to do is grip their cock firmly, but not too firm, you don't want to hurt the one appendage you need in order to get laid. Plus, guys usually aren't that responsive to having their cock squeezed as if it were a plush toy. When you do this, it's called a hand job. So you want to move and up and down, keep the same grip on it."

      "How firm?" This was both eye opening and unbelievable. I couldn't believe I was getting sex tips. This wasn’t something I ever would have imagined happening. Not now. Not ever.

      I had to know though. Sooner or later, I would have to return the favour. I wasn't one for one sided anything. I gave as good as I received. Oh god that sounded dirty.

      "Like this." She grabbed my arm and held it up, wrapping her hand around my wrist and applying a little bit of pressure on it. She nodded at me when I looked at her. "Just like this. See how it's firm, but not so much that I’m practically snapping it off?”

      "It's different if they aren't circumcised,” Aurora piped up.

      My head whipped around to look at her. "What?" I asked, horrified.

      "It's okay, no need to freak out. If they aren't circumcised, it just means that they still have their foreskin. All you need to do is—well, hopefully by the time you reach this stage, the flag will be at full mast. Then all you need to do is jerk him off, but if he isn't and you are getting him there, all you need to do is pull the foreskin down so it slips past the head, but not so much."

      I felt like I should have been taking physical notes, not just mental notes. Okay, so if he still had his foreskin, then I had to pull it down a little. That sounded painful as fuck.

      "It won't hurt him, don't worry," Fatima said with a chuckle, as if sensing my concern.

      "You can alternate between... umm, let's just do this one at a time. That was a hand job. Now, for the blowjob. You just have to... I need a prop."

      She searched around her desk for something to reenact giving a blowjob with. "Uh huh! This'll do. It's nowhere near as big or thick but desperate times." She spun back around with a pen in her hand.

      "What you want to do is take it a bit at a time. I imagine Zayne is going to be big."

      "Are you just saying that because he's a guy of color?" Aniyah asked, folding her arms across her chest, giving her a look.

      “What? Most black guys are, it’s a known fact.” Aniyah gave her a look. “What? Stereotypes exist for a reason.” She shrugged. “Now, let's get down to it. So, what you need to do is tease the head a little. He'll probably have a little bit of pre-cum on the slit of his dick. Don't worry, this is a good sign. It just means he's horny as hell and wants you bad. It'll taste salty, but all in all, it's not bad. After you tease the head, you will then have to take the rest of it in your mouth. As much as you can. Don't be like that porn star and try to take all of him. It won't work. If you want to give him the whole experience, you can use your hand as well.” She demonstrated her teachings so far, by placing her mouth over the pen, and moving her head up and down. Looking at me to make sure I was watching. “Using your lips, create a nice seal around the shaft of his cock and move up and down, mind your teeth. Some guys like a little grazing, but it's not an Tootsie Pop, don't go biting that shit to get to the tootsie roll centre, that’ll come later,” she winked.

      "You can go slow at first, and then pick up your speed. Most guys tend to like it when you go faster. The faster you go the more friction, the more it touches the nerves that will make him cum. You following?"

      I nodded my head. It was a fair bit to take in, but I believe I had it. Apply pressure but not too much, tease the head and create a nice seal around his dick and then suck by moving up and down. Okay. I could do that. Couldn't I?

      My stomach fluttered with nerves and I took a few deep breaths in an attempt to calm it. It wasn't easy. I didn't want to do it. I was scared. What if I was bad? What if he hated it? What if I hurt him? I didn't want to hurt him and have him think I was a freak. I had yet to do anything nice or good for him, and I didn't want to start by pissing him off.

      "It seems scary, but it really isn't. Zayne will go slow with you and tell you what he likes and doesn't like. If you are going to do this with anyone for the first time, he is the perfect person." Aurora placed a hand on my shoulder, reassuring me.

      She was right. I knew it, but I couldn't help feeling scared. I lacked experience in so many ways and with so many things. He knew he was my first and would never pressure me into doing anything. He would take things slow with me. I just wanted to make things good for him like they were with me. It was embarrassing to think that he had been with so many girls and had years of sleeping with them, and here I was, an eighteen-year-old girl who had only just started to venture through the doors of her sexuality.

      "I think I can do this." I wanted to sound more sure of myself than I felt.

      I hope I had pulled it off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

          Zayne

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “It’s a wonderful thing when someone accepts you enough to be yours.”

      

      

      I sat down and answered the ConneKT call from Amali. A pang of guilt pricked me as I realized this was the second time she had called me. I had not once tried to get in contact with her. I was the worst fucking friend in the world.

      "Hey."

      "Hey, arsehole. Long time no see."

      I ran my hand through my hair. "Yeah, sorry about that. I've been a shit friend."

      "See, this is what makes it all worthwhile. You aren't some arsehole that pretends that you have had things going on or try to make excuses for your lack of contact. You just come out and tell me that you are a shite person. What's been going on?"

      "Things are going well. Passed my SAT's and Isla is going to help me with my application."

      "Isla, huh? Things seem to be going well. Last time we spoke, you were acting like a raging thundercunt to her."

      "I wasn't that fucking bad," I snapped.

      She laughed. "Settle down. How are things going with you two?"

      "Good. We are... we have been seeing each other. For the last couple of months now."

      "Seeing each other? You mean, she's your girlfriend."

      "No. I mean, we've been seeing each other."

      "What? You've been dating for the past two months and you aren’t even boyfriend and girlfriend?”

      "Yeah, what of it?"

      "Apart from the fact that you have yet to have the talk with her and tell her that you want to be her boyfriend? You do want to be her boyfriend, don't you?"

      Of course I fucking do.

      "I'm taking things slow with her. She's too damn important to fuck things over with."

      "You must really like her huh?" There was a strangeness in her voice.

      "Are you jealous, Amali?"

      She laughed. "I'm not jealous, you dickhead. This is a once in a lifetime moment, something I never thought I'd ever see. You falling for a girl. Wow, Zayne, America has changed you."

      "No. I've just learned to grow the fuck up."

      "This isn't growing up. You're learning to be a regular teen. Something that was taken from you at such a young age."

      "Don't start getting all sappy with me now, Swanepoel."

      "You're such a cunt."

      "I know. That's what you love about me right?"

      "Barely, tell me about Miss Davenport. What is it about her that has gotten the strong-hearted lion turning into a little happy chihuahua?”

      I chuckled. She always knew how to lighten things up and make me laugh. She was my best friend and the whole reason we had remained friends after our dalliance. She and her family had moved to England not long before we had moved here. Her mother was English, and for a change, they up and left.

      "Where do I start? She's one of the kindest people I have ever met in my life, and even though life shits on her constantly, she still gets up in the morning and treats people the way she would like to be treated. The many years of torture has not steeled her heart. She's strong even though she doesn't believe it. She's also one of the most beautiful people I have ever met. What makes her even more beautiful is that she has no idea just how beautiful she is. She's intoxicating and I just drown in her scent, the taste of her—“

      "Wait right there, Mister. The taste of her? You've gone down on her?"

      "No. We've just kissed, and I fingered her."

      "Holy fucking shit, Shai!”

      "I know."

      "And you're still not her boyfriend? So you can give her her first orgasm, but you still can't define your relationship with her? You have the most backwards thinking ever."

      "I don't want to push it. She's never been in a relationship before and this is the first time I think anybody has ever paid her any attention that wasn't because they wanted something from her."

      "You need to ask her."

      "We're taking things slow."

      "Slow? It's been two months and you got her off. That isn't going slow. You need to make her yours before somebody else realizes that she is an amazing person and worth having in their life.” I sighed. " Don't pull that shit on me. Just fucking go over there now and ask her to be your girlfriend.”

      I held my hands up. "Okay, okay. I'll do it."

      "Good. And then after you two get all lovey dovey and you make her cum again, then come over here and tell me all about it."

      "You perve."

      "Shut up and leave," she guffawed, shooing me off.

      I said goodbye and headed to my car.

      I still wasn't too sure I should be doing this. I didn't want to push Isla into something she didn't want to do, but Amali had a point. I had brought her to orgasm and we had been seeing each other for two months now and nothing. I wanted her to be my girlfriend. Wanted to show everyone that she was worth having. She was someone worth befriending and dating. Because she fucking hell was. Everyone was going to see her worth now.

      I pulled in the front of her house and parked.

      Butterflies escaped and flew around in my stomach. I felt sick. Wanted to vomit. This was the first time I would be doing anything like this. I knew she liked me, but there was still a chance she could say no if I went and asked her. I didn't know if I would be able to handle that. I didn't know if I would be able to handle this commitment.

      I looked over at her house and in through the living room. She was in there talking to her dad. She was at ease and comfortable.

      Just suck it up and fucking do this. You're a man not a boy, so go act like it, you pussy.

      Not the best pep talk to give oneself, but I needed to do it. Cruel to be kind, as they say? I killed the engine and hopped out of the car, locking it as I walked up the path to her house.

      Taking a minute to compose myself, I psyched myself up the best I could in order to go ahead with this.

      You can do this. She's going to say yes. You are Zayne fucking Shai.

      I rapped on her door. It only took a few minutes for her sexy smile to make an appearance, making my cock come awake in the process. Get your shit together. The last thing I needed was to have a hard on while asking her if she wanted to be my girlfriend.

      "Hi, what are you doing here?" She asked.

      "What? I can't come and see you?" I smirked.

      "Of course, I just didn't know you were coming over today. Do we have plans that I forgot about?" Her eyes went wide.

      "No, no we didn't."

      "Do you want to come in?"

      I shook my head. I had to do this right now before I chickened out. “I don’t want to push you into anything. To be honest I didn’t even want to say anything to you at all. With how things are with you, I don’t think you...you know what? Forget it, it’s stupid," I rambled on like an idiot. What the fuck man!

      She smiled at me, using everything she had not to laugh. This only had me feeling more nervous. What if she laughed at me instead?

      The many ways in which she could respond played in my head. My hands became clammy, and I wiped them on my pants.

      She placed a hand on my shoulder and looked me in the eyes. Her delicious greens hypnotized me, urging me to continue, with a coy smile and a quick peck on the lips. “I don’t know if you want to. It’s totally okay if you don’t. But Isla Davenport, would you be my girlfriend?”

      Her mouth dropped open in surprise and there were no words. She was speechless.

      “Please, say something,” I chuckled nervously, running a hand through my hair when she still hadn’t answered.

      She stood there in deep thought, as if contemplating my offer. Offer, this isn't a fucking business deal, dickhead. Time seemed to pass slowly, and I could basically hear the clock.

      Tick. Tick. Tick.

      A minute passed.

      Tick. Tick. Tick.

      Another minute passed.

      This was torture.

      How long was she going to make me wait? I shuffled on my feet, the minutes that went on, agonizing.

      She's going to say no. She was finding a nice way to put me down and say no to me. That's what I was expecting as I saw the conflicted and a pained look on her face. Her eyes squinting, brows furrowed and her bottom lip sucked in between her teeth. I was a mix of turned on and ready to slip into an anxiety attack.

      Get ahold of yourself! I stood there, scolding myself. Anything to keep me from drowning in my own self-doubt and nerves.

      “Please don’t hurt me,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. Pain, sorrow, and fear a clear inflection.

      I pulled her into my arms and kissed the crown of her head before chucking her chin up with a lone finger. Love and adoration pouring off of me. I needed her to know that I would do anything in my power to make sure that she knew I would never hurt her. Intentionally anyway. “I’d much rather die than to dare hurt you.”

      It was the truth. Because I would.

      A small smile painted her lips and she stood on her toes and kissed me gently on the lips.

      Damn this girl was going to be the death of me.

      And I would die happily.

      "Do you want to come in?"

      "I would actually."

      Taking my hand, she led me in and straight to the living room. Her father looked up, greeting me with a wide smile.

      "Zayne! How are you doing, son?" he got off the couch and walked over. Shaking my hand. "What have you been up to? Apart from making my daughter walk around with a wide smile on her face."

      "Dad!" She cried out, mortified.

      "Settle down, sweetheart. He's your boyfriend now." He waved her off with a single hand, as if it was nothing, and all but normal for people to listen in on other people’s conversations.

      "You were listening in on our conversation?!" Her cheeks blushed into a furious rose color.

      "The door was slightly ajar and his voice carries. Congratulations to you both. I like him."

      "Well, it's good to know that you approve of the people in my life."

      "It is, isn't it? With some of the people in your life, I want to make sure that every person from here on out is treating you like you deserve. Like the princess you are."

      "I would never do anything to hurt her, you can be sure of that," I responded vehemently.

      "I know. You don't need to curry my favor son. I knew you were a good one the first day we met. You staying for dinner?"

      "No, I wouldn't want to impose."

      "Impose? Are you kidding me? As soon as the missus finds out about you two, she's going to want to throw a party. This is the least embarrassing way to celebrate."

      He clapped me on the back and walked to the kitchen. Isla slumped down on the couch, head in her hands. I sat down and put my arm around her.

      "Your father's cool."

      "No he isn't. He's totally embarrassing and an absolute goofball," she groaned, throwing her head in her hands in mortification.

      "But he's your embarrassing father and your goofball."

      "I know. Let's go upstairs before he tells my mother and she starts screaming at us both."

      We made it halfway up the stairs before a blood curdling scream rung out in the air, followed by quick, heavy footfalls as they came barreling over to where we were.

      "You two are dating now?!"

      "Mom. Please don't make a big deal out of this."

      She composed herself and cleared her throat. "I'm cool. I'm totally being cool." Mrs. Davenport shifted herself around, awkwardly attempting to gain some composure.

      Isla shot her a warning look.

      "I'm fine. Zayne, I hear you are staying here for dinner."

      "If that's okay." In reality, I didn't want to stay for dinner. Well not the kind of dinner she could provide anyway.

      "Of course it is! We're having honey soy chicken wings with salad and rice."

      "That sounds delicious. Thank you."

      

      Dinner was interesting. Her mother kept on staring at me with love in her eyes. It was a little uncomfortable, but it was also quite droll as well.

      "I'm so sorry about my parents."

      "Your parents are wonderful, and they love you." I kissed her on the lips.

      "I'd invite you to stay but I'm afraid I'm going to die under all this embarrassment. Talk to you tomorrow?"

      "No. I'm not going to talk to you tomorrow." Her face fell, and I kissed her again on the lips. With more passion this time, driving her back into her front door. "I'm going to be seeing you tomorrow. Diner for lunch?"

      "I would love to."

      "Good. I'll pick you up at twelve-thirty."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “The thing about emotional baggage is, that once you allow someone into your life, you aren’t the only one that carries it.”

      

      

      "He asked you out?!" I cringed when Thea's squealing came flooding through the speakers of my computer.

      "Holy fucking shit, Thea! The decibels. My god. Dogs from five towns over can fucking hear you," Aurora scolded.

      "Well, aren't you excited?! Her and Zayne are finally dating! I called it. I actually called it!"

      "Of course I'm excited! But we're also right here, not in another country. So you can turn down the volume dude."

      "I'm very happy for you Isla. This is amazing," Aniyah said after the rabble had died down between Thea and Aurora.

      "Thank you, Aniyah. I'm pretty stoked. A little nervous, but still happy."

      "What are you nervous about?"

      "I know that he won't hurt me. I know that he'll be there for me, but this is my first real relationship. Every new ‘first’ experience I’m going to have will be with him. That's kind of scary."

      "I understand. It's a big step to take. Especially considering what's happened before. I'm glad you are taking this leap though. It'll be good for you."

      "Stephanie and the rest of the female population are going to be so damn livid. They are going to hate you so much for this." And there it was. With those few words, Fatima had shattered the cloud nine feeling I was having.

      They were going to hate me. Stephanie especially. She had threatened me at the start of the year to stay away from the brothers. A wave of apprehension and fear overtook me, and I thought about all the things she had done to me prior over the simplest things.

      She once tripped me down the stairs and I sprained my ankle. It was during my bigger years and it didn't help me in losing weight since I couldn't do any exercise for a whole week. You always hear of kids being cruel, excessively cruel. In ways which defy social understanding. I never imagined that people actually did those things to people and that they could perform such contemptible acts in order to make people feel low.

      I hung up the ConneKT chat with the girls, constantly thinking of how things could possibly end up.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I spent the whole weekend stressing and agonising over everything. What would everyone think when they saw me and Zayne. Would they whisper words of shock and disgust? Would anyone approve? Of course they wouldn't approve. They didn't approve of me. Why would they be okay with me having a boyfriend. I had opted to come to school with my friends instead of with Zayne. When he asked me, I just lied and told him that I was already going in with the girls and that I would meet him there.

      I know. It was a petty and low thing to do. I just couldn't handle it. It's hard to explain.

      Standing at my locker, I was gathering my books when I felt him behind me.

      "You ready?" His tantalising baritone hit me in all the right places and electrified me. I just wanted to be anywhere but here with him. To kiss him and allow my hands to explore his body.

      "Mhmm." I turned around to face him. His gorgeous blues made me melt. I still couldn't get over how sexy he was. His attractiveness hit me and knocked me down every single time. He was never the one to dress nicely out of his school uniform, and that's what I liked about him. He was casual and didn't try. Even with his hair. Despite the fact that it seemed to just naturally sit perfectly atop his head. He was perfect in every way. Even with his asshole behavior.

      I was incredibly thankful for his hatred towards public displays of affection. I didn’t know what I'd do if he leaned down and tried to kiss me.

      "Are you ready for class?"

      "Sure am." He grabbed my hand and held it in his.

      It took every ounce of power I had in me to not jerk my hand away. Frantically looking around, I surveyed our surroundings. Were people looking at us? I could feel their repugnance towards our relationship, could hear their furious whispers of disapproval as we walked down the hallway.

      "Oh my god. Is Isla with Zayne? Why would he choose to be with her?"

      "Somebody tell Stephanie, quick. She's going to want to see this."

      "I don't believe it. They aren't together. Why would he choose to be with her, when he could have someone like me?"

      Just a little bit further Isla. You can hang on a little further. Just remember what your therapist said. Go to your happy place. Well that was a little difficult, when my happy place was listening to music. Since my phone was in my right pocket, and my hand was currently preoccupied, that was a little difficult to achieve. Plus, it would be a little odd if I started listening to music with him next to me.

      "Who would have thought that Isla the Cow would end up with the hottest guy at this school."

      "They aren't together. She probably paid him. That or her parents. It’s the only way a guy like him could ever be with her."

      I saw the looks they were giving me. The words they were saying as we walked past. The shaking of their heads as they deplored our relationship. I stripped my hand from his, attempting to feign casualness. Passing it off as no big deal.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Don’t play this bullshit with me, Isla. Tell me what’s wrong.”

      “Nothing. Really.” I knew I should have told him, but how could I? How could I tell him that the reason I didn’t want to hold hands was because of what everyone else thought? I couldn’t. He would only view it as weak, and I didn’t want him to think of me how everyone else thought of me.

      Not me.

      Not ever.

      “Please, baby, talk to me,” he whispered soothingly in my ear. A failed attempt at trying to placate me.

      The hushed snickers around me were amplified to an extreme level, it was unbearably deafening. It was a noise that suffocated me, as it announced to the world what it thought. It only indicated just how wrong we were together. Whenever he was with me, I floated up into this space that felt so surreal, I constantly fought with my brain to prove it was just a dream. Because a girl like me couldn’t possibly have someone like Zayne.

      Me, who was so inexperienced that I practically had virgin in big block letters on my forehead and a neon sign spelling loser in a bubble.

      Me, who used to weigh over two hundred pounds and had so many physical imperfections, it was as if my body was a blank canvass and was painted by some child scribbling lines.

      I couldn’t voice them to him even if I wanted to. So I did what I did best.

      I ran.

      “I can’t do this. I’m sorry.”

      I left him there, feeling dumbfounded and angry at my poor excuse of a reaction to his sweetness. To him wanting to show everyone that I was with him.

      I expected him to ignore me during class. Welcomed it in fact. Except, he did the complete opposite. He kept up conversation and acted as if nothing happened.

      Which was worse.

      Zayne didn't care that I had ran off on him, showing everyone that we were in trouble, proof that we weren't supposed to be together.

      "Are you okay?" I whispered during class.

      "No, why? Just because you ran off on me, why would I be mad?"

      Okay, so he was mad.

      "It's not what you think.”

      "You wanted to be my girlfriend. I put my heart on the line as well. Sorry if being your boyfriend comes with physical contact. I won't touch you again."

      "It's not like that."

      He turned to face me. "Then what was it?" Daring me to divulge the truth.

      "It…it… It was everybody else. I could hear them. Talking about us, saying how I didn't deserve this. Deserve you."

      "I understand that you have issues with the kids here, but in order to be with me, you'll need to let me tell everyone that I am with you. I want to show you off. Tell everyone about us. When I asked you, you agreed. If you didn’t want any of this, you should have said no."

      "Zayne."

      He sighed.

      I didn't know how to fix this. You stupid moron, Isla. I had a perfectly amazing boyfriend and I was fucking it up with my insecurities. I wanted to be with him. Show everyone too. There was no hiding this from the world, but it came with a price.

      The price of ridicule.

      My sanity.

      I hadn't given them my mind or my soul. They hadn't been able to take that away from me.

      "It's hard not to hear the things they say," I said softly.

      "Isla, they weren't saying anything. It's all in your head. Nobody was talking about us or paying us any attention." He was trying to keep his cool, but I could tell he was disappointed in me. I was disappointed in me.

      I had already fucked up, and our boyfriend/girlfriend status had only just begun. How was I going to keep going in this relationship knowing that I would never be fully comfortable in public?

      I didn’t know if I could ever change my ways, if I was ever going to be successful in stopping the voices reaching me. From poisoning me. They had done such a good job all these years, I didn't know if I would ever be healed properly.

      "Maybe we should break up."

      "What?" he said as the bell rung for end of class.

      I quickly gathered my things and ran out of there, scared to face him.

      Rip off the bandage they say. It was the less painful.

      That's what I did.

      He may not understand it now, but in time he would. He would be able to appreciate my actions. To save us, and ourselves.

      I waited at our usual spot in the back of the school. I had my headphones in. I didn't meet everyone at the lockers where I normally would. I had come straight here, not even bothering to get my lunch. I didn't want to eat, couldn't even think about stomaching anything right now.

      I couldn't get the look of his face out of my head. It was a cocktail of shock, sadness and disbelief. A person like Zayne would be able to get over it. Over me. It was a fact. Guys got over girls quicker than girls got over guys. Give it a few days and he will be out with another girl. I was sure of it.

      Could I get over it? Eventually, like I had with all the other guys I had ever liked over the years. It hadn't taken long for me to quit pining over Granger Carrington. There were no feelings whenever I saw him at school. In fact, it was as if he never even existed. It wasn't out of spite, it was out of disinterest.

      Zayne was different though. He had quickly become everything to me, and only because he had done everything for me. He had given me so much more than anybody was possible of giving me.

      "Isla?" I looked up to find the girls and Jen standing in front of me. All with matching stern expressions on their faces.

      Shit. They knew.

      "We need to have a little talk." Of course it was up to Aniyah to start the conversation. I'm sure they felt that she would be best to broach the topic. "We heard what happened in Chem, and we're a little worried." She knelt down in front of me and took my hands in hers. They were soft, comforting and warm. She always had that way, hence, why she was labelled the mother of the group. "You broke up with Zayne?"

      I didn't bother answering. What was the point? They already knew the answer.

      "He said it was because you didn't think you were deserving of him." It was a statement, not a question.

      "Did he send you here?" I snapped.

      "No. He's off punching a tree or something. He's mad as hell, and I don't blame him." Jen’s tone was cold.

      "Jen, let's try to go easy," Aniyah coaxed.

      "No, I won't. You guys agreed to go easy on her, not me. You are the biggest fucking idiot around. I'm sorry, but I have to say it. I understand more than you know what it's like to be bullied. Zayne knows even more than me. We understand and appreciate it, but seriously, what does it take for you to believe that he likes you, that he would never do anything to hurt you, or that you are deserving of him?"

      Tears pricked the corners of my eyes and they broke the levy and started flowing.

      "Stop it Jen, she's upset.” Thea tried to pull her back, but Jen just shrugged off her hand from her shoulder.

      "The only reason I'm pissed off is because I see you for who you are. You are one of the nicest and most accepting people I have ever come across. For fuck's sake, you accepted my brother! The biggest asshole around. Zayne doesn't give his heart to just anybody. He has a total of one friend, who lives in another country. Do you think it's been easy for him to trust people? No. He purposefully kept his distance because of the shit he went through. Because of this, he's built a thick skin, and yes I know, not everybody is the same, but you need to have enough trust in your relationship and in him, and quit listening to the voices in your head. Because at the end of the day, you aren't just hurting yourself. You're hurting him."

      She was right. I was making this all about me, and I didn't even take his feelings into account. I thought I was, but I was only bullshitting to myself. By pushing him away and doing what was 'best for us both', I inadvertently hurt him in the process. He had trust issues like I had, he was just better at hiding his own insecurities than I was.

      He had put his faith and trust in me as well, and all I did was push and push him away. Blame him for stuff he hadn't done and wasn't doing. The tears flowed more freely then.

      "Good one, Jen. Are you always this much of a bitch?” Fatima snapped.

      I shook my head. "It's not her. She's right. I've been so wrapped up in myself and how I was hurting and what I was going through. I never once thought about how hard this was for him. You know he was so nervous when he asked me to be his girlfriend? I know, Zayne, nervous! Nobody would ever believe that. I've fucked up so much. I need to see him. Where is he, Jen?"

      "I'll take you to him."

      "No need." I looked up to see Zayne and Kristopher heading our way. My friends parted, giving him space to come to me. I stood up, and before I could really stop myself, I threw my arms around him and slammed my lips onto his. I thought he would stop and push me off, but he didn't. Instead, he kissed me back, nipping at my bottom lip to give him entrance. I loved the way he tasted, the way he felt. His lips, his tongue. Everything sent me into a spiral of lust and arousal.

      He ignited my body, thrumming it to life as soon as he touched me. I could feel the awkwardness of my friends around me, but I didn't care. I was too far down the illustrious rabbit hole and didn't want to come back out.

      He broke the kiss and stepped away, giving us some breathing space.

      "Leave." It wasn't a command for me, but everyone else that was around us. Quietly and without argument they complied, the shuffling of feet on grass the only sound that could be heard.

      "Speak."

      "First, I just want to say sor—" his finger landed straight on my lips.

      "I don't want your apology. Just tell me if this is something you want to pursue. Are you one-hundred-percent in this, because I am."

      "Be patient with me?"

      He nodded in response.

      "Then I am."

      And that was the truth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “The release of pain is both addictive and dangerous.”

      

      

      You know that heavy pressure you feel in your chest when you sense that something bad has, or is going to happen? The tightness that grips you and doesn’t let go? You can't exactly explain the phenomenon. It's a way for the universe to tell you to pay attention and warn you of impending danger. Most people would call it a sixth sense. A tingle in your brain like a bell going off. Well, that is what I was experiencing as I exited my English class.

      I had been asked to stay back to discuss a poem I had submitted for our class assignment. Last week, we were asked to think deep and submit something that showed a piece of our soul. We had to think about who we were and what we had experienced. Mrs. Norrie had stated that this was my best piece yet and asked if I could submit it into a young writer’s competition. I was hesitant. Nobody but her had ever read my work. Not even the class. She knew how private I was.

      I wanted to say no. Wanted to run away and pry it from her hands and keep it all to myself. I didn’t want others to see that side of me. I hadn’t even wanted her to see that side of me, but my friends had practically forced me to share.

      The poem was a reflection of myself and everything I had been through without outright telling everyone what I had been through. It only gave a whisper of the story.

      She asked for a little trust and for me to step out of my very congenial comfort zone.

      How could I deny her? She had been my creative role model and rock amongst the faculty. I agreed to think about it and told her I would get back to her on Monday. I had no actual intentions of saying yes, but this would satiate her need for an answer for now.

      Walking down the hall I felt every set of eyes on me. Everyone was looking my way and sniggering, whispering amongst themselves as I passed them. I'd entered the gauntlet and I felt exposed.

      Goosebumps rose on my arms and my hair stood up at the back of my neck. Something terribly bad was going to happen, and there was nothing I could do to stop it. Not wanting to meet the eyes of the people that were standing around, I walked at the same pace towards my next class, until I bumped into the hard chest of someone. I looked up to a smirking Lucas Crowe.

      “Geeze Davenport, I didn’t realise you were so damn sexy,” his smirk mocked me.

      I looked at him, confused, because I had no idea what he was talking about.

      “Fuck man, she has no idea!” The hyena, David Braddon exclaimed next to him.

      “Well, I guess we should give her the courtesy to see her fine ass self posing for the camera.”

      With that statement, he pulled my head into a headlock and fished his phone out of his pocket. I struggled against him, hitting him in a fruitless endeavor to move away from this asshole, but it was all for naught. Every time I tried to pull away, his muscles contracted around my neck, constricting my airways. I was forced to stand there as he went into his email’s inbox and opened one up from an unknown sender and look at my half naked body in mid change.

      You could see everything. Every scar, every bump, every evidence of my past coming to haunt me in an ugly and dark way. All of it in a very clear photo.

      The guys were laughing at me. The noise thumping in a hazy sound in my head as the world spun rapidly.

      "Look at her! Wow, fuck. So, this is the reason Zayne is with you. Damn girl! With a body like that, ooooo," David exclaimed, biting down on his fist.

      My head started to pound and I felt the rush of blood highlighting my cheeks as I fell into the waters of embarrassment. The laughter picked up around me, but it came out muffled and I could literally hear every pound of my rapidly increasing pulse as it hammered in my ears, deafening me with their sound as I inhaled deeply. I focused on nothing but the photo of me that had been sent, no doubt, to everyone in the school. Captioned at my crotch was, “How much do you want for my time? Call me 555-641-0549.” My number, my actual phone number, had been given to all who see this photo.

      How they got my number to begin with, I had no idea. It's not like I gave my phone number to anyone. Nobody except my friends had it. There I was, in the bathroom stall in the girl’s locker room after gym. My pants were off, and my shirt was sitting around my head. If my face was covered the situation wouldn't be as bad, but you could clearly see that the girl in the photo was definitely me.

      I honestly didn’t know what to do at this point and I became frozen in every type of emotion there was. It wasn’t until I felt the cold hard floor of the corridor, that I jerked back to reality. Not wanting to be there a second longer, I scrambled up onto my feet and ran down the hall.

      The laughter seemed to grow fifty decibels louder. I threw open the doors and came face to face with a sea of people who immediately popped their heads up to look at me and the laughter began again, like a broken record, sticking to the same few seconds of a song. The cacophony of laughter from the inside came together with the laughter from the outside in a perfect marriage, taunting and mocking as I stood there, unable to breathe.

      I raced down the stairs, trying to ignore the words hurled at me and the few guys who grabbed their crotch as they shouted “Do you want a piece of this?” and "Hey, I'd love a good time with you and your big ass tits, baby."

      I couldn’t care at this moment about the fact that I was about to miss my last two classes. I couldn’t be there anymore, and the only place I know I’d feel remotely safe was back at home.

      I jumped into my beat-up VW Beatle and drove as fast as I could until I reached my house.	I yanked up my parking break and the car jumped at the force. Grabbing my bag, I ran into the house and straight up to my room, slamming the door shut behind me. I sank to the ground, covering my face with my hands and melted into the despair I had held at bay. My body shook with every sob that escaped my body, shaking it even more.

      The logical part of my brain argued with me to see sense, to do something about the situation and not wallow in my own self-pity. The other part of my brain, the emotional side, asked what the point of fighting them was. That they’d won and there was no coming back from it. Stephanie had won the moment people laughed that day she pushed me into the lockers and told me how ugly I was. She won the day I leaned to food in a toxic way to comfort me.

      She had won, and I was damn powerless to stop her.

      Her mother didn’t care about anybody but her precious daughter and believed the sun shone out of her asshole. 99.9% of the faculty ignored what went on with the students. And the students, well, everyone knew not to cross the headmistress’ daughter. They feared her, and that was the ultimate power wielder.

      I stood up, catching my reflection in the mirror. The girl in front of me was ugly on the outside and black as midnight on the inside. Parts of her hair were sticking to her face, her freckles that adorned her nose and cheeks stood out like massive fucking moles. Her big bug eyes were bloodshot and puffy from the crying, creating an uglier picture than could ever be possible.

      I lifted my shirt up and stared at the marks, garishly purple and pink in appearance that crawled along my skin with the white ones, which loudly announce their existence to me and I broke down even more. Falling to the ground, I curled myself into a fetal position.

      Nobody had seen these scars before. Nobody was ever supposed to see them. I had done everything in my power to never let that happen. It was the reason I changed in the bathroom stall after gym. Why I purposefully wore tops and shirts that were longer, to the frustration of my friends. They kept telling me that I was a hot piece of ass and therefore, should be wearing the skimpiest shit around and making the guys drool over me. Except they had no idea that my body was riddled with the scorching reminder of the person I was.

      It was the reason why I had stopped Zayne from touching me on my stomach the day we had taken our relationship to the next step. I knew that in order to hold his interest, I would need to eventually have sex with him. If I didn’t, sooner or later—probably sooner—he would grow tired and lose interest. Eventually I would have to let him actually see me.

      A strange strangling sound burst out from my lips and I held myself tighter to contain it. It was comforting to me. Until it wasn’t. Until the pain became too much that I had to turn to more severe methods in order to gain some release.

      Pulling open the bottom drawer of my bedside table and removing the small tin box, I reached into the drawer and fingered the roof until my fingers landed on the smooth surface of the tape and released the key it trapped in its sticky web. Numbly and ever so slowly, while the salty flavour of my tears continued to flow into the crease of my lips, I stood up and made my way to the bathroom.

      I welcomed the cool sensation of the tiles beneath me and sat down. Propping my leg up, I unlocked the tin. It was sparsely filled, I didn’t need much. Just a sharp instrument. I lifted my skirt up, bunching it up, and without a second thought, reached into the tin for the scalpel. I paused a moment and a garbled chuckle escaped my lips as the differentiation between natural and manmade scars were becoming hard. I eased the tip of the scalpel onto my soft skin, taking a deep breath in, I dug it into my inner thigh a bit. The blade scraped along, creating a long line as my skin split from the intrusion, causing the blood to spill free.

      My head fell back on the vanity as the stinging cut through the emotional pain and I focused on a kind of pain that wasn’t ripping me to shreds.

      The kind of pain that didn’t burn and spread poison from the inside out.

      I sunk into the kind of pain that instantly pulled me from the agony my mind suffered, to the blissful sting my body was experiencing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “The discovery of a lost soul creates a darkness inside that is hard to pull out of.”

      

      

      “Oh my fucking god… Isla!” Aniyah’s voice screeched in the distance. At least I think it was her. I couldn’t really tell at this point. I was becoming groggy. Why was I feeling so lightheaded? I shouldn’t be. It wasn’t like I hadn’t cut before, and I was no stranger to this serene act of disconnection from the truth that I continued to be reminded of day after day.

      To disconnect from the ache that forced me implode.

      To disconnect from life.

      This time was different. The other times I had felt the familiar sting as the cold, sharp utensil clawed and scraped along the surface, always just the surface. I needed release, and as soon as the tip kissed my skin, I fell into a state of comfort. Sure it hurt, but it was a delicious pain, a physical one I could handle. One I knew would subside and wash away with the tide. It was everything for me, because it tore me away from it all.

      There was something so foreign that danced with the familiar in this instance. It was euphoric, my head high in the clouds as the world literally started to fade away from me, bit by bit, threatening to turn into a distant memory. The person who had yelled before was in front of me now, and I could see, in a distorted fuzzy haze that I had been right.

      Aniyah knelt in front of me, frantically searching for where the blood was coming from, which had now created a sticky mess on the floor. I hadn’t even noticed it before. She started frantically wiping away the blood on my body, her hands providing centralised warmth against the chill of my skin. When her hands landed on the gash on my thigh, she sucked in a hiss and tears fell freely from her face. I kicked myself inwardly at being the one to cause such distress to my friend. I didn’t want them to find me in this state. None of them knew about this, or that things had become so bad with me that I resorted to such violent bodily acts.

      All of them, save Aurora, started unravelling in front of me, dropping to their knees and shuffling towards me, each placing a gentle and shaky hand on me. I averted my eyes to Aurora, because if I dared to stare into the depths of their soulful eyes, I knew I would see nothing but heartbreak. Heartbreak I had caused. I didn’t want to be the root of their pain.

      Aurora just stared back, her eyes void of emotion. However, the vein protruding from her neck belied her composed expression. She walked off, a trail of her body flowing behind her as if she was the Flash. Within minutes, she returned with towels and her phone to her ear. She threw the towels at the girls and commanded them to clean up the mess, while Aniyah applied pressure to my wound. I couldn’t tell whether she was angry or upset.

      "Yes, we're all here at her house. She's not in a good state. There is lots of… blood."

      Pause. “No, meet us at the hospital,” Aurora said sternly. Commandingly.

      I could just make out the raised voice of the person on the other line. Her face contorted into an expression that was so foreign on her. She was normally the bubbly and exuberant one, always cracking jokes. Her and Thea were twins of mischief. This Aurora, I wasn’t sure I liked.

      “We’re all here, and I’m going to call the ambulance to get her to the hospital. Meet us there, okay? Don’t do anything stupid.” With that, she disconnected the call and made another one.

      I didn’t hear the entire conversation, it was barely audible, but I could make out little parts of it, as I felt myself start to drift away and my head fall limp against my chest. Some pressure was applied to my cheek in staccato beats as my friends attempted to keep me awake. My head was lifted up and through hooded eyes I was forced to stare at Thea. Her beautiful Scandinavian face contorted in pain, as she fought the tears. I released a choking sound which only served to release some of the tears from the corners of her eyes as I hated myself for a whole new reason.

      Aurora peered over Thea’s shoulder to view my current state, before putting her lips to her phone and advising the person on the other line. Her eyes never left mine as she disconnected the call and stood there. Her body ramrod straight and arms crossed. I’m not sure how long it took for the ambulance to arrive because time was an illusion to me. It was non-existent. It could have been days. Weeks. Months for all I knew, but when they arrived and hustled my friends out of my bathroom, they carefully removed the towel, which was soaked in my blood and sucked in a hiss.

      From then on, it was rapid movements. I was hoisted straight onto a collapsible bed and carried, with the guidance of my friends. Quickly, they weaved through my house, out the front door and jostled me into the back of an ambulance. It didn’t take long for us to arrive at our desired destination. I could hear everyone demanding I stay with them, the ambulance staff’s light pressures on my skin, warm to the touch against my increasingly cold skin.

      The chorus of sounds had started to melt into each other. The airy sounds of the vehicle as it glided along the smooth asphalt harmonized with the melody of the muted voices and the sound of medical equipment acting as the beat.

      The beautiful orchestral theme song of this moment was steadying, coming to an end. The moment I’d dreamed of on multiple occasions. It was weird to say the least. Thinking, dreaming, wishing for the moment is one thing. Experiencing the euphoria of death, well, there definitely weren’t any flashes of my life before my eyes. I didn’t think about it, or all the things I had done with my life and wished I had done more. It was just another experience to add to my belt. Except, this time was divergent from all the others, because it would be the last. The finality of it all only made it that much sweeter. The nice tapering of the instruments of this situation’s soundtrack, as they dropped off one by one and it left only one.

      One instrument.

      One person.

      Me.
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        * * *

      

      The first thing to go through my mind, was that I was awake. I was awake and I was alive. How? How was that possible? I had died. I had fucking died! Why was I still here in this world? I should be grateful and ecstatic at having not crossed to the other side. Except I wasn’t.

      I was tired.

      Tired of continuously going through these motions.

      Tired of telling people that I was okay.

      Tired of acting as if the troubles of life weren’t getting to me.

      I. Was. Tired.

      I dared not open my eyes, because I didn’t want it to be real. It couldn’t be real. God, how it couldn’t be real.

      Call it selfish, most people do, but that’s because most people don’t understand what it’s like. How it feels. The self-destructive nature. The self-torture. The self-doubt. The self that is in so much pain, that the only way to fix what is wrong with them on such a molecular level, is to push that escape button and leave. Because it’s the only way to make everything stop. If there was some way for it to happen without hurting the people I loved, I would have grabbed a hold of it and never let it go.

      The reality of the situation was that there was no easy escape, because life was far from easy. Life wasn’t simple. There was no experience gained from a life of simplicity. Because were you really living then? No. And that’s a fate worse than death.

      “Isla?” The hoarse voice of my mother entered my space.

      The emotional arrow pierced me straight through the heart. This is not how it should have been. I may not have sought an end for me in the beginning, but I welcomed it when it came. Or when I thought it had come. Now the one thing I had kept caged within myself was free for all to know. I had kept this secret for so long. I had to. Nobody would ever be able to understand it and I needed it. I craved it. I was addicted to the pain.

      The bed sunk under her weight and I instantly craved her comfort. I wanted to open my eyes and wrap my arms around her stressed body and exorcise whatever fear she had because of me. So, I took the little energy I had and opened my lids to the dimly lit room of the hospital.

      “Oh, thank goodness you’re awake, Isla!” My mother sobbed, leaning down and hugging me.

      Her tears dropped onto my cheek, a painful reminder of how much I was hurting her. This only ignited my own raw emotion and unlatched the gate of my tear ducts. The salty tears flowed freely.

      “Hey, Mom,” I croaked out.

      “Don’t you ever scare me like that ever again, you hear me? Why did you do it?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Why? Why Isla? You could have come to your father and me, your friends, Zayne. Why didn’t you come to us?” Her voice reaching an all new hysteria.

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “No, no. You will not do this to me. I am your mother and you have to talk to me.”

      “Mom, please.”

      “Just tell me!”

      “Shh, darling. Give her some time. Don’t push her now.” My father wrapped his arm around her shoulders.

      “No! We couldn’t protect her before when shit was happening, I sure as fuck am going to protect her now!”

      I flinched at her words. My mother was a straight-laced person. She had never done anything wrong in her life, never smoked a cigarette or played hooky. Hell, she has never sworn in her life, except now. Which meant she’d been pushed to her limit. I had pushed her to her limit, and there was no going back from that.

      “Darling, please. She’s just woken up. Why don’t you go get some coffee?”

      I welcomed my father’s presence and mouthed ‘thank you’ which he returned with a wink. My mother huffed, raked her hands through her hair and stormed off.

      My head dropped. I felt like shit. Not at falling back into my old habit of cutting, that was never going to be a regret I held. I felt like shit for welcoming death. For easily accepting and wanting it. Allowing the allure of it to seduce me.

      Most of all. I was sorry that I had survived to see the result of my act.

      Most all, I felt shitty for the people I had hurt.

      “I’m sorry honey, your mother is just stressed. She was hysterical when Aurora called her.”

      My mother and my father were at the opposite ends of the spectrum of human personality. They were so different yet they fit together. Yin and Yang. While my mother went into a fit when stressed, he was calm and composed. They did a complete one-eighty during these moments.

      “I know.”

      “I’m not going to push you into telling us what happened. It has never worked in the past and it won’t happen now. Just know that we are here for you and love you. Give your mother some time. Neither of us thought that this was going end up this way. That things were so bad for you that you would resort to this. If there is anything you need to tell us, anything going on at school we need to know.”

      True to form, my father showed leniency towards me. I gathered he had the same hurricane inside his body my mother did, he just did a better job at hiding his emotions and keeping them in check. I mumbled an apology. To my father, my mother and everyone that had stood by me and I had pushed away. We sat there and spoke about anything and everything that had nothing to do with the events that had transpired over the past twelve hours. It was nice. I forgot about everything and just lived in the moment, laughing and joking around.

      I fell into a state of reminiscence, when I wasn’t so complicated. When I was naïve and still retained my innocence. One moment in particular came flooding to the forefront of my mind. It was the last memory I had where I was truly and unequivocally happy.

      When I was little, we used to go on these little trips to Key West. My mother hated the cold weather, so we would vacation there every year during winter. For the four weeks we were down there, I soaked up the sun. We went fishing, swimming, Disney World and Universal Studios. They decided to splurge on this holiday, having saved up the year for just this trip. Even though I didn’t have any of my friends with me, I still had the most amazing time. It was a time I would never forget.

      A light knock brought me back to the present moment. My father welcomed them in and the door swung open slightly. The familiar wave of dark brown hair that belonged to Aniyah floated in as she gave an unsure and concerned smile. I returned hers with my own as she hesitantly walked in. I was glad to see that she was the only one. I didn’t know if I could handle seeing everyone, it was bad enough seeing her.

      “How are you feeling, honey?” She asked, smiling at my dad in salutation as he sat up and proffered her his chair. She waved it off and took the one opposite him on the other side of my bed.

      “Good.”

      “I’ll leave you two alone. I’ll be right outside sweetheart.” My father said, planting a light kiss on my forehead before leaving.

      Aniyah clasped my hand in hers and looked at me with glazed eyes. I hated seeing her upset. It was worse because I had been the one to make her feel that way. I had made them all feel the way they do. Me, all because I couldn’t get my shit together and feel an ounce of happiness. All because I was too damn proud to admit that I needed help. They didn’t need this. Need my bullshit. They would be much better off without me and this proved it. Shouted it.

      “Why?” Aniyah whispered so quietly, I almost missed it.

      I stayed silent, because I didn’t know what to say. What do you say to someone after they’ve caught you in a state of emergency? Sorry I cut myself, and nearly died? Sorry I never told you because you are all gorgeous models and I’m a burlap sack dripping with shit in comparison and what could you possibly do to help me?

      “I just… why didn’t you tell us things had gotten so bad?” There was pain in her tone, but also an underlying hint of anger. She had every right to be angry. Out of all the girls in the group, I had always been closest to Aniyah. I think it was the way she was judgement free.

      How did I begin to tell her everything? Did I even want to? Would it have even changed anything? Probably not, but they would expect something and now they knew the extent of my problems, they wouldn’t take no for an answer to try and solve it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

          Zayne

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Beware the wrath of family. There is no vengeance more perfectly designed than that of family members.”

      

      

      The anger quickly filled me up when I saw the email I had been sent. Isla was in the middle of getting changed. Her sweet face completely unaware that the photo was being taken. I'm going to kill the cunt who did this, was the first thought that crossed my mind. I knew the kids were cruel. Knew the lengths they would go to in order to harm people, but I never thought they would stoop so low.

      "What the fuck man!" Kris shouts his repugnance next to me. "Hey? Where are you going?"

      He halted me on my way to find out the source of this email. I was pretty damn sure I knew who the culprit was, but without any tangible proof it was going to be pretty hard to get them to back down.

      I had been sticking by Isla's side and respecting her wishes. Now. Well, now they messed with the wrong fucking person. They were going to see just how things turned out when they fucked with someone I cared for.

      "I'm going to find out who did this."

      "Don't you want to find out where your girlfriend is first?"

      "Call Thea. I've got some business to take care of."

      I left him standing in the hallway while I tracked down some people within the inner popular circle. If anybody could confirm that Stephanie had not only taken but sent those photos, it would be one of them. One of the little piggies was going to fucking squeal a song for me.

      Glancing out at the crowd of people around me, I couldn't spot any of them, not near their lockers or anything. I went straight to the one place they would be found convening, the school bleachers. Sure enough, I spotted some of them hanging out, smoking a joint as they passed it around freely, uncaring of any teachers that might pass them by. They were seen as untouchable. All because they had an in with the headmistress’ daughter who got away with anything and everything she did.

      Not anymore, bitch.

      She was going down and I was going to make sure of it. I marched up to one of the guys, didn't know his name, didn't really give a fuck. Spinning him around, I grabbed his shirt and pushed him onto one of the steps.

      "Who fucking sent the email?" I growled in his ear.

      "What the fuck? Get off of me!"

      "Wrong answer. I place my knee on his back, pushing a little of my weight down. A choking sound came from him, making me smile. "Who. The fuck. Sent. The email."

      "I don't fucking know!"

      His attempt at knocking me off was pathetic at best.

      "Get the fuck off me, man!"

      One of his dickhead friends tried to pull me off of him. Another pathetic attempt to ease the weight. They could try all they fucking wanted; it was never going to happen.

      "You'll make it a lot easier on yourself if you simply tell me which one of you pricks sent the fucking email. Now!" I roared.

      "None of us did."

      "But you know who did."

      "No."

      Thwack. A blow landed on the back of dickhead number one's head. "Care to try again? Maybe with the correct answer this time?"

      "We swear. We have no idea who sent it!" Some other dickhead said. I looked into his eyes. He was lying through his teeth. If they didn't quit with this game, each one of them was going to end up in the hospital.

      "And why do I have the feeling that you're a lying motherfucker huh?"

      I stood up and flipped him around, his head coming together with the aluminum bench with a hard crack that reverberated through the air.

      Thwack.

      Blood started pooling around dickhead number one's mouth, a gurgling sound came out.

      "You can save your friend a trip to the hospital, if you just tell me who is responsible."

      I looked up at his friends, and neither one of the assholes were willing to spill the beans on their friend. Maybe they thought I would beat on her too. If I was enraged enough—and I was pretty fucking pissed at this point— would I? Probably not. As much as I believed some bitches deserved it, I was too smart to go beating up a girl. Ending up in jail was not the way to go.

      "Maybe dickhead number one here will tell me. You going to speak like a good little boy?"

      He didn't say a word. Just gave me a baleful stare as blood flowed out of his mouth and nose.

      It was so much more fun when people wanted shit done the hard way.

      Thwack, thwack, thwack. Right, left, right.

      A swollen eye came to the brutal party on his face. A perfect addition.

      "Still nothing?"

      "Just fucking tell him, man!" Whichever dickhead it was, screamed, his voice reaching a pitch that made him sound like a prepubescent boy.

      Dickhead one spat the blood out at my face, a hit of metal punching at my senses. I wiped the blood off with my sleeve before I started laying it into him. Punch after punch after punch. This motherfucker was not backing down. He had guts and a high reservoir of strength. I had to give him that. There was no backing down for him. His friends on the other hand. Well, one of them was close to pulling the plug on the secrecy and tell me everything I needed to know.

      Dickhead Number One was barely recognisable as I continued to pummel his face into the next century. In a mask of blood, cuts and swollen skin, he was no longer the hot stud everyone deemed him to be.

      I drew my arm back for one final go before his friend shouted what I came here for. "It was fucking Stephanie Brynsworth, okay! She sent the emails!"

      "Trevor, you fucking idiot!" Fantastic. Now I had a name to go with the little piggy.

      "Thank you, Trevor. You've done a great service to your friend right here." I stood up and walked over to him. Grabbing his jumper and wiping my hand clean while locking eyes with him. There was deep-seated fear in them. Good.

      I walked off the bleachers and fished into my pocket for my phone, calling Thea's number. It took a while for anyone to pick up and it had my heart kicked up a notch. Eventually, she answered. Instead, it wasn’t her. It was Aurora.

      "Are you with Isla?"

      "Yes, we're all here at her house. She's not in a good state. There is lots of… blood." Her voice was tense and held an edge of darkness I had never heard from her. There was also a slight crack in her facade, you could tell she was barely holding it together.

      "I'm coming over."

      "No, meet us at the hospital." Was she kidding me with this shit? If she thought I was going to wait around at the hospital like a fucking chump while she made her way here, she had another thing coming. She may be one of Isla's best friends, but there was no way I was going to take shit from her or any of them.

      "I don't fucking think so! I'm coming over now." I went to hang up so I didn't have to hear her retort, but she cut me off.

      "We’re all here, and I’m going to call the ambulance to get her to the hospital. Meet us at the hospital, okay? Don’t do anything stupid.” She hung up.

      Fucking bitch. Too late for that.

      My hands were shaking, partly because of the adrenaline that was still coursing through my veins from my interrogation with the dickhead whose blood was coating my sleeve, but also from the rage. My belligerence had reached new heights and I knew that I had to calm down. Because if I saw Isla in the state I was in, there was no telling what I would do.

      I went to dial Kris but didn't have to. He was standing at the edge of the school with his arms crossed over his chest.

      "Been busy?" He asked nodding to my bloodied sleeve.

      I ignored him and dialed Jen's number instead. I didn't really expect her to answer her phone, but she did. "Meet us at the car now."

      "Why?"

      "Just fucking do it Jen, don't argue with me."

      I didn't know whether she would have any clue as to what had happened. She rarely checked her emails, but I assumed that her friends did and no doubt that if it had been sent to the entire student body, that every year was shown the picture of Isla. I tensed up, white knuckling my phone as I thought of everyone glaring at her half naked body and making fun of it.

      Jen was there by the time we arrived. She had murder in her eyes.

      "I'm going to kill the fucking bitch," was the only thing she said when the car chirped.

      "You aren't going to do a damn fucking thing." My phone beeped at me. A text from Thea telling me that they were heading to the same hospital my father worked at. "We're going to the hospital. Isla and her friends are on their way there now."

      When we walked in, everyone was there. As soon as Mrs. Davenport saw me, she raced up and pulled me into a hug. We stayed like that for a few minutes. Neither of us said a word. There was nothing that could be said. Nothing that would make the situation any better.

      And how could it? The person we both deeply cared for was in the hospital. While I had no idea why, I could take a good guess and come to the conclusion that she had done something terrible. Aurora’s words played over in my head. Blood.

      "I'm so glad you're here, Zayne." Her voice was shaking and she had tears in her eyes. She was holding onto the last bit of strength she had remaining in order to not break down. For that, I was grateful. There was nothing worse than seeing a parent cry.

      "Can we go in yet?"

      "Aniyah and her father are in there at the moment. The doctor's said to take things slow and not rush her with too many visitors. You'll be able to see her soon."

      She wrapped her arm around me and led me to where the others were sitting. Each one of their faces a perfect expression of despondency and vexation. They were so far into their own thoughts that they didn't even look up to greet me or my siblings.

      It only made the tight knot in my stomach tighter. I felt as if I was drowning, being suffocated and stabbed with a hot rod at the same time. I wouldn't break down though. Not here. Not in front of everyone.

      I remained standing. I was too agitated and edgy. Kris sat next to Thea, pulling her into a comforting embrace.

      "She's really weak now. The doctor suggested that we cease visitors until she wakes up again." I turned around to face Aniyah.

      She was... there was a darkness surrounding her. It laid thick and heavy on her. Aniyah was the motherly one. The one that sounded more like an English grandmother than a girl of seventeen.

      "I need to see her now.” I should be thinking rationally. But rationality had no place here. Not when the only thing I could think about was seeing her and finding out what happened. What she did.

      "You can. When she's had rest. She's been through a lot today."

      "What did she do?"

      There was hesitation, which she had every right to feel. We both knew how I could possibly act when I got the confirmation I strangely sought out.

      "Tell. Me."

      "We found her at home in her bathroom. Bleeding. She had cut into her femoral..."

      I didn't hear the rest of her words. It had all become a haze as the blood rushed up to my ears and the pounding of it beat like a drum. Driving me insane.

      Smack!

      I took in ragged breaths as I attempted to curb the amalgamation of emotions that were pulsating through me. Growing larger by the second.

      "Can you girls please take him to the cafeteria to calm down? Here, have some money and get yourselves a drink."

      I was dragged down the hallway of the ICU and straight to the cafeteria. Somebody forced me to sit down while Kris and Thea went and purchased some coffee. I didn't need coffee, it was only going to give me a buzz, and I was way past needing that.

      I got back up and paced back and forth. I could feel everyone’s eyes on me. Waiting to see what I would do. Aurora and Fatima took a step towards me. Ready to forcibly subdue me. Like they’d have a fucking chance. The rage I was feeling was beyond anything I had ever felt in my life. Not for Isla though. Never for Isla. It was for the culprits responsible for making her sink into the darkness.

      "We're bringing her down," Aurora said bluntly, void of any emotion.

      I stopped pacing to look at her, liking the way she was thinking.

      "It's no longer about what Isla wants. It's about what she needs right now. For too long, we have sat on the sidelines and watched as year after year that fucking raging thundercunt gave Isla her worst. And for what? Because she could? No. This is going to end. Now. Does anybody have any objections?"

      She looked around, daring those to defy her. She was a force to be reckoned with. However, she didn't have anything on Aniyah, who had remained eerily quiet. She was unmoving and still. A statue of discourse and indignation.

      Aurora didn't even ask Aniyah if she was in. It was clearly written all over her face that she would bring the full force of her wrath on to Stephanie.

      "Good. How do we do this?"

      "We can go straight to the headmistress and tell her, with proof," Fatima offered.

      "No. Stephanie's head is lodged too far up her mother's ass and vice versa. All she'll end up doing is covering it up."

      "What if we just went straight to Stephanie and like... forced her to stop?" Thea asked.

      "At this point. I don't think there is anything we could say or do that would make her feel threatened in any way. She knows she's untouchable."

      "Nobody is untouchable. There's always a weak link. A chink in the armour. Find it and you'll get her," I said.

      "We need to find Stephanie's then. Somehow. Ask the people at the school who know her best. You look like you could help with that," Aurora said, nodding at my bloodied sleeve. "How'd that happen?"

      "Best you not know."

      “While all of these are great ideas. There is only one way to go about this." We all looked towards Aniyah. "Stephanie is calculating. Manipulative. Just like her mother, she has a lot of people who are loyal to her out of consternation. Her mother won't ever go against her own daughter because of self-image. She has a reputation to uphold, and all of that would be obliterated with a scandal of this magnitude involving her daughter. She is the eye for the PTA, and the kids don't care enough to break the news to their parents."

      “What do we do then? What can we do?” Thea said, visibly shaken. Kris wrapped an arm around her, pulling her into his chest and stroking her hair. It made me jealous, because I wasn’t able to do that to my girl.

      “What we can do, is go straight to the school board. We have proof to show that this has been distributed amongst the students. What we will need is proof that the photo came from Stephanie’s computer, which will be more difficult, because I’m sure that she covered her tracks, and sent it from a random email address. Headmistress Brynsworth has a responsibility, and is required by law, to protect and provide a safe space for the students in her care to attain an education. She has failed brilliantly in that. She may have people on the board under her thumb, but I know she doesn’t have everybody. All we need to do is go to the one person she hasn’t paid off.”

      She took a beat before continuing on.

      "First thing's first. We approach the person who helped her send it. She's intelligent, but she doesn't have the working knowledge of computers that one of the IT students would. And there is only one student with enough brains in order to hack into the school's database. We start there and get the information we need in order to confront Stephanie. We give her the chance to come clean and fix the mess she started. She won't of course, because that isn't her way. Because enough of us know it was her, and undoubtedly the rest of the students, she will feel a little fearful of it getting out into the public, so she'll run to her mother. Her mother will do nothing and assure her that everything will be okay..."

      For the next few minutes, she laid out the plan she had concocted in her head. It was spectacular to see a great mind such as hers at work.

      The plan was perfect. It would bring the ridiculous hierarchy of this school crumbling to the ground, and I couldn't wait to see it fall. The best part of the whole thing, there was nothing the headmistress could do. She may have her hands in a few pockets of the PTA and most of the members of the board, but there was one person who refused to bend to her will.

      Jeremy Langford. He was the president of the school board, and luckily for us, was friends with Aniyah’s father.

      For us, it meant that we had a fighting chance.

      The reign of tyranny was coming to an end in a ball of delicious flames.

      And I for one, was going to pull up a seat and watch the disaster unfold before me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Even the simple act of voicing your demons can be freeing.”

      

      

      Past

      

      I was never one to divulge my darkest secrets. The stuff that haunted me in my sleep. I kept that bottled up as tightly as I could. Sometimes it would become full and overflow. However, there was something about this woman that had me wanting to spill my guts. Give her everything she wanted, and then some.

      It had nothing to do with the fact that she had been through the same shit I had, although it did help. She had a way about her. A way that had me walking into the glow of her light and settling in. Dr. Krystal Rose, child psychologist for traumatised teens. We were her bread and butter. Her specialty. She was recommended to my mom by a friend of hers who had helped her daughter when she lost her father to Leukemia.

      I had been seeing Dr. Rose for about a month and already I was gaining so much from her than I ever thought someone could. She understood that in order for me to change, I needed to get down to the real reason for the weight gain.

      I hated talking about it with anybody else. Refused to. Especially my parents.

      They were truly hopeless when it came to the matter of the mind. Tried to help, and I appreciated it, but they somehow always managed to make it worse.

      "How was school today?"

      A loaded question if there ever was one. How was school? Well, I was pushed into the boy’s bathroom and then had a bunch of them throw urinal cakes at me. I had somebody's scalding hot tea poured over me, and I had to see the nurse because I suffered burns, and just to mix things up from the usual 'Isla the Cow' jabs, I was called Violet from Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. You know the one that eats the gum and blows up? Yes. Her.

      All in all it was an all-around fucked up day.

      "The usual."

      "Care to elaborate?" Dr. Rose was young. I placed her in her early thirties. Her soft face and features were so hospitable. She made me feel at ease.

      "The usual taunts at my weight and calling me Isla the Cow. They stepped it up today though." I rolled up my sleeves and showed her the bandage. Her hand flew to her mouth, suppressing the gasp that had started to shoot out.

      "Who did that to you? And what did they do?”

      “Scalding hot tea. I don't know. I suspect the most popular girl at the school but I can't prove it.”

      "Was the headmistress informed?"

      "Yes."

      She sighed and shook her head. She knew the answer. Knew all too well that the private school I attended was built on an empire. An empire that was the Brynsworth family name. The one that held the most weight in this city. It was like bearing the Vanderbilt name. It was prestigious and came with certain luxuries no other family could even dream of affording.

      "Something needs to be done at that school."

      I wholeheartedly agreed.

      "Does your mother know about this?"

      "No."

      "The nurse has failed in her duty to inform the parent of an injured student?"

      I nodded. This is how far the headmistress’ reach was.

      How could anyone compete against her? Most of the faculty were either scared of her or capitulated due to the inability to do anything else. They fell in line so that nothing happened.

      It was like working under mob rule. Except the mob had nothing on high society.

      There had been rumors on the stuff their family did. The shit they covered up and the various pools they dipped their toes into.

      "The faculty are stuck. The few that are happy to argue against the headmistress get shut down. There isn’t anybody anyone can go to because she controls the school board as well. Nobody ever sees the truth because she lies her way out of everything."

      "Is there proof of this?"

      "If there is, it no longer exists."

      “Has the bullying outside of school ceased?”

      "No. That is still going. Even though my parents took my phone away from me and gave me one that didn't have the capabilities to go on social media. It's still happening. It just happens whenever they see me out."

      "What are some of the stuff they are doing to you?"

      A huge part of me didn't want to relive the moment. It was too painful. It had been the worst point of my very short existence. I hated myself because I had been so weak. I wanted to fight but I couldn't. Instead, I allowed them to do whatever they wanted to do to me while I sobbed.

      "If you don't want to talk about it, we don't have to." The soothing timbre of her voice was all that was needed to spur me on.

      "I was on the main strip of town. Her and her friends exited a store and saw me. They shouted out to me but I ignored them, reciting the mantra you gave me in my head. I didn't run or anything. Just acted as if I didn't see or hear them. They caught up to me though and grabbed me. I was pulled into the back of a car and taken to an empty lot. I struggled against them at first, but the more I struggled, the worse it was for me. They started punching me in the stomach. Never in the face or anywhere that would be visible to anyone. Eventually I just took it. I was weak. Accepting of their punishment.

      “They drove me out a few miles out of town and then left me. With no way of getting home. I had been given money from my mom to pick up meat from the butchers and they had taken that and the bus money I had. I was stranded. I couldn't call any of my friends because then they would know what had happened and I couldn't have them mixed into all of this. I couldn't call my parents because they would be furious, and nothing would ever come of it."

      I started crying then. There was something exhilaratingly free about vomiting the demons from inside of you. I felt relieved.

      I hadn’t realised I started shaking until the spot on the couch next to me sank and I felt the warmth of a blanket being wrapped around me. Light pressure travelled up and down my arm as Dr. Rose proceeded to console me and squelch the vibrations jolting my body into a near fit.

      

      Present

      

      "It's been a while since I've seen you. I must admit, I was quite surprised to get a visit from your mother."

      I didn't look at her. Couldn't. She had helped me a year or so back. I hated her seeing me in this state. So weak and immature. I put up a front, convinced her and my parents that I was okay and could get on with my life without anybody’s help. So seeing her right now was embarrassing.

      "There is no shame in this, Isla. You are never going to get over all the things that have happened to you. It takes years for people to be able to live with it. It's still fresh in your mind. Do you know how many times I fell backwards?"

      I shook my head.

      "Nine times. Nine times in four years. It's a hard road, and a damn long one. I'll never forget what was ever said to me. I still see their faces sometimes and they continue to haunt me on my lowest days. Do you know what helps me get through those times?"

      I wasn't sure why she continued to ask rhetorical questions. I was getting a little fed up with them.

      "I remembered the things my therapist told me. The tools she gave me in order to fight through the voices and internal torment. My family and friends who refused to leave my side. I was surrounded by love. Still am. My husband is aware of my condition and when I slip, he is there for me. Sometimes I fall so deep it's hard for him to reach me, but he's always there when I come back out. I can't tell you what to do, only provide a light down the path and hope that you take the one that will lead you to survival. Let your family and friends in. Let that boy out there that clearly loves the hell out of you, in. I know it's hard, I do."

      "I can't."

      "Have you tried?"

      "No. It wouldn't help anyway. They can't help me. All I can do is deal with this the only way I know how."

      "That may be. However, the only way you know how hasn't been working thus far, has it?"

      She was right. It hadn't. I had lived with this for six years and my constant need to fix things myself had led me here. I couldn't deny it now. Plus, everyone was bound to want answers from me, which was only natural. I would, if I had found one of my friends the way they had found me. And even if they respected my wishes, I knew Zayne and my parents wouldn't.

      It was time to let them in. Shed some light on some of the instances in my life. Tell them why I chose to go down this road. Why it helped me. Why it gave me solace in this devilish world.

      It was hard to admit defeat and when you were wrong.

      It was even worse having to voice it.

      "I will."

      "I do hope so. Because I can’t sign off on the stability of your wellbeing until I know that you are okay. I hear you lost a lot of blood and were required to have a transfusion."

      "Yeah. Aniyah told me."

      "Please let them in. I'll always be around whenever you need me, but professional help is nothing like having the people that love and care about you constantly around. Reach out to them."

      I sighed. "I know. I'll tell them."

      She smiled back. "I'll let you have your time. I'll come back tomorrow to check on you. Bye, Isla."

      "Bye, Dr. Rose."

      “Please, I think we’re passed formalities at this point in our professional relationship. It’s Krystal.” She left, leaving the door open. Mom came speeding in soon after, followed quickly by the others.

      Well, there's no time like the present. You can do this Isla. They're your friends and family and they love you.

      "Thank you all so much for coming to see me." I made sure to look at every single one of them. Taking in their weary smiles and concerned expressions. Zayne was leaning against the back wall, giving my parents space. As much as I loved that he did that, I wanted him closer. Needed him closer.

      "I guess I should start from the beginning."

      I told them everything. From my very first encounter with Stephanie to the bullying and everything in between. Everything I had been feeling and suffering from in near silence. They didn't talk. Just allowed me to say what I needed to say with no interruptions.

      By the end, I was crying. Salty tears streamed down my face.

      "I'm so sorry you felt that way. I... I don't know what to say," Thea said, tears filling her eyes.

      "There is no need to be sorry, because you didn't do anything. There is nothing any of you could have done to stop this feeling. It was all on me. It was my problem."

      "And now?"

      "Now... It's still something I have to overcome. I may never overcome it. Everybody has seen a part of me I never wanted to be made public. Or even private for that matter." I stole a glance at Zayne. He was stoic, however his eyes were shadowed and bore into me. I couldn't get a read on him.

      "I'm glad you told us sweetheart. So glad." My mother leaned over and hugged me. Squeezing me a little to emphasise her love for me.

      "I'm so sorry I put you all through this. I was so selfish. Only thinking of myself when I never started to wonder what it would be like to know someone like me. Please forgive me for pushing you away. For not trusting you. For everything."

      "Don't you dare apologize. There is nothing to be sorry for,” my mother responded.

      And I believed her. As my eyes roved over each of the people crammed in this tiny space, I could feel the love they had for me.

      And for the first time in forever; I felt safe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

          Zayne

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Loyal friends are the ones willing to go to the ends of the Earth for you.”

      

      

      The tantalizing scent of flowers and summer fruits kissed my senses, waking me from my slumber. I groaned my satisfaction and cracked open my eyes. Isla was lying next to me. Because she didn't need to be hooked up to any machines, they allowed me to stay and sleep in the same bed. It wasn't a normal practice for hospitals, but I think they felt this was the best option for Isla.

      The chances of her doing any more harm to herself became a hell of a lot slimmer if there was someone around to take care of her. I felt sick when she had admitted to us everything she had ever been through. The torture and the excruciating pain the kids at school had given her. We weren’t oblivious to the truth, however, our knowledge of what was really going only skimmed the surface. It was so much darker.

      All I could see was blood then, as I used my fist to pound into faces. Nothing could ever take back what they did to her. Nothing. But it would make me feel better, and that was a start.

      It was difficult not to picture her in those situations as she stuck through it all with the will of a million men. It was an extreme misconception amongst everyone that strength only came in the physical form. That if you could obtain that, then you were one of the best.

      Everybody seemed to forget the strength of the mind, which can shape you into who you are. It can help you or fail you. Has the power to raise or destroy. One’s capabilities to pull through the harshness of reality and come out the other end battered and bruised, but still standing was a true character of strength.

      I saw that in Isla. She couldn't see just how strong of a person she was. The rest of us could. I believed her when she told us that she hadn't meant to cut through her artery. Believed her because the other lines of the previous times she had felt so low were small and faint. This was her way of dealing with it.

      It was a vice for her. And that's the thing about vices. You use it and use it and use it, until sooner or later, it gets overused and it becomes a means to the end. A means to end it all.

      "Morning," I said.

      "Morning. You've got morning breath," she giggled. Her delightfully girlish laugh had my cock twitching and thickening with need.

      "What's the time?"

      "It’s, ummm... seven in the morning. Crap. You need to leave if you want to get home and get ready to go to school."

      "I'm not leaving you."

      "As lovely as that sentiment is, that is not a good idea. Plus, your breath stinks and you’re in serious need of a shower," she said, nudging me. It was all in jest and I was happy to hear her back to her usual self.

      "Your breath isn't so wonderful either." I grabbed her and pulled her into me, giving her a kiss.

      She nipped at my bottom lip, seeking entry, and I gave it to her. I missed her kisses so much.

      This is not the time nor the place, I scolded myself.

      She was just starting to get better and didn't need a horny ass like me taking advantage of her.

      Isla however, didn't seem to get the message and wrapped her good leg around my torso, pushing her groin into my now stiff cock.

      "You need to stop this before I ravage you," I mumbled into her mouth.

      She giggled, which did nothing but send another jolt straight to my dick. The little vixen was testing me. I knew it.

      "That's it. I'm staying.” I rolled her over onto her back and sunk down on top, careful not to aggravate her injured leg. My lips met hers again as she ran her fingers through my hair, gripping it. Begging me to deepen the kiss.

      A clearing of a throat ripped through our hormone driven act and we broke apart so quickly, I practically left a scorch mark on the floor.

      “While I'm sure you two are enjoying your intimate moment, this is not the place to be doing such things." The plump nurse totted over next to Isla. I clasped my hand over my mouth to stop from laughing as a rush of heat tinted Isla's cheeks.

      Well, that's never happened before.

      "I should get going to school then. I'll see you after, baby.” I went to go and give her a kiss before stopping and leaving instead when I saw the look on the nurse’s face

      I raced home and got dressed before I drove to school and met the others. As much as I wanted to stay at the hospital with Isla, there were things to be done. People to punish.

      Thea and Kris were at her locker when I got to school.

      "Aniyah is going to talk to her friend today in the computer tech class." I heard Thea say. She turned to me when she saw me, "How's Isla?"

      "She's good. Really good."

      "Oh for fuck's sake, Zayne. At a hospital? Your hormones can't wait until she gets out?!” Thea exclaimed.

      "Settle down, will ya? We didn't do anything. Just a little make out session. Until the nurse saw us."

      "I don't approve of it, but at least she's feeling better. Us girls are going over this afternoon. I take it you'll be there?" She asked.

      "Of course."

      "Good. Just please refrain from jumping her bones while we're present. I don't need a private sex show of my friend and my boyfriend's brother."

      “Compared to me catching you both butt fucking naked when you both thought I wasn’t at home? It would be sweet revenge for me if you were subjected to such torture.”

      She was about to retort, when Aniyah said, “Hello, I retrieved the information that we need."

      "Fantastic, Aniyah. What did you need to do in order for him to do it though?" Thea asked with a raised brow.

      "Nothing. He owed me a favor."

      "When are we going to confront Stephanie?"

      "She has P.E. fifth period. We can get her after that," Fatima spoke.

      "Perfect. Let's bring her down."

      

      The girls had asked Kris and I not to be present, but there was no way I was not going to be there for when they showed her who was boss. They reluctantly allowed me to follow, so long as I didn't speak and let them take the lead.

      I agreed, which normally wasn't my thing. This time, I was just happy to come along for the ride.

      We stood outside the gym. It would look suspicious if we hung around outside of the girls’ locker room so Kris and I hung back until we received the signal.

      "Do you think this will work?" Kris asked.

      "It has to fucking work."

      I had my doubts. What could four girls do to the one girl who ruled the school? It hadn't worked in the past, and I wasn't sure what kind of damage it could do now. We were betting on Stephanie being her usual uncaring self but scared enough to inform her mother of what was going on. We just hoped that it would be enough.

      "Let's go. Got the message."

      We made our way through the gym, jogging until we reached the locker room doors that were now closed. A quick knock had Thea opening the door, allowing us to slip inside. I could hear the girls talking to Stephanie. Kris and I rested on the wall and allowed the girls to take over.

      When Stephanie saw us, her lips curved up into a sneer. "Are you serious? You've brought Zayne and Kris here for backup? What, you four couldn't do it yourselves?"

      "Oh, they're not here to participate. They're here purely for entertainment value. To see you get what you fucking deserve,” Aurora stated.

      "This is against school rules. Boys are not allowed in the girl's locker rooms. You made a huge mistake with this. Your asses are going to get thrown out so quickly—“

      "I don't think you have to worry your pretty little head about them. It's us you need to worry about."

      "What? You're going to bully me into confessing? I have no idea who leaked those photos, or who took them. You don't have a shred of evidence against me."

      Aurora laughed darkly. "Oh, little Stephanie. I'm not going to bully you into anything, but I would seriously reconsider how you act around her." She shoved a thumb towards Aniyah who I had only just realised wasn't in the circle. She walked passed us. Her gait slow and intentional. She was freakishly silent like she was back at the hospital. A smirk rose up on my lips as I watched the little Czech girl casually walk up to stand just in front of Stephanie.

      "Stephanie. You've heard the rumours of a student with the ability to hack into any system, haven't you?" She asked, circling her in a primal and animalistic way. She was waiting for her prey to be ready for her to pounce.

      "Is this how your interrogation is going to go? Wow. Pathetic."

      "Humor me for a moment. I'm sure you won't mind."

      "Of course, we all have. Nobody actually knows who they are though."

      "See, the funny thing is," she got in close to her ear, "I do." Stephanie's eyes practically bulged out of her head at the revelation. However, like a good little bitch, she composed herself. "See, me and this illusive hacker go way back. We've been friends since middle school. I was the first one to discover that a hacker existed and am the only one to know of their identity. You say you don't know who took the photos and emailed them to all the students in the school, however, I'm betting that my friend can find out the identity of said person, like that." She snapped her fingers in exaggeration right next to Stephanie's face.

      "They owe me a favor and I just know they would love to disclose gossip as juicy as this. Who wouldn't? The information would spread like wildfire and before you know it. Everyone in town would hear of the private school that involved themselves in pornographic activity. Which—if you remember the rules and regulations of this school—is punishable by expulsion. While we don't have any proof to pin you to the crime. We're here to give you a warning. So you better listen.

      “You ever mess with Isla again, I will go to my friend and ask that they leak the identity of the pervert. Now, you wouldn't want your mother finding out about this, would you? From what I understand, your father has a huge contract that is to be settled and announced this weekend. You wouldn't want what happens in this school to soil his reputation, now would you? If he found out, I doubt that he would want you to step foot inside his company after what you did. I would tread very carefully from here on out, Stephanie. Because if you don't think I will go through with it, think again. Rest assured, you've never met someone like me. I will ruin you. Believe that. I have the means and the power to do so. As you may recall, my father's the only officer in town not in your parent’s pocket."

      She turned around and walked off. Leaving all of us in the changing rooms with the girl that had destroyed our girl's heart.
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        * * *

      

      "She did exactly what you said she was going to do."

      When Aniyah had told us about some computer hacker, I'm ashamed to admit that I had pictured a gawky looking guy with thick rimmed glasses and hair that was in a need of a really good wash. Instead, I was faced with a guy that was toned and had sun kissed skin with dark brown hair. The only thing I got right was the glasses, except his were nice and the frames were Gucci and black.

      We were all at Aniyah’s place. I didn't know if what she had told Stephanie was true, but the way they interacted told me otherwise. They seemed fairly close; a bond you could only get from someone you had known for some time.

      "Thanks, Clarke. You are amazing."

      "You serious? Your name is Clarke?” I scoffed.

      "Yeah, yeah, I know. Like Clark Kent. My parents are DC fans. Amazingly, I ended up needing glasses and I’m a total nerd to boot."

      "I wouldn't knock it. The girls these days are looking for a hot nerd. You're a shoo in with the ladies."

      Now it was his time to scoff. "You'd think that, but no. The girls don't come knocking on my door. Plus, there's only one girl that I have my eye on, and she doesn't even know I exist." He smiled shyly at Aniyah who appeared completely oblivious to this poor sap that was loudly proclaiming his love for her.

      I felt sorry for him. She had placed him in the friend zone a long time ago it seemed, and nobody had held a candle to her since.

      "You didn't tell me you were interested in anyone? Who?" Aniyah asked.

      "Ahh, nobody. It's okay," he said, waving her off. "Stephanie approached me, just like you said she would and asked if there was a way to track the email back to her account. I told her that I'm not that stupid and know not to leave a digital fingerprint that could potentially be traced back to me. What idiot would do something like that?"

      "Excellent. Do you have the USB?”

      "Yes, I do." He reached into his backpack and handed it over to Aniyah. He lingered there for a moment before blushing slightly and pulling away. Again, she was completely blind to his antics.

      "Thank you so much for this Clarke. I owe you one."

      "No, you don't. You've already done your good deed the day you helped save my ass from expulsion. If you hadn't convinced the IT teacher that it wasn't me that had done that shit, then I would be standing in a different girl’s house."

      "Well, if there's ever anything you need. You let me know." She hugged him before saying. "If you tell anybody about this, I will reserve a very special place for you back home in the Czech Republic."

      She was unbelievable. Just when I thought I had seen everything Aniyah had to offer, she brought out another side to her.

      "Okay, now we just have to wait till Stephanie proceeds to the next step. She is going to advise her mother of what occurred today and attempt to place the blame on us. When we are brought into her office, we need to be strong and confront her. This will be the only way we get her mother to start acting on this and ensuring that this whole situation is covered up. And when that happens, that's when we go to the board with the evidence we have. Clarke is going to bear witness and we will have proof that she did it and that her mother is trying to cover everything up. An email has already been sent from myself to the headmistress advising her that what occurred a couple of days ago was a deplorable act by some student who was quite bored with their own life, that they had to bring down the life of another. We've got her girls. We can finally bring the Brynsworth's down to their knees.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

          Zayne

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Revenge is much better served when the person believes they have won.”

      

      

      The very next day, we were all called into the headmistress’ office. We were lined up against the wall in a firing line, ready to be shot for dead. Stephanie was a spitting image of her mother, both with long, straight, blonde hair, blue eyes and a dimple in the left cheek. They would be beautiful were it not for their callous and sociopathic tendencies. She hit us with a look that could have melted the skin off our bones.

      Her blue eyes landed on each of us for a second.

      "I've heard some disturbing news from Miss Brynsworth. She states that you all bullied her into admitting to something she had no involvement in. If these allegations are true, this could potentially be the end of your school year and none of you will be able to finish, therefore jeopardizing the chances of getting into your chosen colleges. Do you understand the weight of the situation?"

      This wasn't the end of her little monologue. We all knew it. This was just the beginning; she was going to scare us first. Try and intimidate us. I knew her game, because I'd played it before, and been at the receiving end of it. Many times over. This was typical intimidation tactic 101.

      She had to believe that she had the upper hand until Aniyah came down on her hard. Gave her the proverbial bitch slapping she so rightly deserved.

      "To say that I'm disappointed in all of you is an understatement. I'm normally so proud of my students. You are some of my favorite. Which is why this came as such a shock to me when I found out, when Miss Brynsworth came to my office in tears and told me that there were students that were picking on her. Never in my twenty years as an educator have I witnessed such abhorrent behavior. And from straight A students of all people. I expect this sort of behavior from some of the other kids at the school. Not you all. This is childish and immature. I expected more from you.” She sat back in her seat, hands cupped and rested on her thighs. A power move. She was trying to make it appear as if she was being lenient, all the while smugly letting us know that she held the power. I almost scoffed at her pathetic attempt. “However, regardless of the words I speak, I am a fair woman and am disposed to hear you out."

      She was a piece of work this one. The wealth she held to such a high standard was only a way in which to measure her own self-worth. It was brilliantly executed in the way she presented herself. Her hair was up in the typical pretentious bun. Pearls, flush against her respectfully covered chest. And the only color that adorned her outfit was the pale pink blouse she wore underneath the dark navy blazer that hugged her figure. She looked ever the professional headmistress. It belied her true nature. She was the best actress of them all.

      I knew better. We all did.

      She was arrogant and failed to feel the gun that was now held against her temple. It would be her downfall.

      "First of all, thank you Mrs. Brynsworth for advising us of the ramifications of our actions with the situation at hand. We appreciate your loyalty and compassion towards your daughter, Miss Stephanie Brynsworth. However, I would like to clear some things up with you. Certain things that have gone under the radar with you for some time and certain deplorable acts have continued to transpire. While you may not have been cognizant to the situation one-hundred-percent of the time, you were still made aware. Now I'm forced to believe you have very little care towards the students that are under your responsibility as the headmistress of this school. I would like to bring your attention to multiple incidents during this school year wherein your very own daughter abused our friend, and an attendee of your school, Isla Davenport.

      “Ever since her middle school years, Isla has been subjected to the most heinous of abuse, aimed at her for no reason other than the fact that she existed. Your daughter, under your care and duty was at the forefront of doling out said abuse. I don't choose the word abuse lightly, but you need to understand that is exactly what has happened here. Bullying involves the constant unwarranted and unjust treatment of another person. Abuse involves mental and physical mistreatment towards another person. Now before you interject and proceed to advise that your daughter would never be involved in such malicious acts, I need to inform you that not only has she single handedly rallied the entire grade to slander Isla's name, but has also thrown verbal antipathy at her."

      "We have come to you in the past to advise you of such indiscretions, which have not progressed to the next appropriate steps of the management of the complaint brought to you. These examples should show you that your daughter is very capable of being involved in this current situation. And, as proof is required, I am in possession of hard evidence that Stephanie Brynsworth—your daughter—was personally involved. If this seriousness has not reached your understanding, may I inform you that our friend is currently in the hospital. Something you would have been made aware of by her mother, Mrs. Davenport. The reason for which I have been advised you are privy to, unless you need me to remind you?"

      We had chosen Aniyah to speak on our behalf because she was an excellent communicator. We knew that if anyone would be able to face against the headmistress without falling into an emotional state, it was Aniyah. She was nailing it, doing it a lot better than I would have. It was quite humorous to see the bitch's mother sit there in absolute shock. She hardly showed it, but it was in the subtle furrow of the brow, or the slight twitch in her lip. She wasn't liking what she was hearing, especially coming from someone who could run rings around her intellectually.

      "No, Miss Prochazka. I don't need you to clarify. It is understood. This is the first time I have been advised of the extent of the 'abuse' as you put it. For peace of mind, I advise you that I do take these matters seriously, and if it is found that these allegations are true, I assure you I will progress the matter, and the necessary retribution will be handed out to all parties responsible."

      "With all due respect Headmistress Brynsworth, I have advised you that I have irrefutable proof that your daughter was involved, and yet you continue to sit here and advise that if she is found responsible, you will dole out punishment?" Aniyah bent over and retrieved a USB from her bag and placed it on her desk. "There is a folder in there containing screen shots of the digital fingerprint of the email that contained the photos—half naked photos, might I add—of Isla. We, along with her parents, expect full retribution for this contemptible incident. I have given you the evidence needed in order to take this further. Remember that the photos contained personal information, which, as you know goes against the Privacy Act. You are in a position to do some good, to make up for the things you failed at hitherto."

      "I will examine this and take the necessary steps. Thank you, Aniyah."

      She excused us and we all filed out.

      "Oh, before I go. I would be remiss if I didn't let you know that if nothing comes of this by the end of tomorrow then I will be forced to take this higher. And no, I don't mean the PTA. I am talking about the Education Board.”

      We waited for Aniyah out in the hall, and when we were away from earshot, we discussed the meeting we just had.

      "Do you think she'll do anything?"

      "She will, but it won't be the thing we really need her to do. She'll wipe that USB clean and cover it up like she does with everything else. We'll be waiting though. We're prepared. I’ve got a backup if she doesn’t do what we have asked her to do.”

      “What’s your back up plan?” Thea asked.

      “Nothing you guys need to know.”

      “What do—”

      Aniyah’s head twisted around to slam her with a look that said not to question her any further.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Four

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “It’s the most precious thing you can give someone, and the most easily given away.”

      

      

      It had been a couple of days since the incident and I was annoyingly still required to stay at the hospital. I had been moved to a different section. The psychiatric ward. It was so damn embarrassing. I just wanted to go home, but they advised it was imperative they make sure I was no longer tempted to cut myself. The doctors didn't seem to want to listen to me when I reassured them I wasn't going to harm myself again.

      I was becoming agitated and just wanted to get home. It was awful at the hospital. The food was worse than airline food, the beds were not comfortable, and I now had to share a room with other patients. I just wanted my own space again and not have to hear people snoring or their guests talking loudly whenever I was trying to sleep.

      They said I needed to be cleared by my therapist, and Dr. Rose wasn't going to clear me for discharge until she was satisfied. I was a little sour with her but knew that she was only doing her job.

      "Oh quit sighing at me. You'll be able to go home soon." Dr. Rose sat on a chair, writing in her book.

      "Sorry, I'm just itching to get home."

      "I know, and I'm truly sorry you've had to stay here for so long. We just need to make sure that you aren't going to be a harm to yourself. I like you Isla. I'd really like it if you stuck around." She winked at me, her ruby colored lips lifting up into a beautiful grin.

      I envied her. She was the person I was aspiring to be. Not in her profession, but in the way she held herself. How far she had come. She was a beautiful person inside and out and although she looked every bit the professional and typical therapist, she spoke to you in a more casual way. It made me more comfortable with her and I’m sure her other patients too.

      "And I can't fucking wait. I feel claustrophobic in this place."

      She was also the only adult I had ever come across that held no hang ups with cursing. In fact, she was probably the worst. It was quite funny, because every time she did, she would always apologize for it, but swear while she apologized. It always made me laugh, and I wondered if that was intentional or not.

      "I'm more relieved than you. I don't particularly want to have to see you again."

      "Oh, admit it. You love seeing me."

      "Not particularly. You are the worst."

      To anyone listening, this would have sounded cruel. This was just light banter. All in jest.

      A light knocking came at the door. It opened and Zayne's head poked in. I stopped breathing at the sight of him. He made me go weak in the knees every time and I constantly had to pinch myself to make sure that I wasn't dreaming. Because this wasn't reality. His blue eyes sparkled with excitement and my stomach kickstarted into a rush of heat. He didn't even have to touch me to get me all worked up.

      "This seems like a better time than any to get going. I think you are ready to go home anyway. I'll pass this onto your doctor so you can be discharged when your mom comes to see you."

      I wasn't even really listening to her anymore. All I saw was Zayne. Whenever he was around, nobody else existed.

      "Isla? Are you listening to me?" She asked, waving her hands in my eye line. My eyes snapped back to her and smiled sheepishly.

      "Sorry, Dr. Rose."

      "It's okay. I guess I should be quite pleased that someone has taken your attention. I'll leave you two to it then."

      "Thanks."

      She got up to leave and Zayne took her place in the room.

      "Oh, and by the way. I would wait until you two get home before you do anything." She winked, her laugh rang out in the spacious hallway.

      "Who was that?" Zayne asked, sitting down next to me and planting a light kiss on my lips. I wanted him to stay there. Wanted to deepen it but considering how the last time went. Well, I wasn't interested in having an audience this time.

      "Dr. Rose, my therapist."

      His eyes went wide with shock. "That is your therapist? The woman who joked about us not getting hot and heavy?"

      "Yep. The one and only."

      "Wow. Are you sure she's good?"

      "She's the best. What's up? You seem rather happy."

      "I have some pretty awesome news." He took a beat before continuing. "You no longer have to worry about Stephanie or the headmistress anymore."

      I was perplexed. What did that even mean, I didn't have to worry about them anymore?

      "What does that mean?" I wasn't liking where this conversation was going.

      "They were both removed from the premises by the Education Board. “

      What?! Had I heard correctly? He couldn't have said that the two people responsible for making my life the way it had been were no longer going to be a problem in my life. There was no way. It couldn't be. I had to be dreaming.

      "You're in shock. It's true. We found out that Stephanie was behind the emails, the head of the board was none too pleased to discover everything that had gone on in their school. Her mother is in shit because she covered up the abuse you suffered from her daughter and failed to provide a safe space for you. Suffice it to say, she will no longer be allowed to work at any school ever again."

      This was dead set one of the best things I had heard in my life.

      I was free.

      I felt as if I were a bird, trapped in a cage for years, without nourishment and love. And then, one day, someone came along and opened the cage, allowing me to escape my tortured confines.

      As much as I relished this, I was also a little apprehensive with the whole thing. Because that’s the thing about freedom, once you received it, it was hard to believe it was actually real. That slight hesitation, waiting for the person to back away from the cage door, for fear that it was a lure to give you false hope.

      He cupped my face and kissed me on the forehead. “It’s going to be okay.” His reassurance comforted me a little, as I gazed into his blue hues.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I just do.”

      

      As it turned out, Zayne was correct. It had been a few weeks since the event, and so far things were going well. Jacqueline Brynsworth had been fired and removed from her position as the head of the PTA. Stephanie had also been expelled. As predicted, they kept things as low key and quiet as possible. However, it didn't kill the rumors that started flying. Her father had gone straight into damage control, and from what I heard, they basically disowned their daughter. I felt sorry for Stephanie. Laughable right? My friends thought so too. They couldn't see how I could ever feel sorry for someone who had treated me so badly ever since middle school.

      I had to remind them that granted, she was a contemptible human being, she still had nobody by her side. Her so called friends and boyfriend had done nothing but talk shit about her since she was removed. She had lost everyone she thought cared for her in one day. I may have suffered at the hands of her, but I would never wish being lonely on my worst enemy. Physically and emotionally alone.

      It did however, open my eyes to what I had. She was rich in monetary wealth. I was rich in emotional wealth. I had people who loved me and stood by me no matter what.

      I could never turn my back on someone in order to save myself. It kind of made sense why she was the way she was. Her parents were absolute assholes.

      Of course, I wasn’t about to forgive her and become her friend anytime soon. The wounds she inflicted were still raw.

      I had no thoughts on how things would have turned out when I returned to school. I expected it to be business as usual. People would go back to ignoring me and acting as if I didn't exist.

      It wasn't that way at all. I actually had people coming up to me and apologizing for the way they treated me and for never standing up to Stephanie. Explaining that they were too scared for what she would do to them.

      I understood. I had been scared of her too. I accepted their apology, but I would never forget what they had done. It baffled me, that in a school with over a thousand students, and just over two-hundred in my grade, that none of those students, bar my friends could have stood up for me. It was sad really. I felt sadness for them.

      The girls had very opposite opinions though.

      “You should be fucking sorry. For years, you either added to the problem, or ignored it because you were a fucking pussy. It's fucking pathetic." Thea arced up at Tiffany Myer who had been one of the people who had come to speak to me.

      "I-I-I-I. I'm sorry." She scurried off, nearly dropping her books as she removed herself from the vicinity of my friends.

      "Thea, did you really think that was productive? She said she was scared of Stephanie, and now you're being just as bad."

      "It's pathetic that they feel like they can come up to you now and you'll just accept it as if it never happened. They’re only trying to absolve their own guilt.”

      "I know, and believe me, I'm never going to forget what they did, but in order for me to get on with my life, I have to be able to forgive those that did me wrong. I don't want to end up bitter. Life's too short for that. "

      "Yeah, yeah. Whatever."

      "It's okay. You can come to my rescue against those that hurt me. I won't stand in your way. Until then, I'm going to focus on my studies, getting into MIT and my relationship with Zayne. More importantly, myself. I need to accept and forgive myself. We only have a few more months of school left. These are the most important moments of the senior year."

      "Ugh, don't give us that career adviser crap. I know. You have plans with Zayne this weekend?”

      "Uh huh. He wanted to do something with just us two—"

      "What? He doesn't like us? I'm shocked and appalled." Her hand flew to her heart in feigned offence.

      "He hasn't told me what we're doing, except to go to his house at six."

      "Does Jen know?"

      "Yeah, but she refuses to tell me as well. It's a little frustrating. I can't even bribe it out of her!" I sighed and Thea slung an arm around my shoulders.

      "It's okay, it'll be worth the wait and you'll be grateful you had no idea."

      I looked up at her, brow cocked. She knew something. She knew something and I was going to find out what.

      "Tell me."

      "Tell you what?"

      "Tell me what Zayne has planned."

      "And ruin the surprise? Nuh uh. We may be friends, but I'm not eager to go up against him. I've seen what he can be like when pissed. You think I wanna be at the receiving end of his wrath? No thank you!"

      "Oh come on! You're dating his brother! He'll protect you."

      "He's amazing and strong as hell, but he has nothing on Zayne. He's in a league of his own, that one."

      "No fair," I grumbled, walking off on her.

      "Come on Isla! Don't be like that!" She called out, laughing as she did.
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        * * *

      

      “I still can’t believe you did this for me.”

      Tears stung my eyes as I looked up at him. At the guy that had come in like a thief in the night and stolen the very thing I had cherished with my all and had secured in a safe. Like a pro, he tore down my walls with an explosion that was so intense it rocked my entire body. He didn’t mess around, he knew what he wanted and went straight for it, picking my lock and running away with my heart.

      I never thought I would have felt comfortable to trust someone with it. I was very protective of my heart. Years and years of ridicule and vicious words do break you down. It’s why I’ve never liked the saying, sticks and stones may break my bones but words will never hurt me. It might work for someone people, but for me, the thing about mental abuse compared to physical abuse, most physical wounds heal but it’s hard to heal the mental. Because it’s not a scar you can actually see. What most people failed to comprehend is that it could be one word, one sentence, one paragraph. Put them on repeat, a steady cadence of vindictive taunts and you’ve got an album of cruelty that made a person slowly die inside.

      Zayne respected me, understood me, and loved me enough to make sure nobody blackened my heart. I was slowly healing, no longer was it charred and flaky. I could feel it springing back to life. The more he did for me, the healthier it became. He, along with my family, helped me.

      Zayne placed his hand on my chin, so gently, I almost felt like I was imagining it. “Isla, you know I would do absolutely anything for you. To protect you. To save you. To love you.”

      “I know, and I’m so… hang on, did you say the ummm.”

      “The what Isla?” he asked, smirking.

      Asshole. Even when he was being sweet, he still couldn’t help being a butthead.

      “Don’t make me say it… please?” I begged.

      “Make you say what?”

      “It.”

      “This right here. How you are now, is just one of the many reasons I love you.”

      He lowered his head slowly, inching closer and closer, teasing me, going painfully slow. I lifted myself up slightly and like a little shit, he drew away from me. I frowned at him and he smirked back, before leaning back in, his lips brushing mine lightly. Instinctively, I stuck my tongue out to moisten them and with the responsive noise that released from him, I closed the distance and kissed him lightly. The taste of peppermint lingered on his lips. He always tasted of peppermint. I loved it. This kiss was nothing like the others, but at the same time it was exactly the same.

      His kisses were a stark contrast to the broody, arrogant bad boy he was. Everything about Zayne Shai was dark and rough. From his rough hands, his deep gravely singing voice that made my core tingle and throb with obsessive lust and desire. His baritone words caressed me, even when he was threatening someone. His kisses were always soft, passionate and loving. Every bit of kindness, love and devotion were brought out in his kisses. I melted into him every single time, always scared that I would end up a gooey puddle on the floor.

      His hand snaked around my waist and ventured to cup my ass, his other copying the movements of the other. I groaned into his mouth, which he took as an invitation to lift and back me up until we hit his bed. Breaking the kiss that had me feeling dizzy, he lowered me onto the bed and climbed on top. The warmth of his body was divided by the chill of the night air that was flowing through his room. He stared at me, and the look in his eyes told me so much more than words could ever say.

      His expression was serene and full of so much love. In just this look, he told me he loved me. He was my protector, my fighter, my soul mate. My white knight. And I was his princess. He came at a time I never expected. I was broken beyond repair. I never expected him to be the one to put me back together, but he did it. I knew I hadn’t known him for long, but I knew my feelings. And I truly loved him.

      His finger brushed lightly against my cheek and trailed down my neck towards my breasts, stopping at the space between my cleavage. My breath hitched and my eyes became hooded. I could feel my panties getting damper by the second, and he had only just touched me, his lips finding mine again. His kisses were soft and delicate when I wanted some heat and passion to balance the flames that had erupted deep in my core and was becoming an inferno of lust.

      I slid my hands through his wavy hair and pressed him closer to me, deepening his kisses, biting his bottom lip a little to force his mouth open. I slipped my tongue in and found my prize, caressing his tongue with mine, inviting him into a dance. A deep rumble came from his chest and he pressed himself further onto my body and before too long, I could feel the erection that was pulling his pants taught.

      Oh fuck, he’s huge! How the hell was I ever going to fit that into me. My mind screamed with fear, intermingling with lust. I ground against his dick, not understanding where I was finding this all new found sense of confidence. I felt like a femme fatale. All my inhibitions were thrown out that window and I just wanted him to take me right then and there. We broke apart, catching our breath and panting.

      “We need to stop baby, before we take things too far. I’m already going to need an ice bath after this make out session,” he chuckled.

      “I’m ready,” I blurted out quietly.

      My heart raced at my admission. If you had asked me a few months ago, I would have definitely said that I wasn’t ready. I still had insecurities that dug deep into my bones, and slowly but surely, Zayne was managing to draw the poison out of them and fill me with light again.

      His brows pulled together. “Are you sure? Because I would never push you into something you weren’t ready for.”

      “I know. I trust you. Over the past year you have shown me that there are people out there that will love me for me. You proved to me that I am beautiful, and you make me feel it every day. I’ve never felt that way before. You’ve given so much to me; I’m never ever going to be able to return the favor. What can you possibly give to someone who has given you a piece of yourself back?” I sighed. “I know, it’s really corny and I feel so damn stupid even saying something like this because—”

      He placed his finger on my lips, forcing my eyes to look up at him. “It’s not corny, Isla. People who can’t see how beautiful you truly are, are people that aren’t worth your time. You see imperfections. All I see are things that form to mold you into the most perfect girl I have ever seen. The fact that you can’t see just how amazingly stunning you are makes you that much more attractive. Whenever I look at you, my mind and entire body boots up. You’re feisty, you’re sarcastic, you’re down to earth and you argue with me whenever you can, and it drives me up the fucking wall. I’ve never had anyone that ignored me or denied me, and it is so damn sexy. I don’t just love you for your looks. I love you for your personality. How attentive you are to my feelings and of those around you. You are one of the rare good ones. It is what made me fall in love with you. I will do everything in my power to make you whole again. Even if it takes an eternity.”

      My heart pounded in my chest and the world around me seemed to fall away from me. This had been the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me. My eyes clouded up with tears and I didn’t try and stop them from free falling from my eyes. He gently wiped the escaped tears from my cheeks and kissed my nose, before landing on my lips. The sweetness of his kisses remained, as I became drunk with love.

      “Please make me whole again,” I breathed.

      With a nod, he lifted my hand and kissed it before returning to my lips, leaving a trail of kisses to the top of my right breast. I responded silently, by wriggling underneath him. With a warm smile, he continued on as his hand slid lightly up my leg until it reached the band of my pants. With a trembling hand, I placed mine on his and slowly, I guided it up my stomach underneath my loose-fitting t-shirt. I didn’t know where this confidence came from. Was it from his beautiful words of love? Was it the fact that for the past few months he had been the only one that had managed to glue my broken pieces together?

      It had been a very long road. One shrouded in darkness and haunted by the demons of my past and present. He had been a constant figure, lighting the path to the end. To safety. I was ready to give him all of me. To show him he had me. Wholeheartedly. His hand splayed out on my stomach, and I winced as they traversed the bumpy terrain. I closed my eyes, willing them to open again, but they wouldn’t.

      “Look at me.” His tender command hit the part of my heart that had me obeying his every command. I opened my eyes and fell hard. Mesmerizingly shocking blue eyes searched mine. I went to close them again when his hand discovered my body.

      “Keep your eyes open. I want to see you watching me as I touch you. You don’t ever need to shy away from me, Isla. What you call your imperfections, I call the very things that make you an individual, that make you beautiful. Don’t be shy about what is just another page to your story.”

      What had happened to this guy? If I told anyone that Zayne was a sensitive guy, they would have me committed. I nodded silently, submissively.

      One hand landed at the bottom of my breast, before moving up to cup it, eliciting a moan from me. Slowly, while watching me intently, he shuffled my shirt up and I gave him the space he needed in order to pull it over my head, depositing it on the floor. Instantly, I felt self-conscious and my hand flew to cover up the marks that were screaming at me, and the only thing I could see was a look of disgust on his face in my mind as his eyes perused me. I knew it was all in my head, but I couldn’t stop seeing the illusion that was created by the cruel part of my mind.

      He removed his hands from my stomach and appraised me. “You are so fucking gorgeous. Every. Inch. Of. You,” he said between kisses that were trailing over the swell of my breasts that were imprisoned by my ugly bra. I inwardly cursed myself for not wearing something sexier, not that I had anything sexier than this plain cream bra.

      Zayne pulled the cup of the bra down and freed my nipple which instantly stiffened into a hardened peak. I gasped as he took it into his mouth, his tongue circling it before he applied some light pressure and sucked it, nipping it as he pulled away. My panties were well and truly wet, and I was drowning in the intense emotions. He continued on with the gentle worshiping of my body as he gave the same attention to my right nipple as he had done my left. Sick of the material between him and me, he propped himself up on one arm urging me to lift up while he expertly unclipped the clasp of my bra with the snap of his fingers. Literally. He just pinched the clasp in between his fingers and snapped. It was an amazing skill, a skill he had used on other girls. Other girls that were thinner, unblemished, unbroken. I stiffened up immediately and because he was so attentive to me, he recognized the fear.

      “Baby, if you want to stop, we can, but believe me when I say, that you don’t need to worry. I love your body. I love the bumps, the lines that dance along your skin.”

      “How could you? How could you love them, when I can’t,” I said weakly, hating how I sounded. Just another reminder of how unlovable I could be.

      “You are not unlovable,” he growled out, answering my not so internal monologue. “I love them, because it tells me your story. A story only I am privy of reading. I love them because they are a part of who you are. I love them because you are a survivor. I love them, because despite what you think of yourself. You are the strongest person I know.”

      He shuffled down on the bed, his deliciously hot breath warming me from the inside out. With a finger he traced my lines, before peppering kisses along them. How had I become so lucky?

      When he finished drawing along my stomach with his lips and tongue, he gripped my pants and slowly pulled them down around my ass and legs. His breath hitched and it made the tears flow once again.

      “Fuck you’re delectable. I want to enjoy each and every part of you. Before I continue though, you need to tell me if you really are ready. Because once I start, I won’t be able to stop.”

      I laughed, the tears streaming down my face as I nodded my readiness. Kneeling at the foot of the bed, he lifted my leg up and tenderly kissed it, working his way up, swapping it for the other leg when he reached the juncture of my bikini line.

      I was starting to become agitated. He was causing all kinds of problems for my overheated body as it thrummed with desire, vibrating through me. He settled between my legs and ran his tongue along the wet patch of my panties and I shrieked a little in embarrassment. His dark chuckle reverberated through my core, tickling me.

      How in the god’s name was he doing that?

      “I can’t wait to really taste you.” He got right to work as he yanked my panties down. I yelped at the sudden change in speed and increase in passion. His actions became uninhibited as he allowed the passion to drive him. He blew a warm breath on my pussy, and I twitched from the sensation, until a whole new kind of experience rocked me. It rammed into me at the speed of a runaway freight train. His tongue languidly slid up my slit, stopping at the hardened nub of my clit. He twirled his tongue around, teasing me.

      “Zayne, please.” With all the teasing he had done, the kissing, the attention on my nipples, I was frustratingly aroused. Who the hell does that?! Who the hell falls apart so easily like that?

      He finally added a little more pressure as his tongue laved over my clit. Over and over. I was nearly to the point of no return, as the overwhelming pressure kept rising, building in intensity. The crescendo of pleasure was excruciatingly luscious that I was drifting into a love induced stupor. One I was happy to enter.

      He appreciated and loved me and my body in a way that had me reeling from the intense emotions that were hammering into me. Emotions I was sure to become addicted to.

      I felt a slight pressure in between my legs as Zayne’s finger entered me, pausing to allow me to get used to the invader of my body. “Are you okay, baby?”

      “Yeah,” I breathed. “Don’t stop.”

      He chuckled. “I don’t plan to,” he said, lowering his head and getting back to servicing my body in the way it deserved.

      While his finger made light work of my entrance, a steady beat, in, out, in, out, his mouth devoured my clit, causing the pressure that had fallen away slightly to build up again at a rapid pace. Just when I thought it couldn’t feel any better, another finger joined the first and then a third. And before I knew it, I was screaming his name, back arching immediately from the pleasure it was being introduced to. His motions slowed, allowing me to come back down from heaven and land safely back on Earth. Back to reality. Panting, and covered in a sheen of sweat, he smiled down at me.

      “That was… that was ummm... wow,” I panted.

      “Just you wait. It gets better.” He planted a quick peck on my lips and I could taste myself, which didn’t taste how I imagined I would.

      It… I… was not bad. I can’t quite explain the taste, but it wasn’t as horrible as one would imagine considering where it came from.

      “Are you serious?!” I shrieked.

      “Yeah, baby. It does.”

      And with that, I mewled at the loss of the pressure and heat of his body. I watched as he pulled off his shirt and shucked off his pants, flicking them off to the side, but not before removing his wallet from his jeans pocket and plucking a foil square from its contents. My eyes stayed glued to him, with a smirk firmly planted on his face and his baby blues on my own while he slowly slid his boxers off … holy fucking shit!

      I’m supposed to fit that in my, what ... How?! I may not be experienced in the slightest, but I’ve seen a few dicks, granted they were on a screen, but I thought they were enough to judge how big the average male appendage was. And his, well, I was metaphorically and literally fucked.

      “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” he asked, ripping open the foil casing of the condom with his teeth and rolling it onto his more than well-endowed member.

      I gulped before nodding my head vigorously. Knowing full well, that if I waited too long, hesitation would set in. I wanted this with Zayne. I needed him to be my first, to take along with him what he already had in his loving possession. I knew he would protect it, and I would never regret ever giving this to him. Because while I gave him something that was a cherished thing of mine, he gave me something he cherished as well.

      His true self.

      He crawled over me as if I was his prey, and he was about to pounce and take me as his meal. His eyes once shining with arousal, were now hazed with a little concern. He was worried I would suffer some pain. He positioned himself between my legs, nudging them open a little more.

      I drew in a deep breath and inhaled, as I waited for the inevitable. The pain I had heard so much about. The pressure. The expanding, and the popping of my hymen. The only thing that gave me ease was the fact that I was quite wet and with the work his three digits had done to me, I was that little more prepared for his bigger than average member.

      The head of his cock nudged my entrance and very slowly he thrust forward and retreated. When half of his dick was seated in me, I winced at the pain from the foreign invasion.

      “Breathe baby, this next bit will hurt.”

      “Okay.”

      He kissed me for a few seconds before giving me rest. I did as he said and breathed in and out, and as I exhaled sharp pain had me shutting my eyes from it.

      “Are you okay?” Concern evident in his voice.

      “Yeah. I didn’t know...I wasn’t expecting. I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” I urged.

      He kissed me, slowly. I could feel so much love in this kiss, as he continued thrusting. The pressured pain of his cock inside me was counteracted by the pleasure Zayne was giving me as he moved from my lips to my ear. His heavy breathing and sucking of my earlobe.

      He was right. I wasn’t going to feel amazing and experience a mind-blowing orgasm from penetrative sex, but I did feel a rising heat.

      “Fuck, baby. I can’t. Hold…”

      And that’s all it took for him to jolt and then stiffen up as he grunted his orgasm. “Fuck.”

      He flopped to the side, pulling me with him while staying sheathed inside me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Five

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Sometimes life gives you a light to help you navigate through the darkness.”

      

      

      "I'm not going." All four heads swiveled to face me. I was met with a clanging of cutlery as it crashed down on porcelain plates.

      "And why not?" Thea's mortification shoving into me.

      "I have no interest in it. It's a dance with highly inappropriate, immature and sexually charged connotations that puts way too much pressure on teenagers. I refuse to conform to such antiquated traditions."

      "This isn't about conforming Isla. It's about spending the last time with your friends with the added bonus of being all dressed up and showing everyone just how hot you are."

      "One, I'll be seeing you after prom, and two, I don't need to show people how 'hot' I am. Plus, my mom and I have plans to watch rom coms at home. This is one of the few times she'll be seeing me before I potentially move to Massachusetts. She's having an emotional breakdown over it. Honestly, I'm getting worried."

      "Oh honey, you have nothing to worry about. No parent in the world is ever going to be as overbearing as one of our parents, especially Italian parents. Ours will probably insist on moving into the dorms with us. At least yours will set you free," Aurora said dramatically.

      "Maybe not, at this rate she's going to sell the house here and move over with me just so I don't have to be far away from her. She's incorrigible."

      "Ummm, hello! Can we not lose the point of the conversation?"

      We all chuckled at Thea's outburst.

      "There's nothing to discuss, Thea. I'm not going to prom."

      "But ever since the cunt queen left, people have steered clear of you. Some are even being nice to you. Pleeeeeeeease," she begged. It didn't suit her...like, at all. She came across as petulant more than anything.

      "There is no amount of begging that will make me want to go. It's not like you can't go. You'll have the rest of the girls there."

      "But it won't be the same without you," she grumbled, pouting.

      "I know, but you'll still be seeing me when we have our night, just us. It'll be much better, cause then it'll only be us and not other people from school, who we care nothing about."

      "Zayne, can you convince her?"

      "I don't give a fuck. I'm glad she doesn't want to go. I don't have to go through the arduous task of finding a tuxedo and all that bullshit that comes with prom."

      "You guys are boring as hell." She slumped in her chair, arms crossed over her chest.

      "Have you heard about the Young Writers Competition?" Aniyah asked.

      "No, I haven't. Again, thanks for that."

      "Well, it was really good, and we knew you would never submit it of your own volition. Plus, the one you were going to hand in wasn't as good. You received an A for this one. You should be happy about it, not mopey,” Thea scolded

      "But it wasn't yours to hand in! You had no right—"

      Zayne placed a hand on my shoulder. His way of telling me that I was becoming too emotional and to calm down a bit. "It doesn't matter, what's done is done. Just please don't do anything like that ever again?"

      "No, I'm not, oof—" she turned to Kris who had elbowed her to quit doing the same thing I had been doing and be reasonable. "Fine. I won't. I'm sorry," she grumbled.

      I smiled. Not because I got my way, but because of the two guys in our lives.

      I tried to picture this year without him, having never met him and I couldn't. It was like he had always been in my life. I felt so at ease with him, and instead of shying away and not speaking to him like I would have normally with other guys I had ever liked, I stood up to him and told him off the first time we had spoken. He pushed me to my limits and forced me to argue, to defend myself. He gave me back my strength, and while I still wasn't comfortable asserting myself to others, I could with him, and it was a step in the right direction.

      "I think you're going to ace it. Knock it out of the park," Fatima spoke up. "It is a wonderful poem and even though I haven't read the other contestant's work, I just know you're going to win. Because it's you and you're a brilliant writer. I really don't understand why you won't take up writing instead of aeronautical engineering. It's such a blah career choice."

      "For you, yes. But I've always been fascinated with space and flight. It's a freedom like no other. The exhilaration you feel when you're up in the sky, in a metal box that you feel shouldn't be able to stay up but does. And because of what? Physics? Science. It's fascinating."

      "Blah. See? What are you going to do if you win? We have to celebrate if you do."

      "We can celebrate it at prom," Thea jumped in, a little of her excitement coming back again.

      We all groaned.

      "Not this again. Just drop it, Thea," Aurora said with exasperation.

      Thea waved her off. "I'll make you a deal." I didn't like where this was going. "If you win, then you have to come to prom, but if you lose, you can stay at home and watch sappy movies with your mother, and I won't annoy you on the topic anymore."

      I shot her a 'really?' look. She nodded in response. It was tempting, I must admit. I was quite confident that I wouldn't win. I didn't know who my competition was, but I wasn’t a writer. I wrote a poem when I was in a low point in my life and the words just came to me. It was never meant to be for the assignment. It was meant to be for me. I thought it would be safe from unsuspecting eyes.

      I was rather perplexed when I found out that my submission wasn't the one I had thought it was in the beginning and if it weren't for everything that had happened proceeding it, I would have ripped their heads from their bodies and thrown them in the dumpster. They had forced me into doing something I hadn't wanted to do. All because they felt they knew what was best for me.

      Whether they did, I still wasn't too sure. In a way I was thankful for them throwing me off that cliff, but annoyed that they had done it. I was a walking conflict of emotions and thoughts and even actions.

      I was quite certain that I wasn't going to win this. Because I don't win things. Because, part from academically, I don't do well with things. I was a realist. I had placed no work into it other than writing it all down. I wrote it in one go and that was it.

      I stuck out my hand, ready to make the deal. Because there was no way I, Isla Davenport, was going to win this award. "Deal. I'm not going to win anyway. There's a snowball's chance in hell it's ever going to happen, so you have a deal. If I win, I will come to prom. If I don't win, then I get to stay at home, and you aren't allowed to bitch about my absence. Okay?"

      "Oh Isla, you are making a big mistake," Fatima shook her head, disapproving of my decision.

      "No she isn't. We know deep down she wants to go. She's just too stubborn to admit it. You have a deal." Thea took my outstretched hand and shook it.
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        * * *

      

      "You won, Isla!"

      No. fucking. way. She couldn't have just said that. No. No. No! I refused to believe it. Refused. It couldn't be. No. No. Oh my god I won. It had become all too much. I found the nearest table and sat down, stabling myself with my hands resting on it.

      "Isla, are you alright? You've gone all white."

      No, I'm not fucking alright! This couldn't be happening. It had to be a dream. I slapped myself across the face and Mrs. Norrie gasped in shock.

      "Oh my god, Isla. What are you doing?"

      "Trying to wake myself up." It was stupid, I know. However, I couldn't believe it. I had won.

      "It's amazing, isn't it?"

      My head shot up to meet her, stilling her with a glare that could probably only be described as deranged. "Are you kidding me? No, this isn't a good thing."

      "Why? I don't get it."

      "Now I fucking have to go to prom."

      "I don't get the connection."

      "I made a bet with Thea that if I won, I would go to prom. I was definitely expecting to lose."

      She laughed. At me or the situation, I couldn't tell. Probably both. "Why did you think you wouldn't win? This is a fantastic piece of work. One of the best I have ever read in my life. It was soulful and heart wrenching. You should be proud of what you produced."

      I know she was trying to get me to be happy, but she didn't know that it wasn’t the piece I had originally wanted to hand in.

      "Well it happened, and you are the winner. They'll be announcing it in their weekly newsletter later on this week. There will be a small presentation to celebrate the entrants and the winner, which you will be expected to attend. That will be occurring in a couple of weeks."

      "I. Ummm, no. I can't go, I'm sorry. I've got a family thing that week," I lied.

      Her face fell. "Oh, that's a shame. There's no way you can get out of it perhaps?"

      “Nope. No. Sorry. It's set in stone."

      "I'm sorry to hear. They have to hand it to somebody. Would you like me to accept on your behalf then?"

      “Yeah, sure." I said, not wanting to be involved in this conversation any further. I was out of there before she had a chance to respond.

      Now I had to go to prom. Unless you don't tell them. That's right. I didn't have to tell them I had won. I could lie to them and—

      “Attention everybody. I have a special announcement. I am proud to say that one of our very own students entered in the Young Writers Competition.” Oh, fuck, shit, no. No, no, no, no, noooooo. “Congratulations, Isla Davenport, the winner of this year's YWC award. Everybody, please take a moment to congratulate her. This is a massive achievement for not only her, but our school,” the new headmistress announced over the loud speaker.

      A few claps attached to wide smiles met me as I raced through the halls of the school to my locker. I had to get out of here. I didn't want this damn praise from a few students. I didn't need, expect or want the adoration of my peers. These guys—while I had forgiven them—had been involved in the bullying. I would never ask anything from them, nor would I ever need it.

      I was foolishly hoping I could get away unnoticed. I knew I would have to confront them sooner or later, but now was not the time. I didn't want the gloating from Thea, or the praise from my friends, or even the love from Zayne. I just wanted to get out of there as quickly as I could and hide out in my room and pretend this never happened.

      It was dramatic, and I was acting like a freakish idiot. I had my reasons for not wanting to go to prom. They knew I hated dances at the school, and I didn't want to mingle with people I had no intention of ever caring for after this year had ended. I didn't want to get all dressed up and pretend that I was someone pretty and have people coo over me and make a fuss as if I was.

      I flung my locker door open, throwing my things in my bag and took the back exit. My friends would be waiting at the front. I knew it, so there was no way I would be walking into them. If I took the back way, then I could easily get to my car and drive off. I was happy that I had chosen to drive in myself. For the first time in my life, I was running late for school. Because for the first time in months, I couldn't sleep. It was damn near impossible, and there was nothing I could do about it. I read, thinking it would help me because it normally did. Nope, not this time. All it did was make me feel horny and heated up. Damn those asshole guys and their sexiness, and damn the author for writing such massive assholes that dripped of sex and sin.

      I wish I could have called Zayne. He had told me when I was in the hospital that if I ever needed him, to just call him. Anytime of the day or night and he would be there. After reading the book it had ended up being three in the morning, and there was no way I was going to interrupt his sleep because my libido was having a raging party.

      Flinging open the back doors to the school, I was confronted by my little group of friends. I stood there, giving them a sheepish smile, my cheeks heating up from being caught.

      "You are way too predictable my dear," Fatima chuckled, walking up to me. Her arm wrapped around my shoulders as she led me down the steps.

      "We heard the announcement and predicted you wouldn't come out the front entrance. We knew you would take the back entrance because you could get away undetected,” Aniyah explained. I scowled at her. Bitch was supposed to be on my side. Not theirs. She was always on my side.

      I looked at Thea who was just about ready to burst. "Yes, I'm coming to prom." She released a scream and threw herself at me. Drawing me into a hug so tight, I felt as if I was being hugged by a boa constrictor instead of my friend. I tapped her back and she released me before stepping away.

      I felt a strong pair of arms circle around my waist from behind. The delectable cologne that was synonymous with sex and danger kissed my skin and alighted my senses. All of them. With his hot breath on my ear, I had to fight the urge not to moan in front of my friends. They didn't need to see how much he turned me on.

      "Congratulations again, baby. How about I take you out to celebrate this Saturday. Just you and me. Since, tonight will be with the screeching hyena and the other members of the peanut gallery—"

      "Hey! I heard that asshole!" Thea yelled.

      "You don't have to take me out to celebrate. Really."

      "It wasn't a request."

      "Are you bossing me around? Because I don't respond well to demands. Even if it is a gentle one.”

      "Yes. There is no way you are getting out of this. So you better accept it or else." His voice went low, dark and gravelly. How it always went when he was turned on or trying to turn me on.

      "Or else what?" I pushed. Daring him to take this further. Seeing how far he would go with this.

      "Don't play a game you can't win baby. Because when it comes to this particular one, I'll always be the victor.” He pressed his pelvis into me, allowing me to feel how hard he was. The rush of heat that spread throughout my body and the way I pulsated with lust and sexual need had me beat. Yep. There was no winning this game against this guy.

      I concede.

      "Get a room you two!" Kris and Jen shouted in unison.

      I looked at them and stuck my tongue out. They both winked at me. I gave him a moment to adjust himself before I stepped away and we all made our way to our vehicles.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Six

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Desire and lust can make us step outside of our comfort zones. It’s both dangerous and exciting.”

      

      

      True to his word, Zayne picked me up on Saturday. It was an absolutely glorious day. I had no idea what we were doing, or where we were going, or if I was even dressed appropriately. I had told my parents that he was taking me somewhere, and because my mom was a fashionista, she gave me some tips. If you didn't know where you were going, always make sure you were prepared for any situation and the weather. It was now spring and the weather was deliciously warm.

      "Wear shorts and a tank top, but take a cardigan in case he takes you somewhere where it's a little crisp. No heels or sandals." She rushed around me, pulling things out of drawers and practically throwing them at me. "Here, put these on."

      After managing to catch the items of clothing she lobbed at me, I took a look. A pair of navy shorts she had insisted on buying me. They were three quarter ones that sat just below my knees as I was still self-conscious about my body. A huge part of me always would be, no matter how amazing Zayne made me feel about it. His acceptance of me had given me some of the self-confidence I needed to be fully exposed to him.

      The night I had lost my virginity, I was scared and tense. Like a gentleman though, he had prodded me to trust him. And I did. He showed me he loved my body, flaws and all. I did feel a little beautiful, wanted and accepted.

      "This top will go perfectly with those shorts, and here, put these on," she said as she threw my light pink Toms at my feet.

      I grabbed my things and headed towards the bathroom. Even if she was my mother, I didn't get dressed in front of her. In front of anybody, not even Zayne. I had asked him to keep his eyes closed while I scurried around and frantically picked up my clothes, eyeing him to make sure he wasn't looking and changed in the bathroom. It was ridiculous, I know. How could I allow a guy to take my virginity and do all the things he did to me, and not let him see me naked after? I couldn't stand the stares, no matter if they were heated or not, on me. Taking in every inch of marred flesh.

      I quickly got dressed and walked back into my room where my mom was waiting. When she saw me, she gave me a thumbs up and a smile.

      "Perfect!"

      He still refused to tell me where he was taking me. I had asked him if what I was wearing was appropriate and he said it was perfect before kissing me on the lips. This drew out a weird giggle from my mom and a rather disturbing comment from my dad. They were so fucking embarrassing sometimes. Even more so now that I was in a relationship with Zayne, even though they absolutely adored him.

      "I don't like not knowing Zayne. Tell me where we're going."

      "Are you bossing me around Miss Davenport?" he smirked. Eyes still on the road.

      "Yes. Yes, I am. Now tell me where we are going."

      "It is not a good thing to demand things from me. People who demand things usually get punished."

      A rush of heat went straight between my legs and I bit the inside of my cheek to stop myself from getting aroused. Well, it's a little too late for that now isn't it?

      "What kind of punishment?" I breathed. Are you trying to make this worse for yourself? Abort! Abort!

      "Now what would be the fun in telling you when I could show you?" His hand rested on my leg, so much heat pouring off it I was most certain it was leaving a burn mark. He freely slid his hand further up until it landed between my legs and it pulsated with wanton need. I had to have him then, but I needed him to stop before we had an accident.

      "Stop," I breathed out.

      The last thing we needed happening was for him to crash into a tree or worse—another vehicle, most likely an oncoming one.

      I poorly attempted to pull away his hand that was secured to my pussy. He was strong that was for sure, and a low chuckle reverberated from his chest. I stopped mid pull as I sunk into the wondrous sensation it brought me.

      Asshole. He knew the right buttons to push with me, and it didn't help that I was easy as fuck with him and every button was the right one. Just the mention of his name had me all giddy and flushing with arousal. It was embarrassing.

      I tried to clear the rolling fog of need from inside my head. It sure wasn't easy. Each time I thought I was succeeding, he would touch me with the most perfect pressure that would have it all whirling in again.

      "You need to stop it with this." His hand slipping beneath my pants and grazing me from above my panties. I had to stop him. For our safety. He could drive, but driving while fingering me? Well that was another level of skilled. That was stunt driver skilled. NASCAR skilled.

      "Why?"

      "Because I want you to stop." The light and airy timbre of my voice was not helping the matter and I scolded my body for the betrayal.

      "It doesn't seem like you want me to stop. Are you okay there?" I could hear the smirk in his voice as he casually asked me. His feigned innocence nudged at my patience.

      "Yes. I need you to stop before you kill us both. I didn't come this far just to crash into a tree or another vehicle.”

      "I'm very skilled." I had every inkling he was talking about his fingers, not his driving. The subtle innuendos were not lost on me.

      "I know you are. But doesn't mean I want to risk it." I was glad when my voice came out more stern. Authoritative.

      He drew his hand from inside my pants and placed them back on the wheel, and for a brief moment, I missed the feel of his hand as it strummed me to life. Playing me with precision.

      I had no idea where he was taking us, and it seemed as if we were at the edge of the state when he took an exit and went down a winding road that was cocooned in trees. It was quite beautiful with natures music of the wind as it glided through the trees, accompanied by the birds chirping to one another.

      I had no idea a place like this even existed and even more surprised that he knew this place existed. After all, he was a foreigner. I sank into my seat and glanced out the window, gazing out into the wilderness.

      He took another turn and we were heading down a winding gravel road. You know, one of those roads that is the beginning of a scene in a horror movie. It would be disconcerting were it not for the fact that I knew I was safe with Zayne.

      We eventually came through a small clearing which was hidden within dense forest. Well, it was a good thing my outfit was appropriate.

      "Ummm, you're not bringing me here to chop me up in to little bits, are you?"

      He laughed and killed the engine. "No, you weirdo. There's a place I want you to see."

      "That's exactly what murderers say right before they kill their victim."

      "Just get out of the car, Isla."

      I unbuckled my seatbelt and got out, the cool breeze hitting me, which was extremely pleasant against the warm sun.

      He walked to the trunk of the car and withdrew a basket. I smiled. We were going to have a picnic. It was the sweetest thing anybody had ever done for me. Granted, it was the only thing anybody had ever done for me.

      He walked to me, the car chirping as he took my hand and held it in his. He led me to a path and we followed that all the way until we reached another clearing. Except this one was more beautiful than the little parking area we had just come from. This contained a mini waterfall with the clearest water I had ever seen. It was quiet with a tranquility that coerced you into its depths. The best thing about it was that there was nobody here. It was strange that a little gem like this would have absolutely no visitors. And it wasn't like it was hidden and utterly secluded. It was off two main stretches of road, even if it didn't have a sign pointing to its location.

      He led me to a small grassy area and parked the picnic basket, pulling out a blanket and placing it down before gesturing for me to sit. I did as he asked, I was too enthralled by the beauty of this place to argue. The trees, vines and various other green inhabitants hugged the rocky border of the stream of water, and the little cave that was nestled within the waterfall was pure bliss.

      This was the kind of place you had to stumble upon. It still made me wonder how he had found it. I felt him sit down next to me. His warm skin kissed mine as he settled in. I turned to face him and he gave me a quick peck on the nose.

      "How did you find this place? I didn't even know it existed and I've been living here most of my life."

      "When we had first got here, I would take little trips sometimes to clear my head. I didn't want to be here. I hated it here and knew what the Californian girls would be like. While I was correct, I was also wrong in so many ways." He looked down at me, a look in his eyes that was full of passion and need. It wasn't an arousal need, but a need for me to understand the words he was saying. "I happened to stumble upon this place when I took a wrong turn. This had quickly become a place I would come to whenever I needed an escape from town. I would bring my guitar and just play here."

      "It's absolutely beautiful.”

      I breathed out my content. I was loving this moment and so appreciative of him sharing this little place with me.

      "Are you hungry?"

      As if in response, my stomach growled. I giggled. "Well, it would most certainly seem like it."

      Hands cupped my face, his lips planted themselves on mine. I loved it when he kissed me out of the blue. It was amazing and passionate and impulsive, and it showed just how much he wanted me. Our tongues danced together as his body became flush against mine. My breasts pressing into his hard chest.

      "I love the way you laugh. It's so fucking sexy."

      Wow, that was new. I had never had my laugh described as being sexy. I had never heard of anybody's laugh being described in such a way. A laugh was a laugh, wasn't it? He nipped, sucked and kissed his way along my jawline, down my neck, before he settled on the swell of my breasts, placing light kisses on top of them.

      "Now now, Casanova. We better stop before you get too overheated. Lunch."

      "Quit ordering me around Davenport," he growled at me.

      "Just do as I say, Shai.”

      Before I could say a word, he pushed me down, pinning my arms above my head. His eyes dark and hooded as he gazed upon my face before landing on my breasts.

      "Do you know what happens to people who order me around?"

      I shook my head, fearful that anything I said would break whatever spell had been cast on him.

      "They get punished. Do you want to be punished?"

      I don't know. Did I? My stomach made itself known once again and I internally yelled at it to shut up and quit cock-blocking me… or would that be beaver damming me? Regardless, that’s what my stomach was doing to me right now.

      I hadn't been willing to get rowdy until this. I quite liked this dominant side of him... Actually, retract that, he was always dominant. He hadn't yet brought it out. I'm guessing for fear of hurting me or pushing me too far. I had tuned out for just a second.

      "—if you don't want to, then quit ordering me around." It wasn't said with malice. It was a warning that if I continued to push, then he would ravage me and not turn back. It was a warning I should have listened to. Obeyed.

      Except, I wasn't one for obeying his commands. Whenever he pushed, I pushed back and sometimes we came to a crossroads where we both had to end up pulling back in order to prevent major conflict. I wanted to see just how far he would take things with me.

      "Or what?" I dared.

      Lust flashed through his eyes that locked me into a predator’s glare. He got down low and whispered into my ear. "You don't want to find out just what I’ll do."

      "Instead of being a little bitch, just fucking do it," I countered.

      In a flash, his mouth was on mine. Devouring me. Punishing me as he thrust his hard dick against my core, making it beg for some form of skin on skin contact. I didn't know what had gotten over me. This was not like me at all. It was as if a vixen was living within me and she was starting to come out to play. Zayne was not a guy to mess with. He was an act now, ask for permission later kind of guy, and I didn’t know if I could stop him once he started.

      Would I want him to, though? My body screamed for him. It was at his mercy, but my mind. My mind was the annoying little bitch telling me that having sex out in public was not the way to go.

      That's the thing about hormones. They ran rampant within me and muted the voices in my head. They were seeking release and weren't going to allow some rational thought keep me from getting what I wanted. They were seeking satisfaction and they were going to get it.

      His hands explored every inch of my body, as if committing the feel of me to memory. I wrapped my legs around his torso which only served to deepen his thrusts. A moan mixed with a growl which vibrated against me erupted from his mouth. His lips left my mouth and made their way down my body and parked where his dick had been. His eyes locked onto mine and I nodded. He didn't need an invitation. He had me and could do whatever the fuck he wanted. I was powerless against him at this point and instead of feeling scared, I fell into it and soaked in its sweet potion.

      Getting up on his knees he stripped himself of his shirt and I lay still. My breath caught in my throat as I drank him in. He was stunning. Corded muscles rippled in the sunlight and his six pack that was as hard as marble greeted me. He was out of this world beautiful and I didn't know what to do with him. I pinched myself. Something I had to do every time I was with him in this situation, because no matter how long we had been together, I still couldn't believe he was with me. It was way too surreal.

      My hands lifted up and touched his body, which twitched underneath my fingers. He leaned back down and my hands moved to the sinewy muscles on his back before I fisted his hair and brought his lips back onto mine. I would never get enough of him for as long as I lived.

      Breaking the kiss, I mewled in protest. His mouth ventured down to my breasts again as his hands bunched up my top, pulling it over my head and discarding it to the side.

      There I was, half-naked, vulnerable and exposed outside. I should have felt uneasy, should have felt my anxiety start to poke its head out of hiding and say hello. Instead, it rested where it was and allowed me to get comfortable in this moment. This oh so delicious moment.

      A chill pricked my skin, goosebumps popping up along my body and breasts as he drew my bra down. Instantly my nipples hardened, puckering into peaks. His hot breath and tongue laved at my nipple, sending shock waves of arousal through me. I was being driven insane by his mouth as he nipped at it before sucking away the pain.

      Fuck me dead. Was it actually possible for someone to be fucked to death?

      I shook my head from my thoughts and returned back to enjoying Zayne as he worshipped my body. The first time we had sex was not that long ago, and I had been so nervous about my body. Still was, but he had made me feel so beautiful and so loved that I was able to push away the anxieties and self-doubt I felt about me. I was able to sink into the moment and just appreciate all he had to give me and not ruin it.

      And it was all because of him.

      Our passion and desires revved up to newfound heights and I felt myself soaring into the sky. Unable to come back down.

      "Fuck baby, you're so wet."

      I moaned, eyes rolling back into my head. I loved it when he talked dirty to me. It was just so... well, dirty. I could never pull it off.

      His fingers which were now underneath my panties, slid easily into my slit, thrusting into me in a frantic state as I writhed under him, creating more friction with his palm as it rubbed up against my clit. He removed his hand and in one quick movement, pulled my shorts and panties down and threw them in the same place my top had disappeared to.

      I was now laying in front of him, feeling much like prey as his hungry eyes took me in, locking in on the spot between my legs. A few seconds later and his mouth was clamped down on my clit. My back arched up as he lavished me. Eating me with a hunger of a starved man. I couldn't stand it anymore. This was all too much to take for a girl like me, but he wouldn't let up. He continued to run his tongue up and down my slit, playing with my now swollen clit. The familiar rush of chemicals released into my brain and sent me into a hurricane of sexed up insanity.

      My breathing became laboured. My hands fisted his silky hair. It only took a few more seconds for me to scream out his name, the echoes of my moans cascading back down on me, as my orgasm hit me with a force so strong, I didn't know if I had actually survived it or not. He wouldn’t let up though, continuing his attention on my clit as I struggled to come back down.

      This. This, I couldn't handle. I writhed underneath him, trying to push him away. I was sensitive, to the point of uncomfortable pleasure, as a single graze of his tongue lit up all my senses. He retained the tight seal of his mouth, holding me down with a force I couldn't get away from. And just like that, in a matter of minutes I was thrown up into that high again. The intoxicating feeling of another orgasm rushed to fill me up and sent tingles all throughout me.

      It wasn't until I had stilled, that he let go and came up to kiss me. It was better than all the other times—not that they were bad. I didn't know if it had something to do with where we were, or if I was just more relaxed this time. The more we acted upon our natural instincts of sexual gratification, the safer and more comfortable I felt.

      I thought I would have shied away from this. This wasn't something I ever felt was a desirable thing to experience, but it was something.

      "How are you feeling gorgeous?" He asked between kisses. His hard dick rubbing against the now sensitive nub.

      "Drunk. Dizzy. Euphoric. And un-fucking-believable."

      "Fuck, I love it when you swear. It's so damn fucking sexy."

      His lazy thrusts had me wanting more, and all I could think about was having him inside me. Filling me up to the brim and hitting me in all the right places. He could take me to places I'm sure no other guy would ever be able to take me.

      I wriggled underneath him. A silent request for him to get on with it. It pulled a chuckle from him

      "So impatient, aren't you?"

      "Impatient? You had planned this."

      "Me? No. This is totally a spur of the moment thing."

      "Bullshit! I bet you have a condom in your wallet."

      "So, what if I do? Every guy carries a condom in their wallet."

      "Guys only carry one around with them if they think there's a chance of getting lucky. Cut the shit, Zayne."

      "Okay. I do. Just so you know, I do carry one around with me everywhere. Because it's better to have one and not need one, then to need one and not have one. Totally ruins the mood."

      A twang of guilt ran through me as I thought of all the girls he had ever been with. The many girls, I had no idea the number, who had been with him before me. I knew of one of them, Amali, who had been his first. They were still good friends. His best friend in fact. Even though I could become jealous of her, I hadn't. I didn't know if it had anything to do with her living in London, or if she generally wasn't a threat to me. I wasn't jealous now, but who knew. I didn't want anything to ruin my relationship with Zayne.

      "I never carried one with me when I was seeing other girls. You are the only one I've ever wanted to fuck into oblivion every time I'm with you. That's why I carry one with me. I don't trust myself not to want to fuck you. My self-control around you is non-existent. I have to always come prepared. The last thing either of us needs or wants right now is a pregnancy."

      I relaxed at his confession and smiled up at him. And just like that, my heart was hammering in my chest and my hormones were alight.

      "Speaking of pants." He hopped back up, removed his wallet from his pants, presenting a little foiled square and undid his zipper, shucking them off as they fell to the ground, before ripping the packet open and rolling the condom on. I couldn't help but laugh at his obvious segue. "Are you laughing at me, Miss Davenport?"

      "Yes. Yes, I am."

      "You are so going to pay for that."

      He was back on me so fast, I yelped with delightedness.

      Tender kisses were placed on me as his hand moved in between my legs. I was still wet from before, there was no need to worry about that. When it concerned him, I would always be wet. He slid his finger into me, and I gasped in his mouth. Pushing into me at a slow rhythmic speed, enabling me to get used to him. While this wasn't the first time, it was something I couldn't get enough of as soon as it started to feel good, it still took some time to get used to the size of him.

      Another digit slid in with the first and it had me pushing up to meet his thrusts. He gained momentum as he sped up, before a third digit joined the first two. It was... there were no words in the English dictionary that could perfectly describe the emotions that were being felt. The physical and psychological experience was out of this world. It was all short lived when he removed his fingers, before the head of his dick pushed into my entrance. I braced myself for him. Taking deep breaths, I willed myself to relax as he thrust into me, inch by inch. I closed my eyes and gave myself the opportunity to be one with this moment and really appreciate it.

      A few more thrusts and he was fully sheathed within me followed by a short break so I could get used to him being inside of me.

      "Are you okay, baby?" He always asked me that. I loved how he cared about whether I was in pain or not. He knew how big he was, and he always took my wellbeing into consideration.

      "Yeah," I said licking my lips. "I'm fine. Please don't stop."

      He didn't need any further permission. He moved slowly as his lips seared my skin with heat, leaving invisible marks all along my body. He knew what it took to get me all worked up and begging. The perfect symphony of mouth, hands and pelvic thrusts as he massaged my breasts, occasionally pinching my nipples to add to the pleasurable experience. Within minutes, his thrusts became quicker, propping himself on his elbows as he delved deep inside of me, every inch of his dick caused the perfect friction against my walls. It never took long, from the moment he sped up to the moment of my release. And on cue, it sent me into a state of absolute elation as I came undone and screamed his name, a chorus to his heavy breathing and grunting.

      "Oh, fuck. Baby, yeah, keep squeezing me like that. Fuck, you feel so fucking amazing."

      Hearing those words brought me back up again and I broke apart into a million pieces. Floating away. Never to be seen again.

      I screamed out his name, as his thrusts became more urgent. More aggressive. More erotic, as he kept me at my high. I thrashed my head from side to side, as every delicious inch of him caressed the sensitive spots of me, never allowing my orgasm to subside. The only sound that could be heard in the canopy of the trees, was the slapping of skin on skin, his panting as he continued to thrust into me, and my loud moans as I attempted to control myself and my mind while my body endured the best pleasure I had ever experienced in my life.

      One more loud scream, cutting through the sounds of our sexual dance, and he was emptying into me. Stilling for a brief moment, before his thrusts became jagged and slower as he came.

      His body became limp, falling onto me.

      We remained there. Breathing heavily and enjoying our post-coital high, covered in a sheen of sweat, while the musty smell of sex hovered around us.

      "Fuck, that was... that was something," I said, breaking the silence.

      He lifted himself up and moved onto his side, disposing of the condom before pulling me into his chest.

      "It definitely was." Kissing me of top of my head. His heavy breathing adding to my relaxed feeling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Seven

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “The biggest strength a person can hold, is the strength of the mind. It outweighs that of the physical, because mental strength comes the ability to excel.”

      

      

      "Just open it, sweetheart."

      I couldn't. I wouldn't. Could I? There were four letters from colleges around the country laid out in front of me.

      Four.

      In reality, I could have applied for more, but they didn't appeal to me. My holy grail was MIT. They had one of the best engineering facilities in the country. The others, well they were good, but mostly safeties. I needed MIT like I needed to breathe.

      I had written the best essay I could have, and my application was flawless. I even had my English teacher have a look at it. I wish I had more to put in it. More activities and stuff, but with everything at school, that wasn't an option. I wished even more that I could have put the Young Writer's Award on here as well, but this was sent out well before that even happened.

      I was way too nervous and my anxiety was starting to flare up again.

      Four Letters.

      Four possible rejections.

      No. Quit thinking like that!

      "Come on, sweetheart! I can't wait any longer, the suspense is killing me!" My mother practically shouted at me.

      "What if they're all rejections?" I asked, looking at her.

      "If they happen to be, we'll sort it out. You will find another way to get into MIT. We'll find a way to get you in there. I promise.”

      In some weird way, that comforted me. She knew that there was a chance that I wouldn't be able to get in. Millions of people apply to go to that school every year, and only the top candidates get in, and if I didn't get in here, I had my backups in Stanford, Carnegie Mellon University and University of California Berkeley. They were really good colleges, but they had nothing on MIT. It was the Harvard of the engineering world. I don't know what I would do if I couldn't get in, and even though I wanted to know. I couldn't bring myself to open up that letter.

      I thrusted it into my mom’s hands. "You open it!"

      Her head fell to the side and she gave me a 'really?' look. I nodded my head rapidly. I was deadly serious about this. I couldn't do it. It was too much.

      She sighed, her shoulders slumping, as she took the letter and carefully opened it. Lifting the letter that would either end or make my life. She scrolled through it and there was nothing. No expression. It was completely blank. My stomach dropped off a massive cliff. The blood came rushing up to my head and pounded away in my ears.

      And then she smiled and placed a hand on my shoulder to soothe me.

      "You got in!"

      I slapped her on the arm and snatched the letter from her.

      Written in a font that could only be described as prestigious, I saw the block letters that said congratulations. I couldn't breathe, couldn't do anything. The joyous atmosphere around me was held at bay by an invisible barrier of shock. I couldn't believe it. I actually got into MIT. I was going to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Me, Isla Davenport had gotten into the college of her choosing! And then it sunk in. It all came crashing down on me and I screamed.

      Mom and Dad looked at me with equally happy expressions on their faces and we stood up and jumped around.

      "I can't believe it! This is just. Oh my god!" There was no coherent sentences. Nothing I could say. The only thing I could think of was how I wanted to tell Zayne. I needed to tell him. Bear came bounding in, ready to pounce at whoever was harming his family. I ran to him, dropping to the ground and bringing him into a hug.

      “I got into MIT, boy! I got in!”

      I broke away and smushed his face in my hands. He let me, as he always did. His dark brown eyes held a shine in them as if he knew what was happening and was proud of me. I kissed him on the cheek and he licked my face.

      Getting up, I turned to my parents. "I need to tell Zayne. I'm going to go. Is that okay?"

      "Yes! Go! He's going to be so happy for you sweetheart," my mom said excitedly.

      She was right. He was going to be excited. Knowing he was going to be at home today, I didn't bother calling him and jumped in the car.

      Parking on the street, I locked my car and ran to the front door. I threw the door open and raced in. I knew it wouldn’t be locked; it never was when they were home.

      I couldn’t help myself, as soon as I saw Zayne I threw myself at him, squeezing him and wrapping my legs around him as if I was a spider monkey. The vibration from his laughter rumbled through me.

      “As much as I want to stand here and have you cling to me, I’m all sweaty and disgusting. Jen and Kris are in the living room. Go in there and I’ll go have a quick shower.”

      I didn’t want to let him go. I didn’t care if he smelled or that his skin was sticky. I wanted to stay like that.

      He tapped my back, prodding me to let him go. Reluctantly with a groan, I released my grip from him and slid down his body until my feet hit the floor.

      “Fine but be quick. I have news!” I called out as I walked into the living room to where Kris and Jen were lounging on the couch.

      “Quit bossing me around! I told you what happened if you continued to do that!” He growled out.

      I blushed when I thought about the first time he had demanded I quit ‘bossing him around’. It instantly shot heat straight throughout my body and the familiar throbbing and pleasurable tingle down in my core had me crossing my legs. He was an animal.

      I found them both looking at me quizzically as I meandered in. I sat down next to Jen and she wrapped an arm around my shoulder, giving me a one-armed hug.

      "What's all the fuss about?"

      "I can't tell. Not until he comes back down."

      Kris had already heard from his school a week ago and we had celebrated his achievement. Same with Zayne. This was why I had been so worried. It had taken forever to receive a letter.

      Minutes ticked by as I sat impatiently waiting for Zayne to come down. If he wasn't here in five minutes, I was going to go up and get him. Bad idea, girl. Ummm, yes. It would be a bad idea, because Zayne and I alone could not be trusted. Ever since I had gotten a piece of him, I couldn't stop. I wanted to be ravaged by him and ravage him in return. The way he touched me, kissed me. The way he lightly grazed his teeth along my skin and nipped at my... Stop it! Otherwise, you will go straight up there and not come back down.

      Soft footfalls met my ears before I saw him leaning against the doorway of the living room. He looked so damn hot in that position I just wanted to go over there and take him upstairs. It was kind of ridiculous how addicted I was to him. He was a pill I could afford. A drink I never got sick from. A darkness I could fall into safely.

      He was everything I had ever wanted and needed.

      

      "So, what's this news you have to share with me?" He asked, taking residence on the other side of me, stroking the back of my neck lightly.

      "I got into MIT!” I blurted out.

      The screams that followed were damn near deafening as everyone leapt to their feet. I was yanked to mine by Jen as she pulled me into a bear hug, before I was ripped away from her by Kristopher before a growl emanated from somewhere behind me and I was gently passed to Zayne. I laughed at their infectious happiness.

      His embrace was sweet, not at all life threatening like Jen's was. Zayne's showed me love. He kissed me on the forehead and whispered in my ear. "Congratulations baby. I knew you would get in."

      This was exciting for two reasons. One, well that was obvious to anyone who knew me. And two, Monash was also in Massachusetts. It would mean that we didn't have to have the awkward long-distance relationship or break up. I had already calculated how long it would take for me to get there, which was half an hour. It was the perfect ending to my year. There wasn't much that could top it.

      I had gone from a loser with no self-confidence, constantly being picked on by my entire class, to having gained some new friends, and a boyfriend. My nemesis being expelled from school, the headmistress fired and getting into my college of choice.

      "This is like, the best news ever. You are literally kicking ass in life, Isla. First you win the Young Writers Awards and now you're going to MIT.” The joy was written all over Jen's face. Her smile was wide and it reached her eyes, which seemed to sparkle with happiness.

      I withdrew from Zayne's embrace and turned around. He wrapped his strong arms around mine, holding me there. Not letting me go.

      "I know. Never in a million years did I think I would get either. Especially not the YWA."

      "When is the ceremony?" Kristopher asked.

      "This weekend. It's being held at the local bookstore."

      "Your parents must be ecstatic,” Jen said.

      "They are."

      The day it had been announced that I had won, my oh so adoring friends and my number one fans had taken the liberty to inform my parents of my wonderful news. My dad embarrassed me, picking me up and twirled me around until I was dizzy, and my mom. Oh my mom went straight into organising mode. I hadn’t planned on going, but in that moment, I didn’t have the heart to disappoint my mom. I’d done so much of that this year already.

      "Are you excited for it?"

      "Yeah. I wasn't when I first heard but I was told that I don't have to read it out to the crowd, so that calmed me just a little."

      "Oh, thank god! You'd need some alcohol if you had to do that. Or a joint. Either one."

      And then all of a sudden, the warmth that had caressed me slipped away and I was being tugged in the opposite direction.

      "Woah! What the—"

      "Hey! Where are you taking her?" Jen called out.

      "Where the fuck do you think?!" He shouted back.

      Leaving me in a moderate fit of laughter as she stood with her arms on her hips, scowling at her brother's back while he dragged me upstairs.
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        * * *

      

      You can do this. You. Can. Do. This. It's easy. All you need to do is go up on stage and accept your award. Simple! Just take the award, smile for the cameras and then walk gracefully down from the podium, without tripping.

      Thea had come over to get me ready, applying my makeup and straightening my hair. She, along with everyone else, was waiting downstairs for me. I had wanted to take a few minutes to clear my head and compose myself.

      The book cafe was one of few in town and the biggest in the main part of town. Kristopher and Jen had called to say that they were already there, saving seats for my friends. My family had reserved seating at the front with me. Jen had done me a disservice by telling me that it was getting packed. It seemed that this was a much more popular event than I had anticipated. It did nothing to calm me down. I was a bundle of nerves. I could feel the anxiety starting to rise again.

      

      We arrived half an hour before the event. The owner of the bookstore had graciously offered me a room in the upstairs area where I could gather myself.

      A quiet knock came at the door and my dad's head poked in.

      "Are you ready sweetheart?"

      "Nearly," I breathed out.

      He stepped in, walking to me and placing his hands on my shoulders. "I just wanted to come in and tell you how proud I am of you. You have come such a long way since the start of the year. Since the start of school. I'm sorry for never seeing the struggle you went through.” Tears started welling in his eyes and I had to bite on the inside of my cheek to not follow suit. "You remain grounded and humble. Never putting yourself above anybody else. Except right now. I need you to see just how amazing you are, the young woman you've become. You are so much more than you believe yourself to be. You're stronger, smarter, kinder than anybody else I know. You don't see the strength you possess but I do. The fact that you are still here is indicative of the strength you hold. Don't let anybody tell you any different. I am so honored to have you as my daughter."

      Tears pricked at the sides and I felt a lonely one fall down my cheek. He carefully wiped it away. "Now don't you start crying. Your mother and Thea would kill me if I ruined your make-up.

      I broke out into a laugh then, hugging him. "Thank you, Dad. So much, for everything. I could never repay you for being you."

      "Just promise me that if I become old and senile, that you put me into a nice home in Florida."

      "Why Florida?"

      "I don't know. That's where everyone else seems to go. It looks like it would be fun."

      "Okay old man. Come on. We better get downstairs before mom comes charging up like a bull."

      He broke out into a laugh with me right behind him. We made our way down the hallway and spiral stairs until we reached the back of the bookstore. With my hands clammy, I fought the urge to wipe them on my dress that sucked up moisture like a sponge.

      My dad took my hand, gently placing a handkerchief and patting my back. He guided us to our reserved seating at the front.

      

      For the majority of the ceremony we sat in silence, allowing the presenter of the award to drone on about said award. My grip was firmly entangled in my dad’s hands, while my mom stroked my back in comforting concentric circles. I stared blindly in front of me, attempting to not freak out and have an anxiety attack in front of everyone.

      Inhale.

      Exhale.

      Inhale.

      Exhale.

      A jolt to my body had me whipping my head around to my mom. She motioned to the front with her head.

      I followed her lead and Mrs. Norrie was standing at the front behind the lectern with a smile on her face.

      “Isla Davenport.”

      This was my queue. Taking one last deep breath in and out, I released my dad’s hand and stood up.

      Just one foot in front of the other. Slowly.

      Miraculously, I make it unscathed. I was appreciative for the raucous praise my friends are giving, because it muffled out the jackhammer of my heart.

      I hugged Mrs. Norrie before being handed over to the organiser who congratulated me and handed me the award. It was nice, made of glass and affixed to an ebony stand. It was oblong and thick, with gold trimming. Engraved in the middle in gold was the award title and my name written underneath.

      They both paved a path for me to stand behind the lectern. My eyes roamed the crowd. The bookstore was full of people. I hadn’t realised this was such a popular award. This town was full of more stuck-up rich types than intellectuals, I assumed there would only be a handful of people here besides my family and friends.

      Each face was lit up with smiles. Warmth and kindness emanated from them in blissful waves. It had my shoulders sagging, releasing the stress I had been holding.

      Everyone anticipated my thank you speech. I hadn’t created one. I didn’t want to be up there any longer than I had to. The people that knew me understood, and so did the organiser, which was why my poem was blown up and on full display for people to read.

      “Thank you to Mrs. Norrie for believing in my poem. Thank you to the organizers of this auspicious award and for seeing the truth in my poem. Thank you to my friends and family for your support.”

      I looked back to Mrs. Norrie and she clapped, indicating the end, and inviting everyone in. Giving her one last hug, I returned to my seat.

      “Congratulations baby. I love you.” I smiled against Zayne’s warm cheek, taking in his words.

      He loves me.

      I was loveable after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Eight

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “He looked at me like I was the most beautiful person in the world. And for the first time, I actually believed it.”

      

      

      When my mom heard about the prom bet, she made it her mission to find me a dress. I fought her on every go. Eventually I realized it was better to just go along with it than fight her.

      It wasn’t until I tried on the dress that a fluttering in my stomach raised its ugly head, betraying my head by siding with my heart and I started hoping I would win. It was exquisite, but simple. It was very me. I wasn’t a girly person, not in the slightest. I didn’t dress up in pink, wear frilly shit with beads and glitter.

      However, when I saw this dress, I was in love, the kind of love at first sight romantic comedies promised you, but you never saw play out in real life.

      This dress was the epitome of Grace Kelly and Audrey Hepburn. It was classy, yet sexy. With a deep purple coloured long sleeved, lacy top that hugged the top of my arms, just beneath my shoulders, a slim satin belt that cinched in at the waist which fanned out in chiffon over the top of the satin, it was one of the most beautiful things I had ever seen. I’ll admit, that even seeing me in this dress had tears instantly pricking the corners of my eyes. I couldn’t breathe, it was the sheer sight of me in it. My mom’s expression mirrored mine, but instead of fighting back the tears that threatened to escape, she allowed them to flow easily.

      “You look beautiful. My little girl.” She sat on the settee behind me and I spun around. She pulled me into her. “No, don’t! My mascara is going to run and ruin that beautiful dress.”

      She sniffed a couple of times, waving her hands in front her to stop from crying and gently cupped my hands with hers. “Baby girl, I am so proud of you. You have overcome everything in your life to get you to this point. We were so fearful that you would never be able to overcome your demons. You proved us wrong. I know you don’t see yourself as the strong one but believe me. You are much stronger than your father and I, much stronger than you make yourself believe you are. You are everything, and you can achieve anything because you are a fighter, and a fierce contender of life. Don’t let your few trips define who you are, let your accomplishments and your strong will to survive do it for you.”

      I no longer tried to force the tears back, I let them spill out like a geyser, because this was the most amazing thing my mom had ever said to me. She believed in me and didn’t hate me for my weaker moments. With those words, my heart swelled to near breaking, I thought it would burst out from my chest. This was one of the moments I would cherish forever.

      “Okay, we better stop blubbering in the store.”

      My mom slapped me playfully on the arm before we got up and purchased the first dress to have ever graced my wardrobe.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Standing in front of the mirror, I gazed upon the dress with the same admiration I had in the store.

      “Earth to Isla!” Thea sang, waving her hand in front of my face, pulling me out of my trance.

      “Umm, sorry, what?”

      She chuckled. “Guys, I think we’ve lost her for good to Zayne, she has this far off glazed look in her eyes and a massive grin on her face as if she just had her first orgasm.”

      “Oh leave her alone Thea, she’s in love with a guy who understands what he has when it’s standing in front of him,” Aurora retorted from the bathroom.

      My mom had insisted the girls get ready at our place for the prom, even though I told her that neither the bathroom nor my bedroom was big enough for four girls and their big ass dresses. Especially not with Fatima’s oversized ego.

      “Well she has to sit down. I still haven’t done her fucking make-up or hair yet!” Thea exclaimed.

      “Language, young lady,” my mom scolded, popping in, shaking her head at an un-phased Thea. The Swedish beauty usually didn’t have a care in the world, and her trucker mouth had gained her a few detentions over the years. I chortled at their interaction and moved over to the dressing table with the big mirror.

      I turned to face them and crossed my arms across my chest. “Will you two quit bickering like old ladies? Thea still needs to do my makeup.”

      My mom humphed and left the room. Thea walked up behind me, leaning over and picked up the picture I had placed in the crease of the mirror and the frame and smiled.

      We were all heading in different directions all too soon. Thea was a genius with fashion and was heading to the Donna Kay Pierce School for Beauty and Hair in New York City to study to become a makeup artist. All of my friends were going to be split all over the place. The only person I had in Massachusetts was Zayne and Aniyah, not that that wasn’t enough. But sometimes a girl needed all her closest friends with her. Thea picked up my curly hair and started placing it into a loose bun which sat at the nape of my neck, making sure to thread the curls into the right spot and secured them with bobby pins. I had more bobby pins in my hair than actual hair. I was not looking forward to having to take them out at the end of the night. Spinning me around to face her, she beamed at her work.

      “Okay, you are not to look at yourself until after I have completed your make-up, so you dare try and take a peak and I will use physical harm.” Instantly regretting her choice of words, she winced and sucked in a hiss through her teeth. “Oh my god, I’m so sorry Isla, that was so fuck—“

      I placed a hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay.” And I meant it. They couldn’t tip-toe around me for the rest of their life.

      She gave me a warm smile and got back up to collect her make-up from the bathroom. I could hear her arguing with Aurora, who had no doubt hogged it again. Thea had the best shit, and Aurora took every opportunity she could to use her stuff because it was such a rare occasion. After few minutes of cussing and shouting, Thea returned and grabbed the chair at my computer desk and rolled it over in front of me and started to apply the make-up.

      I wasn’t used to wearing make-up in the slightest. After some moaning and groaning from her mostly, because I wouldn’t shut up about how torturous this sitting and waiting while she poked at my face with her brush, I felt her warm presence leave my personal space and step back, no doubt admiring her handiwork.

      “Holy shit Thea, what the fuck did you do!” Aurora exclaimed in shock before the thwack of a hand coming in contact with skin followed.

      “Ouch! Bitch.”

      “Well don’t fucking scare her. Isla, honey, there is nothing to be scared about.”

      “Oh god, what the hell is wr… wow, Isla. You look… wow,” Fatima breathed.

      My leg started to bounce of its own accord, a sign of nerves as I sat there, unable to see what they could see, or the expressions on their faces since Thea told me to keep my eyes closed. One of the girls, I didn’t know who, secured my feet in my moderately high heels. With their help, I lifted myself up off my seat and shuffled as Thea guided me to step forward a little and then spun me around.

      “Okay honey, you can open your eyes now,” Thea said softly.

      I did as instructed and what I saw was unusual, but in a good way.

      The reflection of me was so foreign I didn’t know if it really was me staring back at me. My usually unruly strawberry blonde curls looked tame, yet still had a soft casualness to them. It was the best I had ever seen my hair. My lips were painted with a light neutral gloss that accentuated their natural pink hue. The purple colour of my dress didn’t—surprisingly—make me look whiter than normal. Being of Irish descent, I was blessed, or cursed, whichever way you chose to look at it, with light skin.

      “Is it really me?” I asked, still in disbelief at the person staring back at me. Head cocked as she observed me from head to toe as I did her.

      “This is one-hundred-percent you.”

      It couldn’t be though, could it? Surely the girl in front of me with her vibrant green eyes, heart shaped face and coloured lips couldn’t be me. Where were the freckles that usually adorned my face? The make-up had done such a good job of hiding every flaw I had, that the girl in the mirror was damn near unrecognisable. And it scared me. What if this was the girl Zayne liked more? This wasn’t me, this was a mask to hide the real me. This girl looked confident and self-assured. This girl was the image of the girl I wish I could be but never would be.

      “Hey sweetie, what’s wrong?” Aniyah said, stepping forward and wiping a tear that had annoyingly escaped from the corner of my eye. I hadn’t even realized they were watering.

      “What if he likes this person more?” I whispered to myself.

      Thea pushed Aniyah away and pulled me into a tight squeeze. “He loves you more than you could ever imagine.”

      “How do you know?” I hated showing my insecurities again, I wanted the demon to fuck off and never return, but I couldn’t quell the doubt that had bubbled up to the surface.

      “I know what you’re thinking sweetie. Stop it. He loves you to death, and he may worship the ground you walk on tonight all dolled up. However, at the end of the day, he doesn’t care if you wear makeup or not. It’s about you. He loves you. Unconditionally, and for forever.”

      I smiled up at Thea, and even though the words came from her, I heard the conviction. 	“Thank you.”

      She nodded at me and we walked together into the hall. The sweetest sound wafted up the stairs and met my ears. I smiled and my knees went weak, like they had the first time he held my hand. I stumbled, nearly knocking Aniyah over along the way. Instead of getting annoyed, she giggled and straightened us both up.

      “Woah girl, settle down. I know just hearing his voice gets you all hot and bothered and weak at the knees, but you have to control yourself if you have any shot of staying on your feet tonight,” she joked and winked at me.

      I gripped the handrail of the stairs and breathed in and out slowly, so as to not hyperventilate. The last thing I needed was to pass out and ruin all the work Thea had done because of a broken nose.

      “Settle down sweetie, take a moment. I’ll go downstairs and tell them you’ll be down in a minute.” With a quick squeeze of my hand and a nod, she glided down the stairs. She always looked as if she never touched the ground, travelling along as if levitating her way through life. The rest of them however, trudged along as if they were baby elephants. I could hear her telling my mother I would be down in a moment.

      You can do this Isla. You’ve got this. You can show everyone that you aren’t the same girl you used to be. Stephanie won’t even be there, which means all ammunition has been removed. All the popular guys won’t even dare go near me because Zayne threatened them with their lives. Everything. Will. Be. Oh. Kay. I internally psyched myself up and after a few moments, I took in a deep breath and with a determination I had never felt before, I slowly made my way downstairs.

      When I reached the landing and stood behind them, I heard a gasp as my mom was the one who noticed me first, however it wasn’t her opinion that mattered the most to me, it was Zayne’s. My anxiety ramped up and I could hear my breathing in my ears as time seemed to slow down, especially when he turned around to face me. All of it in slow motion.

      I searched for his reaction, squinting as I assessed his face. As per usual, he gave nothing away. I hated his amazing poker face. A smirk kinked up on his lips and I knew what he was doing. Asshole. He was doing this on purpose. His eyes roved up and down my body hungrily, his eyes turned dark, flashing with arousal. He closed the distance between us in a few strides. He pulled me into a hug and spun me around before placing me on the ground. He brought his lips to my ear, his warm breath doing all kinds of wonderful things to my stomach, the heat growing between my thighs. I moaned at the sensation and he squeezed me tight.

      “You need to stop moaning, otherwise I’m going to take you upstairs and have my way with you and we’ll never make it to prom.”

      Holy fucking shit. How did I end up with the hottest guy on this Earth? How? Maybe this was God’s way of giving me a little something before he decided to fuck me over. Surely things couldn’t be this good. Feel this good.

      “You look beautiful baby,” he whispered. “I thank God every day that I met you. That you took a chance on me. That you trusted me enough to give me all of you. I love you Miss Isla Davenport. With my body. My heart. And my soul. You can’t get rid of me now. No matter how hard you fucking try.”

      It was the most wonderful and sweetest things I had ever heard him say. Swearing and all. I had to force the tears from erupting and making a mess of the eye makeup and mascara Thea had applied on me.

      “I love you too, Zayne. Thank you for being my rock, my comfort, my all. Thank you for taking my heart and my soul and protecting it. For keeping it under your heart’s lock and key.” I broke away from our hug and looked at him. There, in his eyes, was all the devotion I could have asked for. He leaned down, his lips brushing mine softly. It sent heat straight to my core and ignoring everyone else that was mingling around in my living room, I kissed him.

      Kissed him as if my life depended on it.

      Kissed him to show he was my saviour.

      Kissed him with all the emotion I had in me. To show him that even though it had taken a while to get to this moment, there was nothing barricading us from each other. He had successfully hammered down the walls I had quickly and successfully erected to save myself.

      My life.

      His lips were soft, caressing my own with his. His tongue stuck out, teasing me, and I opened my mouth to allow his tongue to dip into me, searching for my own. I moved my tongue to meet his in a slow and sensual dance. After a few moments, he broke it off and stared down at me, shifting slightly as he discretely adjusted himself.

      “No more baby, I don’t think your parents will appreciate me sporting wood around their daughter,” he whispered, shooting me a wink and his signature sexy ass smirk I loved so damn fucking much.

      “Okay kids, one photo and then you all need to get going,” my mom called. She shuffled us all in the foyer in front of the steps and one photo turned to twenty, which meant that we weren’t able to leave until thirty minutes later.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Nine

          

          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Love is composed of two souls inhabiting a single body”

        - Aristotle

      

      

      We walked into the school hall which was decked out in streamers, balloons and lights. All of it in the theme of Romance Through the Years... totally kidding. We didn't have a theme. It was just a normal prom where people dressed up and danced with their friends and dates. Teachers roamed the space, watching out for any heavy petting or inappropriate behaviour. A camera was set up along the wall close to the entrance, capturing the happy faces of those that entered.

      We were urged to take photos and I wasn’t used to wanting photos of myself, but part of me kind of wanted to remember this moment. This moment when I had someone who loved me and wanted me for me. A moment in my life where I was truly happy, even if this was to end in a bittersweet memory. I at least had proof. Proof to show myself that I could have the things I wanted in life. Proof that I was capable of real happiness. Proof to myself that I was worth something.

      Zayne, who usually wasn't a fan of such trivial activities, was happy to participate. We stood in front of the camera. He had one hand placed on the small of my back, his thumb lazily moving around in concentric circles as I hugged him close to me.

      "Okay guys, say cheese!" We smiled and the photographer took the photo. "That was beautiful. Your photos will be handed out to you at school by your teachers. Enjoy your night."

      We stood to the side and waited for the others to take theirs, each one of them looking ravishing. Kristopher and Thea could barely keep their hands off of each other. We had to remind them to behave themselves tonight, otherwise they'd be kicked out. The other girls had dates as well—even Aniyah—who had taken Clarke. It was cute and a little sad seeing those two. She had absolutely no clue that he fawned over her. Even though it was clear to anyone that he adored her more than life itself. More than his computers. I remembered when I used to be that person, though I'd like to think that I wasn't as bad as him.

      We had told her multiple times that he had a thing for her and she kept denying it. Saying that they were just friends, reminding us that she didn't date high school guys. He was a good-looking guy.

      "What's up, baby?" Zayne asked kissing me on the top of my head.

      "Those two," I responded, motioning to my friend.

      "The poor thing. She's never going to see him as anything more than a friend. He should give up and go for someone else. It's never going to happen."

      "I know. I hate it, because he's super nice."

      "Oh really?" Zayne asked, brows arched and head cocked to the side.

      "Settle down macho man. There is nobody else here that would ever steal my attention from you."

      "Damn fucking straight."

      "Are you two looking at Aniyah and Clarke?” Thea asked as she stood beside me. The others had gathered around. We all watched in silence, as we saw a carefree and oblivious Aniyah place Clarke’s hand on her hip as he nervously stood there, awkward and tense. She turned to him, and whispered in his ear, his head shaking in response. He stood up straight with determination on his face.

      "Yeah. It's a shame."

      "Such a shame," Fatima said. "I don't see how she can't see he's head over heels for her."

      "Just let it play out on its own. If she manages to realize what she has in front of her, she does and things turn out good. If she doesn't, well really, it's her own loss."

      I was about to say something when she came walking over. A wide smile on both of their faces.

      “Goodness, he took forever. Do you want to get a drink?” She asked Clarke.

      "Yeah, sure." The two walked off towards the refreshments table.

      

      Zayne

      

      “Even though you two are going out now, it’s still fucking creepy dude to be staring at her like that.” I didn’t even respond. I didn’t care what Kris had to say. I could hear him perfectly fine, but none of that mattered. Not when she was around.

      “Oh quit giving him shit, Kris, he’s in love.” That was Thea. She had been a fan of me and Isla since the beginning I discovered. Always our number one fan.

      I hated, absolutely despised, the sentimental crap. With her though, I didn’t know what it was… no, scrap that, I did know what it was about her. It was this girl, bundled in a tight little group with her friends, talking and smiling. This girl that still looked awkward and anxious, who’s eyes kept flickering in and out of the conversation, as it ventured over to the exit of the school gym. This girl, that despite the hell she had been through her entire school years, was standing here, able to overcome it all with a strength I had never seen… not even in myself.

      This girl I would do anything for.

      This girl I would become a sensitive and romantic piece of shit for.

      Because she was worth it.

      Because she’ll always be worth it.

      The way I felt about Isla was beyond anything I ever thought I could ever feel for anyone. I loved her. She was the real fucking deal, and I would do anything to keep that gorgeous, bonerific smile of hers permanently tattooed on her face. To hear her childlike giggle that made me die a thousand fucking times.

      It was sad. I was in love.

      A guy like me didn’t fall in love.

      A guy like me couldn’t fall in love.

      Because I’d been forced to harden up into steel from my upbringing.

      But there she was, this fucking little firecracker with strawberry blonde hair, smashing through my walls and making herself at home.

      She’d worn me down and I’d been happy to go along with it.

      I pushed myself off the wall, absentmindedly handing Kris my drink. I walked up behind her, wrapping my arms around her waist. She relaxed before I had even reached her. She leant into me, her head resting on my chest.

      “Hey, baby,” I said, leaning down and giving her a peck on her forehead.

      “Hey,” she wriggled around to face me, and again, for the millionth time, I got lost in her big, sparkling, green eyes.

      She lifted herself up a little and kissed me lightly on the lips, uncaring that there were people around her. When we first got here, she wouldn’t kiss me. We both hated PDA, but I wanted people to see us together. To hammer it into people that were in love, and that she was mine.

      “Get a room guys!” I chuckled against her lips at Aurora’s jib.

      “Come on baby, let’s dance.”

      She froze instantly against me, eyes growing wide. Her head moved in quick, rapid movements as I felt her pull away from me.

      I secured a tight hold on her. I couldn’t have her walking away from me. I had asked the DJ to put on Perfect by Ed Sheeran. She loved that song. I caught her listening to it and swaying back and forth, completely lost in the music.

      And right on cue, it came on.

      She understood what was happening, and she started to tug against me, attempting to get away.

      “It’s okay baby, I’ve got you,” I whispered into her ear.

      She started shaking. “I-I-I-I can’t,” she mewled, soft whimpers escaping her.

      I pulled her into me, stroking her bare back.

      “You’ll be fine. I’m here. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “Everybody is looking.”

      “Nobody is looking, and even if they are, just concentrate on me. I promise it’ll be okay.”

      She lifted her head from my chest and looked around. Everyone had gathered in the middle of the dance floor. Turning her attention back to me, I could see the worry in her eyes.

      Even though things had calmed down considerably, she was still on guard. That was something I knew would never go away. She wasn’t that type of person. Just like me. We had been through more than anyone I had ever known.

      “Just keep your eyes on mine okay?”

      She drew her bottom lip in between her teeth, which had my breath hitching. She observed our surroundings. I released a breath when she nodded her head, and a meek, uncertain smile spread slowly across her face.

      I picked up her hand, kissing the back of it, before collecting her other hand in mine, and walking backwards. A few bumps along the way, and we were on the dance floor with everyone else.

      We swayed together; eyes locked on one another. It felt as if we were alone. It wasn’t until some fucking asshole bumped into us, who let out an annoyed grunt and pushed us, that her nerves started to rev up.

      I pulled the guy in by his suit collar and got right in his face. “You better fucking apologize to Isla, or I’ll take the obvious beer bottle you’ve fucking snuck in here and slam it down your throat so hard, you’ll be sucking that fucking thing until you eventually pass it and shit out a fucking mosaic.” I pushed him away.

      Scared, he looked past me to Isla, and apologized before dragging his date behind him as he speed walked away.

      Shaking, I pulled her into me, and swayed in time with the music again. Isla buried her face into my suit jacket, gripping my arms for dear life.

      “It’s okay baby.” I started softly singing the words to the song.

      I may have disliked this song, but it didn’t mean I wasn’t fucking prepared. It only took a few minutes for her to relax, and I felt the strain of my jacket fisted in her hands loosen.

      Tipping her head up to me, I pressed a light kiss on her lips. And then another one, and another one. All I wanted to do was savour the taste of strawberries on my lips. Her plump, pouty lips grazed on my own. I inhaled her intoxicating perfume and stayed in this moment with her.

      It didn’t take long, for her to pull me in. I gave her what she wanted. Because I would always give her what she wanted. Her tongue plunged into my mouth, searching for mine. Our tongues came together in a rhythmic dance, gliding along to its own music.

      Not for the first time, my head became hazy with lust. She brought out the animal in me. She also appeared to draw out the romantic in me. Isla Davenport did things to me I never knew could ever happen. And I was damn fucking okay with it.

      We pulled apart, breathing a little shallow and ragged.

      “Do you want to get going?”

      She nodded her head appreciatively.

      

      Isla

      

      The night had gone well. I had a lot more fun than I had imagined I would have had. We drank punch—which someone had ended up spiking—and a few people got a bit too drunk, forcing the teachers to take action and kick them out of the dance. They checked the punch and removed it quickly.

      I didn't win prom queen, as all the movies would suggest I would. The Prom King and Queen were none other than Michael and Leanne. They beamed; I was sure, very happy that Stephanie was out of the picture. Even her boyfriend had discarded Stephanie as if she was garbage and hooked up with her friend, Kirsten. I pitied Stephanie. She had no one in her life anymore. She was not a graduate, and her mother had been effectively removed from the school. She had nothing for her anymore.

      There was no sympathy for her though. Through middle and high school, she had been a danger to my health, both physical and mental.

      Zayne and I ended up leaving early, not all that interested in staying much longer after the crowning of the king and queen. Thea was too busy to even care that we were leaving and I was glad.

      He was taking me to a hotel tonight. We were going to spend the night, just us two, the perfect way to end prom. I was rather shocked my parents allowed me to. They weren't stupid, they knew very well what was going to happen. My mom had told me she trusted me to be safe, ending it with not wanting to get me a condom because she didn't know Zayne's size.

      It was the most horrified I had been in my life. There was not much worse than hearing your mom talk about the length of your boyfriend's dick.

      He led me into the hotel. It was situated right near the water and overlooked the harbor. It was truly one of the most stunning views I had ever seen. I loved coming to the harbour at night, to watch the water as it glistened.

      He came up behind me, his hands crept around my torso and he kissed my head as I looked at the water from our room.

      "Beautiful, isn't it?"

      "It sure is."

      "So. What are we going to do?"

      "Watch a movie."

      I turned around in his embrace and stared up at him. "No hanky panky?"

      "Hanky panky? How old are you? A hundred?"

      "Hey, it's still a hip word."

      "Whatever you say, grandma," he teased.

      "Is that seriously all we're going to do all night?"

      "Yes. I arranged tonight so we could spend one more night together. Just us two. Without the stress of college. I’m not luring you to have sex with me. I don't need tonight to be able to do that."

      It was the most honest thing any guy had ever said in the history of the world. Some people would think I was stupid and naive for believing him. They didn't know Zayne though. He wasn't one to bullshit a person.

      "Do you want something to drink?"

      "What do you have stocked up in the bar fridge?"

      "No alcohol. Don't worry. Just soda and water."

      "I'll take a water, thank you."

      "Before we lay in bed and watch some of the worst movies ever to have been created, we are going to have a shower and get into some rather fluffy robes."

      "Sounds perfect. Do you want to go first, or should I?"

      "Doesn't bother me."

      "You go first. I'm happy staring out at this view for now."

      "Okay baby. I'll be out soon." A quick kiss on the nose and he was in the shower, the sound of the water hitting the shower floor coming through the open door of the bedroom.

      Fifteen minutes later and he was back out with me, in nothing but a towel. My mouth went agape as my eyes hungrily ate him up. All non-sexual thoughts vacated the building and I was left standing there in front of a god who had a body that was chiseled to destroy me.

      Without a second thought, I bridged the space between us and threw myself into his arms. My lips slammed down onto his. I clawed at his body as we delved into a frantic pace. He was sucking and nipping and kissing me as the heat of his body threatened to burn me.

      He placed me on the cold floor, grinding into me. His hard cock rubbing against my core as I struggled to breathe. In all the times we had had sex, I had never felt this need to have him. I was insatiable and driven mad with lust.

      I flipped us over, straddling him. Inching my way down as I did so until I reached the towel that was tented with his arousal.

      This was it. This would be the moment I had kind of been dreading the whole time. I had never done this before, and he had been so patient with me. My friends said that guys loved receiving head, and even though I had received a very graphic and detailed description of how to do it, I was still nervous that I would fuck up.

      Taking a breath, I decided to suck it up and just go for it. The thing to do here, apart from doing it right, was to not show him that I had no idea what I was doing, even though I was sure he would be able to guess considering I was a virgin before he came around.

      He halted my action, forcing me to look at him. "You don't have to do this."

      "I want to do this. Need to do this." I brushed his hands away and slowly, with shaking hands, undid the towel that was miraculously still wrapped around his waist. When I had unclasped the towel, I slid it off him. Standing to attention, in all its glory, was his dick. I knew it was big. There was no denying his length. Looking at it now however, it appeared a hell of a lot bigger.

      I gulped. Taking a firm grip of it, I did exactly what Thea had told me to do. Not too firm, just enough to create a good sensation for him. I proceeded with languid strokes up and down his shaft, twisting as I saw the porn star do on the video.

      I must have been doing something good, as a deep growl reverberated through the room, cutting through the quiet. I internally jumped around, proud that I was nailing this. When I felt confident enough, I shuffled down then leaned down and took him in my mouth slowly. The salty taste of his pre-cum hit my tongue.

      I moaned around him, moving up and down, speeding up the louder he became. A firm hand gripped my hair as he assisted my movement, pushing me to go a little faster. I couldn't take him all the way, and whenever I was pushed that little further, a gargle would escape me as my gag reflex kicked in.

      I loved doing this. Loved the feel of him inside my mouth. Something so soft yet so hard as I worked it towards release.

      “Fuck, baby,” he moaned.

      A wetness gathered in my core, and my eyes rolled towards the back of my head as my pussy throbbed with need, screaming for its own pleasure.

      He twitched around me and a stream of salty liquid hit the back of my throat. He jerked in my mouth before sliding in and out slowly, milking himself inside of me until he was done and I had swallowed all of him.

      "Fuck baby. That was amazing," he said in between ragged breaths.

      I crawled up to him and kissed him. He ravaged my mouth, throwing me on my back. I laughed as my head hit the floor hard.

      "Fuck. I'm so sorry!"

      "Don't be. I love it when you're rough.”

      “Are you sure you've never done that before? Because baby you give head like a pro. Are you sure this is your first time?”

      A wide stupid smile reached up to my eyes. This was probably one of the best things I had ever heard. "Nope. First time."

      "Well baby, you don't need to worry about how good you are. The fact that you had me coming like a rocket in a matter of three minutes should be a good indication. Now let me show you how much I loved it," he said as he crawled down my body, his blues holding my greens.
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          Isla

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “She fought her demons and won the battle.

        The war wasn’t over, but her strength was plenty.

        She would win every fight.”

        - Chinese Proverb

      

      

      This year had turned out to be one of the most amazing times of my life. Despite everything that had happened, it still was. I know, it's a weird thing to say considering. However, I couldn't not look back on what had been the year my entire life had changed.

      Stephanie and her mother would no longer be able to torture and ignore people. I had graduated with honors and was named Valedictorian. Making the speech in front of our entire student body was a little nerve wracking, but I had survived. Because I had the love of not only my parents and Zayne's parents, but him and my friends. Old and new. My family grew from my four little friends to include Kristopher, Jen and Zayne.

      "I can't believe the day has come already." My mother was on the verge of tears.

      "Mom, you've had months to get used to this."

      "I know, I know, but a mother can never fully prepare for their only child leaving them to go to study on the other side of the country."

      I smiled and brought her into a tight embrace. "Thank you Mom for everything you and Dad have done for me. I would never have been able to get through this year without either of you.”

      "You are welcome sweetheart. I'm so proud of the woman you have become. You have exceeded our expectations tenfold."

      "You two aren't getting all mushy now are you?" We turned around to see my dad walking down with the remaining boxes.

      Zayne and I had decided to leave for college a little bit early. That way we had some extra time together before the hectic life of school took our attention away from each other.

      "Where is that damn boy? If we want to get a head start on the trip, we need to leave now."

      Zayne was coming with us because his parents weren't able to get away from work. I would be travelling with Zayne, while Mom and Dad drove the trailer with all our stuff in it.

      I looked up to see a shiny black SUV heading our way, and I smiled. It was Zayne. A Christmas, birthday and graduation present from his parents. I envied his vehicle compared to my own little run down one. I wasn't taking mine with me, opting to leave it behind for when I came to visit. If it survived that long.

      He hopped out of his car and headed towards me. He lifted me up and planted a soft kiss on my lips. I closed my eyes and melted in his arms.

      "Finally you're here! My god, could you have been any later?" Dad bellowed as he walked outside holding Mom's hand.

      "Sorry Mr. Davenport. My parents were taking up a lot of my time. They cooked me a farewell breakfast."

      "It's okay son. I get it. Now come on. Let's get this show on the road."

      "Yes, Mr. Davenport."

      "And cut it out with that Mr. Davenport business. You're practically family. It's Sean to you now."

      I looked towards the home that had been my refuge for so much of my life. Thinking back on everything I had there. My dog. My parents. The haven that was my bedroom. How, once shrouded in an ominous cloud, it had turned and grew warm with love and new beginnings. While I had successfully defeated my demons, it was only the battle that had been won. Not the war. A warm hand clasped mine, before a gentle kiss painted across my skin.

      Looking up at my new life, I was immensely appreciative of what I had. Of who I had. How he saved me from my living hell and was able to bring some of the light I once had back in me.

      I didn't know what the future was going to hold for us. If it would be a short-term thing or not.

      I just knew, that this was something I had to continue to experience. To live in the moment and appreciate it for what it was. For who he was.

      Zayne Shai was it.

      My saviour.

      My light.

      My strength.

      My guide.

      And we were now moving onto the next chapter of both of our lives.

      Together.
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      Dear Readers,

      

      Wow, this sounds like the beginning of a diary entry hehe. . . Anyhoo. . .

      

      I remember when I came up with the idea of this book. It was around the middle of the year. Things had become a little stressful, and I had a few down moments. One of those days I came home from work and went to read. It was the only thing I felt like doing that seemed to ease the stress a little bit. All of a sudden, this big voice popped into my head, speaking the first paragraph of the Prologue, that would eventually continue on to be the book that you’ve read. This wasn’t a reflection of how I was feeling at the time, but I think Isla came out so clear because I wasn’t myself. I knew from that moment, I wanted to tell a particular story. A story that is part of so many people out there. Male and female.

      

      We all struggle. There’s no changing that. Regardless of the ‘size’ of the struggle. Regardless of whether you believe it to be stupid or not. We do.

      

      For a lot of people - men and women, girls and boys, we have this warped and twisted sense of self image. And it’s not to say that it’s your fault. The pressures society - especially the media - place on people is unrealistic, and a problem. It has come to a point where young people are getting botox when they don’t need to, where it festers into an obsession to become perfect. Because perfection can obviously be achieved if the models and celebrities can obtain them.

      

      For people who are constantly fighting a battle in a war within themselves to obtain such perfection, it can be tiring. The reason for that being, perfection is placed on such a high standard. High on a pedestal that it can’t be reached, no matter how high you climb to achieve it. Instead of reaching for perfection as a warped and misguided concept, we should be looking at it as, what is perfect for me. What makes up me. What are the good things I possess as a human being. And yes, there are physical and personality flaws. Ones we may not necessarily be able to accept, but others find interesting and beautiful and… PERFECT.

      

      Perfection is a myth. An illusion. What isn’t however, is:

      

      PERFECT. FOR. ME.

      

      You know the age old adage. One man’s trash is another man’s treasure? You may view a part, or parts of yourself, as something to be repulsed by. To hate. But this is something somebody else is going to see as something that makes up you and adds to you as a person, making you beautiful. Sometimes we just need someone to show us something we’ve known deep down is the truth. For somebody to break away that hideous costume we see ourselves in everyday to see the real beauty.

      

      Isla goes through struggles. She has a myriad of issues a LOT of people go through. It’s fobbed off so easily by most, but early years education, teens and young adolescents are the most important stages of a person’s life. We all know why early years are. They are developmental stages. What most don’t realise is, teen and young adolescent years are extremely crucial. This is when a lot of mental illnesses like anxiety and depression appear. Kids are cruel and they bully, and bully hard. You’re either too ‘fat’, a ‘geek’, too ‘ugly’, a ‘loser’, ‘weird’ etc, etc. The most powerful part of a person is the mind. Manage to break it down, and you have someone that is lost and alone. Struggling to keep their head above water and constantly fighting to take a breath. Around 450 million people suffer from mental disorders. That’s one in four people.

      

      If you know someone who is fighting the invisible battle, are being bullied, suffers from body dysmorphic disorder, anxiety, self-image etc. etc. then make sure you reach out to them. Make sure that you know that they aren’t alone. Regardless of whether you think you are helping. The simple fact that they know you’re in their corner, cheering you on, and standing by their side through the whole ordeal can help. It won’t magically wipe away what they suffer from, but it can help get them through another second. minute. hour. day. month. year.

      

      I want to take this moment right now to tell you this. To tell all the guys and gals out there that are struggling with themselves. Their identity.

      

      You are beautiful.

      

      You are intelligent.

      

      You are loved.

      

      You are NOT a failure.

      

      You are somebody.

      

      And you are worth it.

      

      You may not see it within yourself, because it’s hard to separate what you’ve conditioned yourself into thinking, but you are.

      

      People will tell you otherwise, because people can be cruel. They will try and break you because they feel it’s within their right to make you suffer. The flaws you see within yourself are what makes you beautiful to those around you.

      

      So I’ll end it with this.

      

      YOU.

      

      MATTER.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Mental Health Helplines & General Websites

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        AUSTRALIA

      

        

      
        Lifelines

      

      

      
        	Lifeline Australia - 13 11 14

        	Kids Helpline - 1800 55 1800

        	Samaritans - 13 52 47 

        	Emergency Services - 000

        	Mensline - https://mensline.org.au/

      

      

      
        
        General Websites

      

      

      
        	Sane - Helping all Australians affected by mental illness lead a better life

        	Black Dog Institute - Information about depression and bipolar disorder including symptoms, causes, treatments, Q & A section, self assessment tools and getting help.

        	A comprehensive list of Australian support groups divided by state

        	Headspace - Headspace is the National Youth Mental Health Foundation. We help young people who are going through a tough time.

        	ReachOut - Wonderful resource for young people finding themselves and their place in society

        	mindhealthconnect - The easy way to find mental health and wellbeing information, support and services from Australia’s leading health providers, together in one place.

        	Mental Health Apps (Australian Site)

      

      

      
        
        AMERICA

      

      

      
        
        Lifelines

      

      

      
        	Suicide Prevention Lifeline - 1-800-273-8255 

        	The Trevor Project (LGBT) - 866-488-7386

        	HopeLine - (800) 442-4673

        	Emergency Services - 911

      

      

      
        
        General Websites

      

      

      
        	National Alliance on Mental Illness - The National Alliance on Mental Illness, is the nation’s largest grassroots mental health organization dedicated to building better lives for the millions of Americans affected by mental illness, including NAMI Air – a safe, anonymous app to share and air your experiences.

      

      

      
        
        UNITED KINGDOM & ROI

      

      

      
        
        Lifelines

      

      

      UK

      
        	Samartians - 08457 90 90 90

        	HopeLine UK - 0800 068 4141

        	HelpLines Partnership

        	Emergency Services - 999

      

       

      ROI

      
        	Samaritans - 116 123

        	Lifeline - 0808 808 8000

        	Emergency Services - 999

      

      

      
        
        General Websites

      

      

      
        	Mental Health Foundation - Improving the lives of those with mental health problems or learning difficulties.

        	Together - Supports people through mental health services.

        	The Centre for Mental Health - Working to improve the quality of life for people with mental health problems.

        	Time to Change - Led by Mind and Rethink Mental Illness we’re England’s biggest programme to challenge mental health stigma and discrimination.

        	Rethink Mental Illness - Since 1972 we have been challenging attitudes and changing lives, helping people living with conditions like schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, personality disorders and more to recover a better quality of life. – Contact details for local services and support groups

      

      

      
        
        NEW ZEALAND

      

      

      
        
        Lifelines

      

      

      
        	Lifeline New Zealand - 09 5222 999 (Auckland),0800 543 354 (Rest of NZ)

        	Emergency Services - 111

      

      

      
        
        General Websites

      

      

      
        	The Mental Health Foundation of New Zealand - A charity that works towards creating a society free from discrimination, where all people enjoy positive mental health & wellbeing.

        	Health and Disability Commissioner – find help in your area

      

      

      
        
        EUROPE

      

      

      
        
        Lifelines

      

      

      

      France (English Speaking)

      
        	Suicide Ecoute - 0033 145 39 4000

        	SOS Help - 01 46 21 46 46

      

       

      Germany

      Telefonseelsorge Deutschland (National)

      German speaking - 0800 -111 0 222

      English speaking - 030-44 01 06 07

      Crisis support line 6pm to 12am daily

       

      Italy

      
        	Samaritans - 800 86 00 22

        	European Emergency Number - 112

      

      

      
        
        General Websites

      

      

      
        	European Federation of Associations of Families of People with Mental Illness - Welcome to this online information source for people with severe mental illness and their families and friends.

        	WHO Europe - Mental health information from the World Health Organisation

      

      

      
        
        SOUTH AFRICA

      

      

      
        
        Lifelines

      

      

      
        	Lifeline Southern Africa - 0861 322 322 

        	Emergency Services - 10 177

      

      

      
        
        General Websites

      

      

      
        	South African Federation for Mental Health

        	South African Depression and Anxiety Group

        	Mental Health Information Centre

      

      

      
        
        JAPAN

      

      

      
        
        Lifelines

      

      

      
        	Befrienders International, Tokyo - +81 (0) 3 5286 9090

        	BI Suicide Prevention Centre, Osaka - +81 (0) 6 4395 4343

      

      
        	Tokyo English Lifeline - 107-0062

        	TellJP - Counselling: 03 5774 0992, Face to Face: 03 3498 0231

      

      

      
        
        General Websites

      

      

      
        	うつ病 - Information about depression in Japanese.

        	こころの陽だまり - cocoro-no-hidamari

      

      

      
        
        ANYWHERE IN THE WORLD

      

      

      
        	Befrienders

        	Lifeline International

      

      Online live chat for suicide prevention:

      
        	IMALIVE 

        	7 Cups of Tea

        	Lifeline Crisis Chat

        	International Suicide Hotlines

        	International Association for Suicide Prevention – Resources: Crisis Centers

        	How to Create a safety plan

        	How To Set Up A HelpLine

        	Learn the risk factors for suicide

        	Another list of lifelines – Wikipedia

        	Your Life Counts - Global list of Crisis Lines searchable by location

        	Psycom - General information and self assessment about a variety of mental health issues

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            UGLY Trivia

          

        

      

    

    
      I thought I would start doing a thing. I don’t really know if anybody will read this. If you don’t, that’s okay. If you do, fantastic!

      This trivia section is to give you guys an insight into how this book came about. Certain things that came from real life and so and so forth.

      

      1. I made the characters attend a catholic school because I know what it’s like, as I too attended a catholic school. Some of the brutality in which I witnessed fuelled some of the hate thrown at Isla. Thank goodness nobody I know was ever subjected to such abuse.

      2. The name of the school - St Mary’s, is actually named after the high school I went to. An all girls catholic school. . .Yeah, you can imagine how wonderful THAT would have been hehe.

      3. The character of Zayne Shai is inspired by none other than Trevor Noah. South African comedian, and night show host. The only similarity they have is the fact that they are both mixed race. Their personalities aren’t the same, or anything else. They don’t even look the same. . . in my head anyway. When I was coming up with the character, I was watching a documentary of his, and I found  his life fascinating, and the struggles. I wanted my main male character to compliment Isla. I wanted someone who would understand and know what she was going through. And so, Zayne Noah Shai was created.

      4. Isla Davenport, looks wise, is a mix between the amazing Shannon Purser and Amanda Seyfried. Two actresses I love!!

      5. The blowjob instructional scene is based on a real life event. Except, instead of at a friends house, it was at a school camp. And no it didn’t involve porn. I think by now you guys can guess which part of the scene was the real life event that happened.

      6. For the movie Jen and Isla are talking about when they are on the way to the Shai’s house. The movie is based on Chappie and the band is based on Die Antwoord.

      7. Isla’s dog, Bear, was real. He was my old dog. Same breed, and name, and size. I loved him dearly, and wanted to add him into the book. I knew I wanted a dog that could love unconditionally, and have a particular mannerism and personality about him, and that was my Bear.

      8. I grabbed inspiration from a few first times for Isla’s cherry popping scene. To make it realistic enough, without it being horrible to read, and sweet as well. Her first time with Zayne needed to be one that was nothing but emotion and love.
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      Some of the chapter quotes (those cited as having being an existing quote) was grabbed from

      http://www.wiseoldsayings.com/
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